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Logos Review was founded to pursue a vocation.

If society may be imagined as a living body—each part serving its function—then the
scholar’s duty is thought: inquiry, research, and writing. Yet this path grows harder.
Though our peers remain, the intellectual landscape has grown barren. The range of
subjects one can discuss in public narrows; the space for discourse contracts. If think-
ers come to accept detours and long pauses, they may, in time, lose even the capacity
to pose questions and to speak the truth.

The weightier the subject, the more it demands sustained cultivation. We must return
to sources: excavate, analyze, and untangle ideas, and temper a language worthy of
their complexity. We must cultivate a Chinese language robust enough to address,
together, the questions that press upon our lives. Such work requires formation. A
tradition may take a century to build, and yet be squandered in a decade or two.

Specific subjects may fall into neglect; fundamental themes do not—especially those
touching survival, flourishing, justice, and love. So long as the human spirit seeks a life
that is authentic, rich, deep, and humane, these themes endure. To answer their call is
to quicken life, even in difficult times; if we habitually ignore or sidestep them, the rest
of life withers, as though its animating soul were gone.

For this reason, we hope to create a platform where those who labor to think can read
one another and converse—easing, if only a little, the uncertainty and solitude.

We seek to reclaim a Chinese that is rooted in individual lives and public life; that bears
its own history and critical consciousness; and that keeps an unceasing dialogue with
its circumstances and culture—at times, even a challenge. To draw nearer to truth,

this language accepts discipline, becoming humbler and more capacious. It draws
nourishment from other cultures without being a mere import. It should also accord
with the sensibilities of contemporary readers of Chinese, uniting scholarly rigor and
intellectual seriousness with grace of expression. We hope for this because thought
ought to be a way of life—not an ivory tower, nor a structure without foundations.

This work also bears a trust placed upon it by others. Because each part has its func-
tion, we are mutually dependent; the fortunes of one are bound to the fortunes of all.
Since our vocation is thought, we have a responsibility to articulate, with care, what
many find difficult to express.

Our partners—present and future—need us.

The founding of Logos Review is our way of passing on this small flame.
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Since ancient times, education has been the embodiment of people’s hope for beauty,
goodness, and happiness. There is no shortage of discussions on education. The
Book of Learning states, “If jade is not polished, it will not become a useful tool; if peo-
ple do not learn, they will not know.” Today, education is widely regarded as a basic
citizen’s right, a reasonable means of allocating social status, and a public project for
inheriting culture and cultivating talent, from developing science and technology to
national prosperity, from cultivating morality to achieving success, and so on.

Whether for countries or individuals, education carries many dreams and promises.
In reality, we find that today’s education seems to be drifting further and further away
from people’s expectations.

On the one hand, at a macro level, education is entrusted with the mission of cultivat-
ing successors and builders.

Students—as the subjects of education—become objects of discipline and gover-
nance. The function of education is to safeguard and pass on specific, recognized
core values. On the other hand, at the individual level, education is increasingly viewed
by individuals and families —consumers of educational products —as a private good,

a key tool for employment and social mobility. The public mission of cultivating civic
responsibility has become less critical. In particular, China, which once had a millen-
nium-old tradition of selecting officials through the imperial examination system, has
now established the world’s most extensive education system. Within this system, the
talent selection mechanism centered on the college entrance examination is consid-
ered by many to be the fairest and most transparent institutional design. However, the
school education system, guided by the college entrance examination, has been criti-
cized for stifling students’ creativity, imagination, and critical thinking. When education
becomes an “arms race” between different social classes for social status, and when
unequal competition from kindergarten to university is exposed, education’s function
as a “social equalizer” seems to have been eliminated. In today’s era of rapid change
driven by artificial intelligence, technology —from intelligent teaching tools to auto-
mated assessment systems, from remote classrooms to online self-study systems—
has profoundly transformed the structure and methods of education. The education
system, traditionally prone to inertia, is facing unprecedented challenges and inquiries
from this new wave of technological revolution. In the increasingly urgent pursuit of
efficiency driven by technology, will the inherent needs of individuals—emotional, cog-
nitive, value-building, and spiritual growth—be overlooked? Can education still focus
on and respect the uniqueness of the individual?

As education is increasingly viewed as a tool for achieving specific social goals,
transitioning from social class to national strength, can it still cultivate independent
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individuals, rather than simply a tool for adapting to social competition? Can education
still provide students with freedom of thought, emotional expression, and space for
personal growth? When artificial intelligence and data become core tools of education,
does education itself retain its deep and irreplaceable value? It is against this back-
drop that we propose the need to reexamine the issue of education. Our children have
been in school since childhood, and schooling occupies the most significant portion
of childhood and adolescence for most people. Today, when schools are surrounded
by technological rationality and data-driven frameworks, we need to ask a series

of questions. For example, to what extent does our education promote the holistic
development of students? To what extent has education delivered on its promise

of happiness? People also lack systematic questioning of some significant issues
related to education.

For example, what is the essence of education? What is a good education? What

is the true purpose of education? When is there tension between educational goals
under the grand narrative and individual stories? How can individuals act? In this
uncertain future, are the hopes once attached to education still possible? Alternatively,
we need to reconsider the meaning of education to humanity.

Beyond the problems of schooling, we also see that in the modern education system,
the transfer of knowledge has increasingly become a subsidiary function of mar-
ket-driven competition. The rise of human capital theory has driven education’s shift
from its essential function of “cultivating the human spirit and personality” to a purely
economic and social tool. However, when education becomes overly instrumentalized,
the value dimension and humanistic spirit it should carry are gradually weakened,

and its core mission—helping individuals achieve freedom, understand the world,

and shape themselves—is marginalized. This issue of the Journal of Chinese Studies
explores the reflections of scholars from various fields on these predicaments through
eight articles, ranging from research papers and academic journals to book reviews
and interviews. What is moving is that these observations and reflections consistently
point to a strong concern for the subjectivity of the educated. In these studies, edu-
cated people are no longer cold statistics but real, living, concrete, unique, and limited
individuals. Through these articles, we gain a deeper understanding of the systemic
dilemmas and individual tragedies brought about by the instrumentalization of edu-
cation, and we also find some reasons for hope in the continuous advancement of
educational innovation and practice

The first tragedy of instrumentalized education is the disappearance of the “person.”
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When the goal of education is reduced to utilitarian knowledge indoctrination and
standardized talent screening, students, as living beings with inherent value and soul,
are reduced to mere receivers of knowledge. In “Seeing Children as Cognitive Sub-
jects,” Xu Jing penetratingly reveals the beginnings of this alienation. Critically criticiz-
ing Turing’s “blank notebook” theory, she argues that children’s cognitive abilities are
far from blank; they actively construct and explore the world. However, in the current
education system, this innate nature of children is suppressed. They are forced to
adapt to a learning model centered on standardized answers.

This disconnects learning from children’s life experiences, turning it into a utilitarian act
of “rote memorization” rather than true exploration and growth. Education abstracts
children’s cognitive subjectivity, denying them the space for free exploration and intel-
lectual development they should have.

This loss of subjectivity reaches its extreme in university.

In “Trapped in Secondhand Time,” Liu Yunshan portrays the “test-takers” of elite
Chinese universities, revealing the “success” they achieve within the exam-oriented
education system and the resulting hollowing out of their souls. Despite their seeming-
ly academic excellence, these students have lost the ability to engage in dialogue with
themselves, others, and even the world. Within this system, education not only saps
their creativity and individuality but also renders them mere tools for achieving educa-
tional goals. Their life experiences are completely squeezed between a “known past”
and a “predicted future,” completely depriving them of a sense of present existence.
The utilitarian nature of education strips the soul from the meaning of life, ultimately
leaving students with a sense of self-awareness that is empty and lost.

The second tragedy of the instrumentalization of education is the suppression of
emotions and the violence of structures. The modern education system is centered on
standardized tests and ignores the diversity and complexity of students’ emotions
and spiritual world.

When education is viewed as the only narrow path to success, the high-pressure,
test-oriented environment of the educational system reduces students’ emotions

to mere “problems” that need to be managed and corrected. In “Fragile and Un-

easy Youth,” Wang Pengkai deeply analyzes the emotional politics of county middle
schools, revealing the emotional repression and psychological difficulties faced by ad-
olescents in this environment. Wang Pengkai argues that schools are no longer places
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for the cultivation of emotional and intellectual freedom, but rather treat adolescent
emotions as “consumables” to be manipulated, thus creating a structural violence
against students’ emotional lives. This violence is not simply a result of mismanage-
ment. Still, rather than violence internalized by the culture and educational system, a
system that prioritizes academic achievement over spiritual growth inevitably sup-
presses students’ emotions to the extreme.

This violence manifests itself differently across different social classes. In “Similar in
Form but Different in Spirit,” Zheng Yajun analyzes the educational experiences of
different social classes, revealing how the education system shapes students’ subjec-
tivity based on family background and social class. She points out that urban mid-
dle-class students typically have greater access to educational resources and greater
choice. In contrast, students from less privileged backgrounds are more dependent on
the educational system, lacking autonomy and space for individual development. The
instrumentalization of the education system not only exacerbates social inequality but
also imposes mental constraints on everyone within it.

Despite the numerous difficulties facing the current education system, grassroots
exploration outside the system offers valuable glimmers of hope. Fu Guoyong’s
“Mandarin Private School” and Liang Jun’s “Poetic Education” exemplify this explo-
ration. By focusing on mother tongue education, classic reading, and the cultivation
of the humanities, Fu Guoyong attempts to provide students with a space for growth
beyond utilitarianism within the framework of modern education. In an interview, Fu
Guoyong stated that education is not simply about imparting knowledge, but about
inspiring students’ aesthetic and intellectual capacities, helping them develop inde-
pendent thinking patterns. He emphasized that mother tongue education is not just
about learning a language, but also about the starting point for a dialogue between
the soul and the world. This humanistic approach to education provides students with
a depth beyond the tools of knowledge, helping them to discover their true selves
deep within. Liang Jun’s volunteer teaching experience in the Dahua Miao commu-
nity further demonstrates that even in impoverished and high-altitude areas like the
Wumeng Mountains, when children are nurtured with free and genuine love and given
ample opportunities to read and write, they can maintain a vibrant vitality, emotion,
and creativity. His personal transformation during this experience also bears witness
to the emergence of a truly de-instrumentalized “education”: “It wasn’t until | gave up
my frantic pursuit of personal fulfillment and ventured into the Wumeng Mountains,
working and living among a largely neglected ethnic group, that | felt strongly for the
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first time: my knowledge and abilities could directly serve a real community, unleashing
real energy in the process. This sense of value isn’t a boast of achievement, but rather
a nourishment of life. This experience transformed me and became the foundation of
my subsequent life.”

Zhang Jun’s review of Jordan Peterson’s Maps of Meaning provides us with another
critical perspective for reflection on education. “The goal of education is not only to
impart knowledge, but also to cultivate thinking patterns and abilities. The highest goal
of education is to shape personality and mind.”

Jordan Peterson’s interpretation of his book Maps of Meaning: The Architecture of
Belief suggests, from an epistemological perspective, that education offers a poten-
tial opportunity for people to find the eternal meaning of life. The article argues that
the fundamental purpose of education is to help individuals answer the philosophical
question of “why do we exist?” rather than teach them “how to exist.” He argues that
the goal of education should be to shape character and mind, helping students find
the meaning of life and the value of existence. Regardless of how modern technology
advances, education must always focus on the inner world of the human being, help-
ing students understand the meaning of their existence. This reflection points the way
forward for future education.



In his critique of higher education, Song Yingquan explicitly posits the tension between
instrumental rationality, as exemplified by human capital theory, and the concept of
“human flourishing.” Citing the numerous challenges facing Chinese universities in
talent development, he argues that many of the problems facing education today stem
from an instrumental understanding of its value. Education’s ultimate value should not
be to provide a “tool” for society or to serve self-interest. Drawing upon ancient Greek
philosophy and the Judeo-Christian wisdom tradition, Song emphasizes that the

core goal of education is to promote human flourishing and help students lead more
fulfilling and liberated lives. This kind of life is not self-centered but relational—a har-
monious, nurturing, and meaningful interaction between individuals and their environ-
ment. A good education fosters human flourishing, enabling happy individuals to be a
blessing to their families, communities, society, and the world.

The current education system is rife with contradiction—it serves as both a ladder for
social mobility and a vehicle for structural violence; it promises a happy future while
also creating real suffering. To break this dilemma, perhaps we need to reexamine the
very nature of education: it is not about imparting knowledge, but about engaging in a
dialogue with life; it is not about achieving standards, but about opening up possibilities.

The burden of education stems from people’s excessive demands on it—it must serve
as both a judge in social competition and a guarantor of individual happiness. How-
ever, perhaps true education should be more like a still pool of water: not promising
immediate gains, but nourishing the roots of life; not creating a clamorous victory, but
safeguarding the depths of the soul. Perhaps, in this era of artificial intelligence and
the rapid advancement of technological rationality, what truly cannot be replaced by
algorithms and machines is education that recognizes and respects human subjectiv-
ity, an education that treats educators and learners as real, finite people, committed
to developing their potential, discovering their purpose, and exerting their influence.
As Fu Guoyong put it, education is “a channel for finite people, within a limited time,
to seek certain and unchanging values.” Only by returning to respect for human beings
can education transform from a burden into wings, carrying individuals to a broader sky.

How can education avoid becoming a tool to oppress individual subjectivity while
fulfilling its social functions?

Only when education no longer serves purely utilitarian goals and instead helps
individuals find inner balance and flourishing can it truly become a force for shaping
meaningful lives. Perhaps then, people’s hopes will be fulfilled.
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In early September 2024, my fourteen-year-old son returned to the United States

after spending his summer vacation in China. One early autumn evening in Seattle,
surrounded by verdant pines and cypresses, | took a walk with my son to talk about
his trip. He suddenly asked me, “Mom, you got into Tsinghua University. Why did

you come to America? Who in Seattle (meaning, ordinary Americans) has even heard
of Tsinghua? (The implication being, who in China hasn’t heard of Tsinghua?)” This
sudden, soul-searching question struck me like a sudden blow. | stood there, stunned,
pondering why he would ask this and how | should respond. This child, who had
grown up with a great deal of freedom in Seattle, had experienced a profound cultural
and even existential shock during a short one-month trip back to China. He knew little
about American university rankings, yet he had already sensed what Tsinghua Uni-
versity means to parents and students in China. He had felt the pressure of its educa-
tional competition. He saw how young children were busy and exhausted even during
their summer break, and he confided in me: “Mom, | only want to go back to China for
vacation in the future, not for school. For a while (during my time in China), | was a bit



confused about the purpose of life.” It was only then that | understood what was really
troubling him: he was astonished to discover that getting into Peking University or
Tsinghua University was the ultimate goal for so many families in China.

| tried to answer him: “When | was young, | did think getting into Tsinghua was very
important. But is getting into a good university the only value in life? No, | don’t see it
that way anymore. Life is vast. Regardless of which school you attend, life will be filled
with many hardships and sorrows, but it will also have many joys that have nothing to
do with what university you went to.” | then turned the question back to him: “Is your
life right now meaningful and filled with hope?” He answered, very naturally, “Yes.” My
son’s soul-searching question points directly to the value of education, and even the
meaning of life itself.

For a long time, | have been gazing at my child, from his birth to his growth into a hap-
py and confident teenager. However, a simple conversation in our ordinary life made
me realize that he was also seeing me. Children have, in fact, always been cognitive
agents—active agents endowed with a powerful capacity to learn, perceive, think,
understand, and construct knowledge. Every child is a unique individual who connects
with the surrounding world through their own mind and emotions.

As a mother, like the vast majority of parents, | am beset by parental anxiety at all
times and in all places: What is the purpose of education? What constitutes a good
education? Is there a single best theory of parenting? Can we design our children’s
growth? Parental anxiety largely stems from a top-down posture that treats children as
objects to be viewed and molded.

While the value of education is a matter of opinion, the process of seeing children as
cognitive agents, which | have gradually come to in the interweaving of my research
and parenting, has had a therapeutic effect on me. For this reason, | am grateful for
the opportunity to study children, especially from the perspective of cognitive anthro-
pology, which lies at the intersection of anthropology and cognitive science. From
anthropological fieldwork to psychological experiments, from contemporary China to
diverse cultural contexts across time and space, from being an observer to a parent, |
am constantly awed by the creativity of children.

The world of a child’s mind draws me in like a magnetic field, for it holds the secret of
what it means to be human. With this humble essay, | wish to look back on my inter-
twined journey of parenting and research, introduce my interdisciplinary scholarly path
and analytical cases, and see children as the cognitive agents they are.



Hr MR —4, IAE AR+, SRR B ORI IR, ¢
BT HE A0 0 B SE, Fo T Il a3 ) LSl s, BN/
A A 2 AT F ) L AR A B R 2 AN IR, AN 2>, 5]

I R B2, 3BT IR E A WA AR, — KIRGG IR i
ik, R BRATE e i 75 A5 R TR 1 88, JRORIR A8 MK I e YRS AT 4T,
DA R o SR B — o 1 /NS, RN 6 A At — i /N
R LEK, B N2 F AR ; LA H RIHE—R, ST NE”, it
PR L 28 SR %% M HETH, 7618 S RAE. S SR LU REEITEEAS 5 (com-
municative cues)Z [BIEEST T35 R, LN LI AN EINEL: 22 LI
AT S FTIT 1@ N0 15 S Wi i SR B 11, VP 2 DR S
FL R I R ) L I R B o3 A 28 3 e ) LATAR] 5 A iR
Al SRR E R, SRERZE ) LR SR ANR, 22 SIHLHIRDARTR
. o A — B LTl T HERT R 2R RE A, AN LG
A7 A Py g ) Lith A B, — PR B TR AR BB A4S — A KK, fthds BRI
BLEL, fl—APiE IR, —HfEE AR, RERER AR S TEAC
FImAA, FEARRBAT ST LU A, A i R R A, # R
I, FOEEISR, Fe— W5 R A E AR 4 7, RN EL5 - “Fly
trap (AT IRLEE) 17 SR 5 L2 77 3 s /SIS AT ELT B R AN R R
TR E, — KV ERERR, REONRE IR E BT AN, Mkt
SR I E , B0 0N AT T B i s o 2 5 e 85 KR
R, MR R R AR E A SR, BN — R O
T, DA —ERE S8R, R 7B R —FE, 322 M
NIRRT LT K ) o T3 AR N NG 1 3 ) L AR AL B A SR Fif 4
I ISR, AT RIR IR R, MR 5 DR T 55 e oy B
T 4 SR FOE AR — R, P E T RE B RINHR, & 2808 N,

RG22 R PIRE, MEFORTFIRSY, st 2 22 4 i
Ho G LFRIRVMEZFIR, IL12008T, 70 SRR BUR T 4, &
TEAEAER BT B, HAE B IR, "B “ SRR ORI 227 k&
W PRI AFNMEZR N IMERF, TETRIEIR 5 32, HREm P
SEFL: “BABEIRIAEALE, AU AR, REOAE A2 953, #RREFAT,



The year my son was born, | was a doctoral student in anthropology, also taking
courses in developmental psychology. | personally experienced the mutual illumination
of fieldwork and theory. | sporadically documented moments from my son’s infancy,
marveling at the miracle of a small life’s growth. The most interesting part of parenting
is not how we teach, but how we learn—learning to lower ourselves to see the world
through a child’s eyes. Not long after my son was born, | was giving him a bath one
day when | noticed he was staring quietly at the white wall opposite him. The ripples in
the bathwater were casting fantastical light and shadows on the wall, and he was mes-
merized. We had a picture of a duckling in our home, and | would often hold him and
hum “The Little Yellow Duck” song, sometimes pointing to the picture. One day, when
he was a few months old, as | said the words “little yellow duck,” his gaze suddenly
shifted to the picture. He had established a logical connection between a linguistic
sign, an external object, and his mother’s communicative cues.

These moments are like flashes of insight. An infant’s gaze opens a window for the
researcher into the pre-linguistic human mind.

Many psychological experiments explore an infant’s innate knowledge, learning mech-
anisms, and cognitive development by measuring their looking time or analyzing how
they align their gaze with adults and share attention and intentionality in social scenes.
When | took my one-year-old son to the supermarket, all | saw were household goods.
Nevertheless, this little person, hobbling from his own height, spotted a large ball—his
favorite toy—on the bottom shelf of an aisle. He pulled me along, pointing at the ball,
his eyes fixed on that single object. A child has their own perspective, one that is not
the same as my own accustomed view. That scene left a deep impression on me.

When my son was six, he came home from school, and as usual, | asked him what he
did that day. He said very seriously, “A flytrap!” and then vividly described two different
flytrap devices he had heard about from a friend. In a day of school, what | cared
about was what the teacher had taught in class; for him, the highlight was the flytrap,
or rather, the novel things he had heard from his friends. The next morning, he woke
up and could not wait to tell me the difference between bees and wasps—a bee stings
once and sacrifices itself, while a wasp can sting a hundred times and be fine. It was
as if he had discovered a new continent, and this, too, was something he had heard
from a friend. My adult brain had seldom processed information about flytraps, bees,
or wasps, but the eager look in my son’s eyes showed that the world he cared about
was not the same as the world | took for granted. Perhaps understanding the world as
a child sees it is the very beginning of education.



FEAMR/ NI BE A SRAS R B B %2 JERAVET AR IR KBRS, A2k
SR TG M DL IR Rk, N F RS R B T RE T, WrE A5
ZRRAY, A KA IR, A & MR I 0273, TR “5H =, IRT,
BAVPNRR RN, WA RHL; ARG —EE S, SR — D2
SBFWT T ORI 0 AR ST TN 7E A S SREE REAR B — 14
=, R BN FEE5%: “When love is deep, much can be accom-
plished. ... I am mentally preparing myself for the five-year-old
mind. I want to come down to their physical limitations and up to
their sense of wonder and awe” H SRR : “ZH R BT, T HE W]
R, TG B DAL, DUIHE — DT H - IR i S —— PR £
3R] S A SEAE I SR R, R, 5B BE AT T 1 S S i B 5 AR
J&HI” (Suzuki and Suzuki 1993). 22 AR AR ZEAE BN A —, (HiXAH)
IR A, AL E O, “B U LE, E TR WRIEIN, GRS,
ERKWGSK R, WIEIRE I, N/ NMEF IO, TR NMEZE L 2
M, BFBNEY /N B AR RE 24T IS B A B35« “FRR Rl S B T, B
BIRFTD T o URANKIE — AN VI T 2 2 KIS |
— BTk,

RN T IR AR NS %, R Z iR i Uz £ (B NME SR
RN, W — B IR UPR AR E R A 4R R D IR 228, X T
GREFIN TR A BEPERUE, T2 PR M, 57 4% 0 B SRR o B K
[ PRERRSZ BRI & R BOR N, MBI, SITHMR 25 2
AEERUT AR, —4ELUS, BIMECHT LRSI h, ) LR E K. o 2
B G LU R 25 > ) Pth 25—, KRUZ EXURIIBEHA SR
A, AN R, FRIEH B — A RABE IR B W NB #, W&
SRAHE IS TR IR 14 TR AR LA 2 T — 2, Wl - Rt 5 L5
2T, G FREEL HN?” £ T8k, FoR A o8, BIMITS 18
HRBHUIRHIFE, RN MLE S AL T, —DREEIR, R, B
122, #AFLTE MRS B SRR, KM, IR, I HLA BT A I
Ko AR SR FEAEZF I L, AR RKBEBARMIME —FEE RS, — A k]
ARG Y 35 BRAE I — RIRB B NAE N X T EIT R, #AE T
—NERHTIE RS BAF I, F IR TR, BOAE SR
RENAEBIRBL M EZ A ith | 0T 5 AW RS2 B A TR



The journey of accompanying my son as he learned music, however, truly opened my
eyes and gave me a profound insight into what good education is. | still vividly remem-
ber the first time | took him for a trial violin lesson. At five and a half, he was sensitive
and shy. Walking down the narrow hallway, he hugged me and said, “Mommy, I’'m
scared.” | asked, “What are you scared of, sweetie?” He said timidly, “I’m scared |
won’t play the violin well.” | had never learned the violin and could not empathize, so

| could only offer platitudes and abstract reassurances: “I know you’re afraid of not
doing well, but with anything, if you practice seriously, you can learn it well. Like when
you didn’t know how to ride a two-wheel bike, but Grandma took you to practice
every day, and you learned, right?” He nodded with a glimmer of understanding, his
small hand gripping mine tightly. At the door to the classroom, we heard a medley of
sounds—some melodious and skilled, others the scraping noises of a beginner. | said,
“Look, sweetie, there’s another child who is just starting and can’t play well either. But
if you keep practicing, you will sound as good as that other music, right?” On the door
of the teacher’s studio was a quote from the Japanese music educator Shinichi Su-
zuki, which was also the teacher’s educational creed: “When love is deep, much can
be accomplished. ... | am mentally preparing myself for the five-year-old mind. | want
to come down to their physical limitations and up to their sense of wonder and awe”
(Suzuki & Suzuki, 1993). While the Suzuki method receives mixed reviews in academic
circles, these words moved me deeply, humbling me to “see” the child.

When we entered the studio and met the teacher, my impression was excellent. She
was an older woman with a full head of silver hair who spoke slowly and was gentle
and patient with children. | asked her how a restless little boy could learn an instru-
ment as complex as the violin. The teacher smiled warmly and said, “I especially love
teaching children. It is truly marvelous. You have no idea how much potential a small
child has!” Thus, we embarked on a new journey.

This teacher had taught many young boys, including some who were quite rambunc-
tious. As a beginner’s violin teacher, her first principle was not to stifle her students’
interest. She rarely criticized them and had no strict requirements for practice time;
instead, she tailored her approach to each child, nurturing their feeling for music. Every
lesson, | could feel the teacher’s love for music education and her affection for the
children, which perfectly matched the “When love is deep” motto on her door. A year
later, the teacher introduced a new practice piece that my son loved. | asked him why
he liked it (as it seemed to be a rather tedious exercise). He explained that he liked
how the melody had dramatic highs and lows and different speeds. | was astonished:
where did this little boy, who only knew how to play with his Transformers, get such

a nuanced and natural feel for music? Halfway through a lesson, the teacher asked
him, “I think that’s enough for today, shall we stop here?” My son shook his head,
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saying he wanted to finish learning the whole piece. The teacher followed his lead and
continued. | watched him practice closely; he was so focused on every new fingering,
every note, every rhythm. He was mobilizing his entire mind to analyze, recognize, and
generate new moments of understanding. His eyes were fixed on the fingerboard, his
long, dark eyelashes resting like butterflies, each instant as beautiful as an oil painting.
On that day, | saw that his inner motor had started, and he had entered a beautiful new
world. | am grateful we found such a good teacher. My son has now been learning

the violin for nearly ten years, and his love for music has only grown. He will pull me
over to appreciate a piece he loves, or tell me how listening to Mahler’s 5th Symphony
gives him a sense of awe that transcends the tangible world and defies words. | envy
him for having such a passion, a constant emotional outlet for all the joys and sorrows
he will face in life. In contrast, some school subjects fail to spark his interest at all, and
| cannot force him; after all, he must walk his own path in life. Even though | have only
raised one child, | have seen how distinct a child’s individual will can be, and | have
gradually come to understand Shinichi Suzuki’s words: to “rise, and follow their sense
of wonder and awe for the world.”

Seeing children as cognitive agents and following their wondrous mental worlds —this
perspective stems from my understanding of child development. It continues to nour-
ish my research, shaping my academic trajectory of exploring the world of children
beyond disciplinary divides. Mainstream social sciences, including anthropology, do
not pay much attention to child cognition. There was even a widely circulated paper
titled “Why Don’t Anthropologists Like Children?” (Hirschfeld, 2002). However, children
are crucial to understanding core anthropological questions like “what it means to be
human” and “cultural acquisition,” Mainstream anthropologists have paid little atten-
tion to children’s cognitive abilities and developmental mechanisms, and have over-
looked the significance of children’s cognitive development for understanding society
and culture. Even in educational anthropology, most research focuses on “parenting,”
emphasizing educational systems, philosophies, and strategies, rather than on under-
standing the rich inner world of thought and emotion of the child.

Many anthropologists hold outdated, pre-cognitive science biases about child cog-
nition. One is a behaviorist bias, which treats the child’s mind as a black box and
focuses only on external environmental stimuli and behavioral responses, without
needing to consider the complex mechanisms of information processing in the brain.
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Another is an extreme constructivist bias, which treats the child’s mind as a blank slate
(tabula rasa) to be shaped by the environment (Xu, 2024: 15). In the discourse of social
science, the child is merely a product of the environment, which includes social struc-
tures, cultural ideas, and political-economic systems.

Cognitive anthropology emerged from the “cognitive revolution” of the mid-20th
century, which opened up the black box of the human mind (Miller, 2003). It regards
the mind and cognition as fundamental to understanding human behavior and social
culture, and thus places special importance on child development. This field lies at the
intersection of anthropology and psychology, placing the interface between social cul-
ture and individual cognition under a theoretical spotlight. It both studies psychological
mechanisms and maintains anthropology’s cross-cultural perspective and reflexive
spirit, which has become the theoretical direction | have dedicated myself to (Xu,
2020). From the perspective of cognitive anthropology, children are not the objects

of education, but its protagonists. Humans have a long childhood, and children are
unprecedented learners on this planet. One could say that learning is a child’s na-
ture. Children demonstrate strong agency in language acquisition and in constructing
their knowledge systems of the biological and physical worlds, which is what makes
education in these domains possible. My research focuses on children’s social cog-
nition—that is, how children understand social roles, cultural customs, moral norms,
and so on. When we talk about the transmission and evolution of human culture, most
research focuses on the role of adults. However, the fact that humans have been able to
accumulate such a wealth of social and cultural knowledge, and that our species has even
managed to thrive, is inseparable from the learning capacity of children themselves.

(Lew-Levy & Amir, 2024).

Children’s learning is active—they proactively explore the world rather than passively
receiving information (Gweon & Zhu, 2024); it is reflective—children, like scientists,
can constantly reflect on and revise their knowledge systems (Gopnik, 2010); and it is
intentional —humans can act based on intended goals from infancy and also develop
the ability to understand others’ intentions (Wellman, 2014) (Xu, 2020).

Twenty years ago, | watched a Chinese documentary, Kindergarten, which recorded
the daily life of a boarding kindergarten in Wuhan. The words and actions of the chil-
dren, seemingly naive, were also thought-provoking, and the idea of studying children
inspired me. For example, in one scene, a female adult from the film crew (let us call
her “Auntie”) is talking to a little boy:

Auntie: “Who is your favorite classmate in your class?”
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Boy: “A girl?”
Auntie: “Yes.”

Boy: “Umm... | don’t know...” (hesitantly and shyly)

Auntie: “You don’t know? | think you like someone but you’re
afraid to say.” (smiling as she asks)

Boy: “How can you tell?”

Auntie: “I can just tell. You hesitated for a long time. | probably
even know who it is, the one in white.”

Boy: “If you already know, why are you still asking me?”

| have shown this clip in lectures at universities in China, and the students always
smile in knowing agreement. Some students told me they saw the influence of the
cultural context in this brief exchange: “Even if there is a relatively strong bond of trust
between the interviewer and the child, in the Chinese cultural context—where young
children are not supposed to have crushes and where Chinese people are generally
shy about discussing feelings—the little boy still chose to hide (his thoughts).” Oth-

er students saw the mutual interpretation between the researcher and the research
subject in this specific research setting: “In that situation, the child hesitates in his
response, and the interviewer observes the child’s hesitation and then infers why the
child is hesitating.” |11 This short clip showed me that:

1) Children in their preschool years have already developed the ability to perceive
and infer the thoughts and feelings of others, a capacity known in cognitive science
as “Theory of Mind” (ToM), which is the foundation of rich human social cognition.
Understanding the developmental mechanisms of child cognition requires systematic
knowledge and rigorous methods from psychology.

2) A child’s mental world is deeply influenced by their socio-cultural environment;
how society and culture shape an individual’s lifeworld is a domain of anthropological
research.

3) Moreover, the epistemology and methodology of anthropology emphasize situation-
al knowledge and the intersubjectivity between the researcher and the researched. The
researcher and the subject, each with their own complex systems of meaning, power
positions, life experiences, and communicative intentions, engage with each other in a
specific context.
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Twenty years later, looking back at this clip from Kindergarten, | realize that the inter-
disciplinary approach of cognitive anthropology has not only helped me explore theo-
retical questions about how child cognitive development interacts with the socio-cul-
tural environment, but has also inspired me to pursue more profound epistemological
questions about how knowledge about child development is produced. For example,
the “Relevance Theory,” co-authored by French cognitive anthropologist Dan Sperber
and British linguist Deirdre Wilson (1996), provides a philosophical framework that
transcends disciplinary boundaries and highlights human cognitive agency. Viewing
my research field through the lens of Relevance Theory, whether it is anthropological
fieldwork or controlled psychological experiments, the knowledge we produce about
children is the result of interpersonal communicative interaction. The researcher and
the subject mutually interpret each other in a specific behavioral context and within a
multi-layered system of meaning, making cognitive inferences about each other’s com-
municative intent to find the relevance between utterances/communicative signals and
the context. It is not just adults; children, too, participate as cognitive agents in this
process of interpretation, inference, and communication. In the Kindergarten interview
scene, for instance, the little boy tries to find the relevance between the interviewer’s
verbal cues and the context and to infer her intention, which leads to his puzzlement:
Why are you asking what you already know?

Regarding epistemological questions, in my new book, ‘Unruly’ Children (Xu, 2024),

| emphasize that a child’s active ability to “read faces and interpret moods” has a
significant impact on fieldwork results, and may even be the foundation that makes
ethnography possible. In other words, through the lens of the child, | rediscovered the
inner texture of ethnographic practice and writing. This new book is a re-examination
of classic ethnographic materials from Sinophone anthropology. In the late 1950s,
anthropologists Arthur and Margery Wolf conducted more than two years of fieldwork
in a Han Chinese village in the Taipei Basin. It was the first ethnographic study in the
Euro-American academic world to focus on Han Chinese children. They collected a
large amount of data, including interviews, observations, and psychological tests, but
for various reasons, they never completed a systematic analysis of this material (Xu,
2023). My reinterpretation of this material focuses on the children’s rich social cogni-
tion, because all the texts are the result of communicative interactions between the lo-
cal children and the various researchers. Taking children’s fights as an example: when
Margery Wolf administered a questionnaire in the local primary school, a key question
was about fighting. Assuming a peer bullied them, how would the children react? The
children’s chosen answers were not to react or fight back, as they had been taught
from a young age that children should not fight.

However, in a different context, when Margery Wolf’s research assistant interviewed
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the children in the village and asked the same question, many of the children said they
would fight back, “an eye for an eye,” and would not hesitate to act when necessary,
without regard for the “correct answer.” The same question elicited starkly different
answers, reflecting the children’s sensitivity to the research context, the research-

er’s identity, and their intentions. In the children’s eyes, the American anthropologist
Margery Wolf was a strange foreigner whom they dared not approach. They feared her
in person but nicknamed her “big-nosed one” behind her back. When filling out her
questionnaire in the formal atmosphere of the classroom where only Mandarin was
allowed, the children obediently gave the correct answers. However, the teenage local
research assistant, whom the children called “Big Sister Chen,” was a playmate they
were close to. They spoke to her in their mother tongue (Minnan), so they did not mind
revealing their true feelings and described events in vivid detail.

Ultimately, when we study children, children are also studying us. | chose a photo-
graph taken by Arthur Wolf of children playing as the cover for my book, because this
picture captures the moment when the gazes of the researcher/photographer and the
research subjects meet—their mutual seeing.

It is not just anthropological ethnography that needs to consider the intersubjectivity
between children and researchers. Psychological research, known for its controlled
experiments, also faces the problem of interpreting meaning. Children are not just
“subjects” but also “interlocutors.” Their verbal and nonverbal behaviors in an experi-
ment reflect their cultural knowledge and their understanding of the research situation



(Xu, 2019). Take the classic study in developmental psychology, the Marshmallow Test,
for example. The experiment assesses a child’s capacity for delayed gratification (the
ability to resist an immediate impulse for a greater reward) by testing whether they will
wait for a second marshmallow instead of eating the one in front of them. Recently,
cross-cultural comparative research has led scholars to reconsider the meaning of this
experiment.

For instance, in the same experimental procedure, Japanese children show a longer
delay of gratification time when waiting for a marshmallow reward. However, when the
reward is changed to a wrapped gift, American children’s waiting time exceeds that of
Japanese children. The results do not reflect a difference in the children’s abilities but
rather a difference in cultural habits. In Japan, waiting to eat is an important pre-meal
ritual. In the United States, delaying the opening of gifts is a common cultural practice
at occasions like Christmas or birthday parties (Yanaoka et al., 2022). My collaborators
and | have also found subtle cultural differences in our ongoing experimental research.
In one task, we show participating children a few simple body movements and then
ask them to imitate them. Some Chinese-American children in Seattle hesitate, trying
to guess which movement is the “correct” one, or they perform the movement they
are best at, as if the experiment is a test by an authority figure. This is related to the
educational culture they have been immersed in since a young age, and possibly also
to my identity as a Chinese-American adult.

In contrast, children from the Republic of the Congo are shy to imitate, because in
their tribal culture, body movements (dance) are a collective ritual, not an individual
performance. The knowledge, norms, and expectations a child brings into an experi-
mental setting, the type of researcher they interact with, and their interaction style all
determine whether a psychological experiment truly measures the intended concept
and to what extent it achieves its measurement goals. When children are seen as
cognitive agents, psychological experiments and ethnographic fieldwork are two sides
of the same coin.
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Moral capacity is one of the mysteries of humanity; the complexity of human group
morality far exceeds that of the animal world. However, on the topic of moral develop-
ment, anthropology and psychology have followed divergent paths, each with its own
limitations. Psychology focuses on individual psychological mechanisms and holds
strongly universalistic assumptions about humanity and morality. Anthropology, on the
other hand, critiques decontextualized, universal moral reasoning, focusing instead on
people in diverse and specific structures, institutions, and discourses, and their ethical
practices shaped by their lifeworlds. In the 21st century, empirical research in cognitive
science has discovered that human moral knowledge and emotions emerge in infancy,
making child development a crucial direction for studying human moral psychology.
Meanwhile, the body of thought on morality and ethics that has emerged in anthro-
pology over the past two decades has largely ignored the dimension of child develop-
ment, thereby obscuring the child as a cognitive agent (Xu, 2020).

My research attempts to build a bridge between anthropology and psychology, to
promote a theoretical dialogue between cognition and culture. Based on the episte-
mology of ethnographic fieldwork, | integrate multiple methods —including interviews,
observation, questionnaires, psychological experiments, computational text analysis,
and behavioral modeling—to understand children’s moral development and learning.
My research advocates for a new theoretical orientation, one in which moral develop-
ment and learning are simultaneously universalistic and pluralistic. These two aspects
are not contradictory but are interwoven and complementary. 1) On an ontological
level, humanity possesses a basic moral concern that transcends cultural differenc-
es. This moral concern is both common and diverse, including concepts such as
care, reciprocity, fairness, and authority. 2) At the ontogenetic level, these universal
fundamental moral concerns manifest in childhood as moral intuitions, supported by
multiple social-cognitive mechanisms. These cognitive mechanisms originate from the
motivational need to solve different types of problems or to regulate different social
relationships. From a young age, children learn to manage the order and even the
contradictions between different moral concerns in specific situations. 3) At the edu-
cational level, different communities across time and space show significant variation
in their understanding of moral development, their ideal values, and their socialization
practices (Xu, 2019: 657; Xu, 2024: 17-18).

Whether in moral psychology or moral anthropology, the theoretical lineages remain
rooted in Western-centric thought. Therefore, my research carries a reflexive stance
toward current theoretical concepts. It connects intellectual threads from Sinology

about “moral cultivation” (renlun jiaohua) with the vibrant child experiences discov-
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ered through fieldwork to discuss moral development in a Chinese cultural context,
highlighting the cognitive agency of children. The “child training/socialization” research
paradigm, long prevalent in Sinophone anthropology, is in fact a top-down gaze at
the child, focusing on adult parenting philosophies and strategies, not on the child’s
own experience. This paradigm is related not only to the social science approach that
views the child’s mind as a black box or a blank slate but also reflects the lineage of
Chinese moral thought, “especially Confucian thought, which places ‘filial piety’ and
vertical family relationships (the father-son axis, the mother-son axis) at the forefront,
viewing the child as the vessel for Chinese moral cultivation and family ethics, and as
the object onto which ethical discourse is projected, in order to construct the arche-
type of the ‘innocent child’” (Xu, 2023: 76). My research, in contrast, focuses on child
cognition, exploring how children actively acquire moral knowledge and construct
ethical norms, rather than passively receiving instruction.

My first book, The Good Child (Xu, 2017), and its related publications are based on
fieldwork in a Shanghai kindergarten in the 2010s. The book explores how, in an era of
shifting value systems and intense parental anxiety, children handle complex educa-
tional messages and acquire moral knowledge and emotions related to fairness, rec-
iprocity, empathy, and hierarchical authority. | found a tension between what children
actually know and the explicit instruction they receive. For example, their sharing is not
based on a collectivist, egalitarian principle, but rather reflects considerations of indi-
vidual reciprocity. Children’s understanding of fundamental moral concerns also shows
their sensitivity to specific social orders and cultural concepts. For instance, their
understanding of reciprocity is permeated by the influence of renqing (human feeling/
social connections). Their acquisition of the moral discourse of “behaving well” led me
to reflect on the concept of fairness (a horizontal moral order) emphasized in Western
theory and to see the deeply rooted concept of hierarchical authority (a vertical moral
order) in the soil of Chinese culture (for a detailed review, see Xu, 2020). My second
book, ‘Unruly’ Children (Xu, 2024), shifts the research perspective from a modern
global metropolis to a traditional Han Chinese society in the Taipei Basin of the late
1950s. The protagonists of the book change from kindergarten children sitting in neat
rows, “behaving well,” to children running and laughing in a village. Although this book
analyzes the classic fieldwork data left behind by the senior anthropologists Arthur and
Margery Wolf, my intention in writing it was not just to reconstruct a vanished childhood
history and an obscured academic history, but more importantly, to see children anew.

In contrast to the widely known educational ideals of “obedience” and “being good,”
what emerges from the fieldwork materials is the image of the “unruly” child who talks
back to parents, feigns compliance while acting in defiance, and teases adults. This
led me to reflect on what constitutes a “traditional Han Chinese family.” The main title,
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‘Unruly’ Children (with “unruly” in quotation marks), carries the book’s core argument:
from an adult’s perspective, | see children who repeatedly defy instructions, but when

| shift my gaze to the child’s perspective, mainly focusing on the playful interactions
among children, | see a scene of order that contrasts with “unruliness.” Children reach
agreements, resolve conflicts, and in the space between cooperation and conflict, they
linger and play, constructing the rules and norms of their own small world.

Encountering the “unruly” child opened a new research direction for my understand-
ing of moral development. | encountered a perplexing question about parent-child
interaction: why is punishment ineffective? Although children who fight are severely
punished by their parents, although they give the “correct” answer of not fighting back
to the American anthropologist Margery Wolf, and although in psychological tests they
say that a “boy who fights will become a hooligan,” these criticisms and punishments
have no immediate effect. If we see the child as a cognitive agent, then the process

of punishment is not a mechanical “stimulus-response,” but a complex exchange of
information. Returning to the “Relevance Theory” mentioned earlier, a child will try to
infer the adult’s intention behind the punishment, evaluate whether the punishment is
deserved, and may feel shame or anger, not just fear. Savoring the children’s emotional
experiences and communicative reasoning during the process of being punished in the
fieldwork data not only gave me research inspiration but also reminded me to be more
self-reflective as a mother raising my own child. | saw the importance of peer learning,
which is also part of the child’s cognitive agency. From Western theories of moral de-
velopment to the intellectual traditions of China, the emphasis has been on the vertical
axis of educational relationships (adult and child) and top-down moral cultivation. This
new book, however, highlights the horizontal relationships of the child’s world: peer
groups and siblings. Children work together, play together, gossip together, invent
their own games together, and also mock the strange phenomena of the adult world
together—for example, by imitating the gods who walk backwards in festival proces-
sions, imitating police raiding a gambling den, imitating adults shoving each other
after drinking, or imitating hosts fighting over who gets to treat a guest, pulling each
other back and forth. | saw the secret of human intelligence: the world of children’s
play is witty and humorous. They use their creativity to recode rich cultural meanings,
re-contextualize them, and give them new meanings that belong to them. When | used
a cutting-edge large language model to analyze more than 1,600 naturalistic observa-
tion texts systematically, | found that even this highly efficient and high-speed artificial
intelligence algorithm, when faced with these moments interwoven with play and
imagination, could not decipher the enigma of the children’s creative meaning-making.

| look forward to future research that continues to use moral ethics as a window to ex-
plore the cognitive agency of children and their relationship with artificial intelligence.
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In 1950, Alan Turing, the “father of artificial intelligence,” envisioned the following in his
famous paper “Computing Machinery and Intelligence”: “It can be maintained that the
child’s brain is like a notebook bought from a stationer’s, with very little mechanism in
it, but plenty of blank sheets”; “Instead of trying to produce a programme to simulate
the adult mind, why not rather try to produce one which simulates the child’s? If this
were then subjected to an appropriate course of education, one would hope to obtain
the adult brain” (Turing, 1950). More than half a century has passed. The convergence
of cognitive science and computer science has given rise to powerful artificial intel-
ligence. Al researchers are now joining hands with developmental psychologists to
crack the code of intelligence from the perspective of child learning. For example, us-
ing 61 hours of first-person audio-visual data from a single child, rather than massive
internet datasets, a machine learning algorithm was trained and achieved remarkable
results in word acquisition (Vong et al., 2024).

Nevertheless, a program that truly simulates the child’s mind has yet to be created. A
child’s brain is clearly not the “blank notebook” Turing imagined. Yet, we still know very
little about the initial conditions and complex learning mechanisms of the developmen-
tal puzzle that is the child’s mind. In other words, our understanding of the cognitive
agency of children is still just the tip of the iceberg.

Psychologists use the “Exploration-Exploitation Tradeoff” framework from machine
learning and reinforcement learning to compare the intelligence/algorithms of children
and adults. The former is characterized by exploratory learning, open to unknown pos-
sibilities, which may not bring immediate optimal returns. The latter is characterized by
exploitative learning, using existing knowledge to make decisions in order to maxi-
mize short-term gains (Gopnik, 2020). The keynote speech at the 2016 International
Congress of Infant Studies (ICIS) is still etched in my mind. Professor Karen Adolph of
New York University, who studies infant walking, realized that when researchers step
out of the “laboratory” mindset, they see a more wondrous world of infants. By adult
standards, based on controlled experiments, infant walking appears to be “exploitative
learning.” Babies walk because there is something attractive in front of them; they
walk in the shortest, most efficient pattern; their walking is goal-oriented. However,
when researchers removed the artificial laboratory apparatus, they discovered that
infant walking is often aimless. Their gaze might shift from one place to another; their
walking paths are complex and non-linear. Even in an empty room with no objects to
serve as goals, they still walk nonstop. When researchers stepped out of the lab and
used head-mounted cameras to track and record children in their natural state—or, in
my words, when they stooped down to enter the child’s perspective—they saw infants
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using their own eyes, their own feet, and their own bodies to openly perceive this
world. They learn for the sake of learning, their exploratory spirit forging ever forward.

The long period of childhood is a gift to humanity. The child is a wondrous co-exis-
tence of being and becoming, of the present and the future.

Faced with my fourteen-year-old son’s soul-searching question, | am glad that he once
had a childhood where he could freely perceive the world, unconstrained by short-
term goals. | look back at those mystery-like wonders | witnessed, those moments of
being lost in the world that made my soul tremble: my son feeling an ecstatic beauty in
the shifting notes of a violin, marveling at the lives of bees, wasps, grasses, and trees,
staring at the ripples on a white wall...

And then, there was that almost divine moment: when he was very, very small, he

was sitting on the bed a few feet away from me while | was writing at my computer. |
glanced over in his direction, and suddenly our eyes met. The baby was looking at me,
his gaze filled with an indescribable gentleness and curiosity, a quiet joy and complete
trust, the primordial love of life. In that instant, the stars twinkled. In a child’s loving
gaze lies a mystery that no algorithm can ever decipher.



1

VFidh, 2020

GEEEMAITR: DIAK]
N N9 LBOEE LR
JEWFSE), Gt 221IE) 26 4
1,55 3 ~ 19 Ui,

2

Vi, 2021
% T SEE S L
R, BIFIE R, YRRAT,
g AR R

3

Vi, 2023
CEHTRINSLTE” o iU
T2 BT GORH FFRE )
, Gt 22 VFe) 55 5 11, 25
65 ~ 88 T,

4
Gopnik, Alison. 2010.
The Philosophical Baby:
What Children’s Minds
Tell Us About Truth,

Love, and the Meaning
of Life. First Edition. New
York: Picador.

5

———.2020.
“Childhood as a Solution
to Explore-Exploit
Tensions.” Philosoph-
ical Transactions of

the Royal Society B:
Biological Sciences

375 (1803): 20190502.
https://doi.org/10.1098/
rstb.2019.0502.

6

Gweon, Hyowon, and
Peter Zhu. 2024.
“Where Is the Baby

in Core Knowledge?”
Behavioral and Brain Sci-
ences 47 (January):e129.
https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0140525X2300314X.

7

Hirschfeld, Lawrence
A. 2002.

“Why Don’t Anthropol-
ogists Like Children?”
American Anthropol-
ogist 104 (2): 611-27.
https://doi.org/10.1525/
aa.2002.104.2.611.

8

Lew-Levy, Sheina,

and Dorsa Amir. 2024.
“Children as Agents of
Cultural Adaptation.”
Behavioral and Brain Sci-
ences, December, 1-68.
https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0140525X24001377.

9

Miller, George A. 2003.
“The Cognitive Rev-
olution: A Historical
Perspective.” Trends

in Cognitive Sciences

7 (3): 141-44. https://
doi.org/10.1016/S1364-
6613(03)00029-9.

10

Sperber, Dan, and Deir-
dre Wilson. 1996.
Relevance: Communi-
cation and Cognition. 2
edition. Oxford ; Cam-
bridge, MA: Wiley-Black-
well.

11

Suzuki, Shinichi, and
Waltraud Suzuki. 1993.
Nurtured by Love: The
Classic Approach to Tal-
ent Education. 2nd ed.
edition. Alfred Music.

12

Turing, Alan. 1950.
“Computing Machinery
and Intelligence.” Mind



59 (236): 433-60. https://
doi.org/10.1093/mind/
1ix.236.433.

13

Wellman, Henry M.
2014.

Making Minds: How The-
ory of Mind Develops.
1st edition. Oxford ; New
York: Oxford University
Press.

14

Xu, Jing. 2017.

The Good Child:

Moral Development in
a Chinese Preschool.
Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press. http://
ww.sup.org/books/ti-
tle/?id=26737.

15

———.2019.
“Learning ‘Merit’ in a
Chinese Preschool:
Bringing the Anthro-
pological Perspective
to Understanding
Moral Development.”
American Anthropol-
ogist 121 (3): 655-66.
https://doi.org/10.1111/
aman.13269.

16

———.2024.

‘Unruly’ Children:
Historical Fieldnotes and
Learning Morality in a
Taiwan Village. New De-
partures in Anthropology.
Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. https://
www.cambridge.org/
core/books/unruly-chil-
dren/FFB0A664310D-
4F8330B3FFE-
3CA09A21D.

17

Yanaoka, Kaichi, Laura
E. Michaelson, Ryan
Mori Guild, Grace
Dostart, Jade Yonehiro,
Satoru Saito, and Yuko
Munakata. 2022.
“Cultures Crossing:

The Power of Habit in
Delaying Gratification.”
Psychological Science
33 (7): 1172-81. https://
doi.org/10.1177/
09567976221074650.



L3 s £ 1 1]
SRR
R 2 7%

X| =42

ERAEHEFHRER, HLESH, TlGE: HE
HEFE, BEHEF. DOI: 10.64053/TPZS1698



specialization: Soéiology of Educatic;n, Higher
Education

Yunshan Liu

Trapped In
“*Second-Hand
Time”:

The Growth
Predicament

of Contemporary
Chinese
University
Students



ARSI RFEREA TR, 81 4 R E S D SEESH
IR, SR BEES . ik 2= SO 22 BRI e M ) PR35, DA
RBRUEE R ORI PR B A W 7 AER ERER, (153078
PP S AR e P55 I SR A TSRS RIE AR AR 12K
S, Wil £ 2R BRIRT 1 - AR S A, i
J& T T RS SRR I BRAL 3 LI H BEFER H bR 1 WA
Al E R, BB S HERSRER, 2N B RS AR
AR CRIESE KR ORI AR Fr it s, £, 2 e 1
PR H RS, RS SRR T E SR MY E B IREY
BRI SO B AR TR 5 S R B, R RV 4 A i
f{i%ﬁ@@?iﬂ%ﬂ%@% EAAPE, M AE iR 5E, SEBLEIERY
I [¢]

]

ABSTRACT

Keywords: Second-Hand Time, Zuotijia (Inveter-

ate Exam-Taker), Growth Predicament

SKEAE: ZFNE ER RKZH




This article analyzes the group characteristics of the “inveterate
exam-taker” (zuotijia), exploring the growth predicament faced
by contemporary Chinese youth under the multiple disciplines
of the educational system, family structure, and social culture.
The exam-oriented education, with its core focus on finding
“standard answers,” obscures students’ subjective experienc-
es, reducing learning to a formalistic exercise of solving given
problems rather than a genuine exploration of the world. In
family education, parents’ high expectations and high control,
to some extent, strip children of their plasticity and capacity for
dependence, leading to the loneliness of the “only child” and an
absence of genuine relationships. Excessive self-control and
goal-orientation inevitably lead to abstraction, self-enclosure,
and a retreat from the world. The present self and concrete life
are squeezed and devoured by the “known past” and the “preset
future,” leaving students commonly trapped in the predicament
of “second-hand time,” where passive learning causes them to
lose their real connection to the world, to others, and even to
themselves. This paper calls for the reconstruction of a foun-
dation based on action and experience, to return knowledge to
life’s scenarios, and to reawaken students’ sense of reality and
agency through practice, thereby enabling them to overcome
this predicament and achieve true individual growth.
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“Who am 1? A small-town exam-taker, a champion of exam-ori-
ented education, a lucky one under the gaokao system. The
only thing my twelve years of schooling taught me was how to
get the highest score when facing test papers and questions. |
would even drill a single test paper ten times. Mastering all the
knowledge points by spending 100 hours is completely different
from spending 2 hours.”

This gives rise to the “inveterate exam-taker” (zuotijia). Between the world and words,
words obscure the world; between the known and the unknown, the known expels the

unknown; between the past, present, and future, the present is absent.

“Our language teacher showed us a TED talk by an Indi-
an-American scientist, whose core message was that ‘all stan-
dardized tests must have standard answers.’ Therefore, even
for subjective questions, we had to compare our answers to the
official key and identify the differences.”

“‘Finding the standard answer’ was the central conflict of my
life before the gaokao. For this, | could sit from 7 a.m. to 11
p.-m., endlessly cycling through the process of doing problems,
summarizing, and reflecting.”

Symbols characterize the essence of the zudtijia. They learn and master content that
is unknown to them but already known to others and to humanity. Ultimately, however,
the learner must return to their own experience and life, confront their real situations,
and encounter their own problems.

Only then can the “known” be activated as a method or tool; only then does the
“known” enter the learner’s world, establish a tangible connection with them, and ac-
quire meaning. The “known” becomes a “coordinate” in the mind of an actor, a “map”
in the hands of an explorer.

The cultivation of the zuotijia replaces “problem-solving” (in a real sense) with “solv-
ing given problems” (on paper). They do not plant their feet on the ground and begin
areal journey. Let us put ourselves in their shoes: how does a child enter the world?
They must use their body—their most primal, reliable, and sensitive organ of inquiry.
They touch everything, look around, and observe facial expressions. When happy, they
gurgle and laugh—their first expressions. When hungry or uncomfortable, they cry and
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fuss, expressing their demands. They arrive in the world and at school with their body,
emotions, and the concrete needs and fluid feelings of each living moment.

The zuatijia is situated in a “knowledged school,” or more accurately, in the “knowl-
edgization” of school education. A concrete, living, and ever-unfolding process of
growth is transformed into repetitive circling on a one-dimensional, closed track of the
“known.” They memorize maps on paper or rehearse scenarios in their minds but are
never allowed to actually go out, not even to run free for a moment. Today’s school is
no longer a place of leisure in its original sense but rather a system that implants its
institutional DNA into common human nature through a set of Key Performance Indica-
tors (KPIs). Driven by efficiency, it provides closed-ended question types and refined
methods, but without real content. This is like a transitive verb in grammar that lacks
its object, resulting in an empty action, a hollow motion, akin to an exercise that only
trains the biceps. This is a new form of formal discipline.

Without real life, without the nourishment of content, learning, which should be full of
growth, becomes drudgery. The learning process is filled with repetitive and monot-
onous drills. The spirited endeavor of learning also becomes a menial task, done to
achieve an external goal without personal interest. A child’s growth has its natural
resources, such as interest, which is the medium connecting a lively mind with external
things, creating a circulation of energy and an organic cycle between intellectual pas-
sion and the world of objects and affairs. This process is at once direct and straightfor-
ward, self-sufficient and vibrant. The development of thinking is not the forced implan-
tation of external materials, not even through high-level mental gymnastics. It is only in
doing things, in action, that thinking gains power and vitality —action is the beginning
of knowledge. Only when action and knowledge are unified can one’s vitality flow,
one’s emotions be uplifted, and one’s spirit be invigorated. This is the crux of reduc-
ing the academic burden; it is not simply about cutting the quantity of knowledge but
about making action and experience the foundation of knowledge, its living source.

The following is a student’s reflection on their confusion during their growth, a dialogue
with both their parents and themselves:

Student: “Why do | study?”

Parent:“To understand the world and yourself.”

Student:“Then are the things I’m doing now helping me under-
stand the world and myself?”
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Parent: “It seems not. I’'m attending classes and doing prob-
lems. This process might help in understanding a part of the
world and a part of myself. But the main task is to get the cor-
rect answer, the goal is to get a high score, and everything else
can come later.”

Student:“(But) why does it come later? Why not spend more
time understanding the world and yourself, if you believe that is
the fundamental purpose of learning?”

Parent:“Because | should first be good at solving problems and
getting high scores, so | can get into a better university, and then...”

Student: “And then what? What do you want to do?”

Parent:“Can we just focus on getting into university first?”

At this point, delayed gratification is used to cool their passion for things, while also
breeding inordinate desires. A child who could have grown self-sufficiently on their
own strength is thus distorted. Desire becomes a means of manipulating the learner;

it replaces the goal of learning, yet offers no direct or immediate satisfaction. Their
simple passion fades, while they are scorched by the flames of empty ambition. Their
world shifts from one of mysterious wonders to a circus ring for trained animals. Like a
young lion, they learn a set of skills through the cold-blooded training of a beast-tamer.
These skills are neither in line with their nature nor for the legitimate purpose of hunting
food, but for defeating—or more accurately, humiliating—their peers in competition

to win rewards and climb the ladder of the system. They become “that other family’s
child” or aspire to be one, simultaneously arrogant and fragilely empty. The gospel of
success spreads like a plague.

On the timeline of past, present, and future, what the student possesses is the pres-
ent. They should be living in the present. Yet, how is their present, their “now,” to be
“endured” or “gotten through”?

“The inveterate exam-taker often ‘times their practice.” Most not
only live a monotonously regular life but also one of an almost
stopwatch-like precision.”

Why, on the one hand, do they live with temporal precision and urgency, while on the
other, procrastination is so rampant? Because the task at hand is disconnected from
the dream in their heart. The task at hand is externally imposed; the dream is often
illusory and fragmented. The future is beautiful, but the future is distant; the present
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is important, but the present is bitter. When the present is defined by a glamorous but
hollow future, it is reduced to mere investment value. In each “day” that is endured,
there are no beloved activities, no cherished relationships, and thus no autonomous
motivation. How can the future be brought into the “here and now,” transformed into
something one can start working on? Because the future is not an empty design or
choice; the future emerges from the present, grows out of the current situation. The
future is rooted in the present and should enter the present.

How does the past enter their world? As the “known,” it serves as a method, tool,

and coordinate. But it can only be a toolbox for the “task at hand,” a reference for the
“matter before them,” a compass for the “dream in their heart.” It should not be a dog-
ma or a bible, a static, completed system that confines or restricts the student. If it is,
the “known” of the past devours the feelings and knowledge of the present. Their mind
have long become a racetrack for others’ knowledge.

Comenius, in The Great Didactic, vividly points out:

“Schools have failed to teach their students to develop their own minds... like the crow
in Aesop’s Fable, they adorn themselves with the feathers of other birds. Schools have
no patience to develop the founts of knowledge that lie dormant in the students, but
water them with water drawn from other sources... The result is that the majority of
people have no knowledge, but only a collection of quotations, sentences, and opin-
ions, gleaned from various authors, with which they patch together their learning, like a
successfully patched-up quilt.... They are a servile lot, accustomed to carrying burdens
that are not their own.”

A student reflects: Why is it that the zudtijia can often score points precisely and seem
logically clear, yet frequently speak nonsense?

“In humanities exams, the objective multiple-choice questions
can be solved by drilling numerous problems and familiarizing
oneself with common pitfalls. For material-based and subjective
questions, in the pursuit of ‘differentiation’ and grading efficien-
cy, the answering process can be broken down into several
components: aesthetic presentation, organization, knowledge
comprehension, and keyword memorization. Among these, only
knowledge comprehension, which accounts for a small propor-
tion, requires rational thought. Using a utilitarian logic to analyze
materials, organize answers, and connect knowledge points—
using such a string of rigid skills to tackle the subject—it’s no
wonder that learning it feels meaningless and unrewarding.”
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Similarly, consider the current trend in gaokao essay training:

“Accumulate a large number of famous quotes and materials—
and not just any quotes, but preferably unfamiliar, esoteric ones

to enhance the ‘tone’ of the essay. The essence of a high-scor-
ing essay is likely just ’a successfully patched-up quilt.” What’s
more ridiculous is that most of these quotes are used for the
sake of being used (after all, memorizing them is tiring, so they
must be used multiple times), and are therefore often ill-fitting,
superficially connected but spiritually divorced from the topic,
distorting their original meaning.”

They pluck “the feathers of other birds” to adorn themselves instead of entering the
hearts and experiences of the ancients, connecting the modern heart with the ancient
heart. All men’s hearts are the same, and what is true for one is true for all. The stan-
dard foundation is the stream of culture and the practice of experience. By entering
the past from the present, the humanistic light of the past opens up spiritual territories;
exemplary figures reveal different ways of life. But without the stream of life, without



the vivid experience of the present, the past is dead, enshrined. If the past devours
the present, if there is no “presentness,” how can they participate in a world that is
already completed? Their mind is that of a spectator, even an indifferent one. Dewey,
in Art as Experience, explains:

“The world is finished, ended, and there are no traces of suspense and crisis, and no
opportunity for choice. Where everything is already complete, there is no fulfillment.”

The future is rooted in the “un-": “unfinished,” “undefined.” From another perspective,
it is “to-be-defined,” “to-be-completed.” This is growth and plasticity. Growth comes
from the crevices of the present, the difficulties faced, the methods used, the energy
mobilized, the conditions created, the momentum gathered. Intelligence is an adverb,
derived from the degree of concentration on the task at hand, from the sustained
pursuit of the light in one’s heart. The future grows out of the present, like a stream
emerging from rock crevices and soil, then following the terrain, appearing and disap-
pearing, becoming an underground river, a mountain brook, a stream in the world. The
future is not a hollow blueprint in the mind; growth is not a choice between a few preset
tracks, nor is it about crafting oneself or managing an image according to an imagined
persona. Growth is using one’s own feet to forge a path where there was no path.

The “present” is mortgaged to the “past” and pre-spent on the “future.” Between the
past and the future, the present is absent. This is a “second-hand time.” 4| In a world
that is already completed, in a second-hand time that lacks the rhythm of temporal
change and growth, there is no difference between being asleep and being awake.

The paradox lies in how the mind can be simultaneously dormant and yet sensi-
tive and shrewd.

How are these dormancy and sensitivity so twistedly entangled? Moreover, how do
they establish relationships with their surroundings, with their world?
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How does a child enter this world? A child is fragile, dependent on those around
them, and on their tangible physical needs. Moreover, how does the world enter a
child’s heart? Dewey observed children: “The child has a primary social capacity. He is
flexible and sensitive, sympathetically responsive to the attitudes and actions of those
around him, to a degree that few adults can maintain.”

A child has dependence. “This dependence is a power, not a weakness; it signifies
interdependence.” It is open to the creation of reliable, trustworthy, and warm rela-
tionships. A child has plasticity. “This plasticity is different from that of wax or putty,
which is entirely shaped by external forces. Human plasticity includes the ability not

to change form just because of external pressure.” ©| Human plasticity is a supple
elasticity, involving both adaptation to the environment and adherence to the self, a
balancing act between the self and the environment. Plasticity comes from experience,
from which one gains the ability to deal with difficulties in future situations.

A student from Beijing reflects:

“My mother was the one who raised me, and naturally, she
couldn’t escape anxiety, becoming a ‘Haidian mom’ like every-
one else. In my childhood, academic setbacks were resolved
too early, while life’s setbacks came too late. When | had trouble
memorizing poems or texts, or performed poorly in a subject,
my mother would diligently share her experience, find tutors,
and provide timely help. For daily life difficulties, she took care
of everything she could. My mother treated discipline as the
norm and freedom as a privilege. Care and companionship were
absent in between.”

The “Haidian mom” is a classic example of Chinese parents. The driving force behind
this phenomenon is the conflict between the “ideal self” and the “real self” for genera-
tions of Chinese people, a struggle between the “present” and the “future.” Who does
not stumble in life? Who has not missed opportunities and felt regret? The impulse to
“do it all over again” is channeled into the practice of raising children. The “future” thus
acquires a concrete and immediate “near future” —something tangibly approaching.

Fei Xiaotong observed this in detail: “Since children are often seen by parents as a
part of themselves... a self that has been ravaged by reality finds a concrete opportuni-
ty to try again. Every parent will, to some extent, correct in their children all the flaws of
their own past. They will be careful to prevent the misfortunes they encountered from
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reappearing in their second life.”

This is human nature and a typical family dynamic. Fei Xiaotong vividly describes
Chinese parents as both compassionate and strict. “The elders stroke their beards,
tolerate their own mistakes, and lightly pass the responsibility on to the next genera-
tion. “You must do well!’”

In this transmission of bloodline and responsibility, although parent and child are one
body, a gulf between generations is almost inevitable:

“How do the children see it? Parents see their children as part of themselves, but do
the children see it that way? Parents pass their ideals on to their children and have the
right to supervise their children’s behavior, but are the children willing to accept the
ideals imposed upon them by their parents?”

This touches upon a set of dynamics in the parent-child relationship: “symbiosis” and
“consensus.” Fei Xiaotong uses Parker’s concepts to reveal the complexity of this
relationship. Symbiosis is a common phenomenon in the biological world, where two
species benefit from each other’s existence, like ants and aphids. The ant does not
recognize the aphid’s personhood, let alone care about its joys or sorrows; it protects
the aphid and carries it to suitable places for its own benefit—the aphid is its puppet.
The aphid, in turn, provides the ant with sweet secretions in exchange for guards and
carriers. They use each other, coexisting in symbiosis. Humans have another kind of
relationship: Consensus. They are willing to sacrifice some of their own interests to
fulfill the will of others—fulfillment, not exploitation. This is where morality, not just util-
ity, arises. This is where the principles of loyalty and empathy emerge, and with them,
society and solidarity.

The parent-child relationship is both biological and social, a mix of symbiosis and
consensus that evolves over time. Pure empathy exists only in utopia. In today’s
China, with its transition from tradition to modernity, social structural changes, and the
rupture of lifestyles and styles between generations, the “parent-child unity” and the
“generational gulf” face even greater difficulties.

Traditional Chinese education was about “burying the ‘seeds’ of life in the soil,”
placing the individual’s life within the continuity of generations—serving the ances-
tors above and continuing the lineage below, becoming a link in the chain of social
succession. Nurturing, raising, and teaching—body, mind, and spirit—were integrated,
unfolding sequentially from the physical to the emotional to the intellectual. As parents
and as children, what the elders did, the young imitated, mainly through daily ethi-

cal interactions and observations. Traditional Chinese culture emphasized “lUn” ({£)
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externally—the way people interact—and “jié” (I7) internally —self-restraint. The key to
conducting oneself was a sense of proportion. Here, “Iin” is not merely synchronic but
also diachronic; it deals not only with the comings and goings of contemporaries in the
same space but also with the continuation between ancestors and descendants over
time. This means that traditional society never understood a person as an isolated
individual but as a “whole person” within a web of social relations passed down from
the past to the future.

In an agrarian society, learning (xué, %) was the initial contact with unfamiliar things.

The method of learning was practice (x/, ). Xi meant repetitive doing, conditioning a
person to a new way of doing things through the tempering of time. Xi was also a form
of cultivation. Behind learning was familiarity, a sense of intimacy born from concrete,
multifaceted, and frequent contact. This feeling was the result of being refined through
countless small frictions. “Is it not a pleasure?” describes this feeling of intimacy after

familiarity. At this point, a person establishes a life form that is both intricately in-
tertwined and deeply rooted with their environment and the people and things around
them. Traditional China was family-centered and did not emphasize the autonomous
individual. Above the family were the clan, the village, and the state. Coexisting in a
large family required tolerance horizontally and patience vertically. Children were full of
reverence for their elders. The life of a traditional Chinese person, in supporting the old
and raising the young, maintained dense yet resilient relationships through complex
dealings of affairs, emotions, and principles. They lived in relationships, with achieve-
ments, “face,” and reputation.

In a transitional China, education has become a ladder for social mobility. The bit-
tersweet taste of life has turned into “the bitterest of bitters,” and the aspiration to

be a “decent person” (rénzhongrén) has become the expectation of being a “person
above others” (rénshangrén). Parents use their own “bitterest of bitters” to lift up their
“person above others” child, and the child uses the illusion of being a “person above
others” to endure the “bitterest of bitters” of the present. In the pursuit of “knowledge
changing one’s destiny,” family and social education and growth are confined to the
narrow scope of knowledge transmission in schools, distorted into a competitive
screening process among peers. One must be “uprooted” to achieve upward mobility.

Parents believe their children possess “infinite” potential and
“unlimited” ability, so they desperately provide all resources to
induce and cultivate them, placing their “unlimited” expecta-
tions upon them. They bear endless anxiety, labor their entire
lives, and earnestly tell their children that all their efforts and
sacrifices are for their future and prospects, arranging their chil-
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dren’s education with meticulous care out of an immense sense
of responsibility and morality.

“Haidian moms” are often the first generation of university graduates in contemporary
China. They hope to replicate their success in their children: using a strict method to
implement their educational standards, planning their children’s academic path from
age six to eighteen, pushing them to fight their way through the gaokao and enter
prestigious universities, believing this will change their children’s destiny and that this
is how they are responsible for them.

With their meticulous planning, high investment, and high accountability, they place
their children in what seems to be a polished environment, rich in nutrients but sealed
off from the natural light and temperature of the world—a giant bubble. In this bubble,
the child becomes the parents’ “face,” the KPI of the family’s investment, and a pup-
pet of the parents’ desires. These high-planning, high-control parents have all made a
foolish mistake: they have deprived life of its most important characteristic: plasticity.

The synchronicity of a living organism with its surroundings is constantly lost and re-
stored, through either effort or luck. By experiencing difference and resistance, life itself
is enriched. If the gap is too large, the organism dies; if it is too uniform, the organism is
not stimulated and cannot have a normal experience. Dewey particularly emphasized:

“In direct experience, doing, feeling, and meaning are one. Direct experience comes
from the interaction between nature and man, an interaction in which human energies
are concentrated, released, inhibited, frustrated, and fulfilled. Desire and fulfillment, the
impulse to act and the inhibition of this impulse, repeat themselves in a circular and
recurring rhythm.”

In a perfectly designed bubble, the child’s life energy suffocates. The brighter the bub-
ble is illuminated, the dimmer the flame of life within. They respond with indifference
and numbness. A sense of burnout appears among the youth:

“l once told my flower-loving mother that applying fertilizer

too early only burns the seedlings. Every child who tells their
parents they are under a lot of pressure is hoping for proper
communication and understanding, not for parents to adopt

an unequal attitude and deprive them of the right to complain
about pressure. Or perhaps they don’t consider our pressure to
be pressure at all. Over time, this pressure and the lack of re-
spect for one’s personhood will inevitably twist a person’s heart,
even if we never notice it.”
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Parents who are solely focused on lifting up their children, in their meticulous care,
have also deprived them of the second crucial prerequisite for growth: dependence.
The autonomy of a life independent of its environment is not only a false proposition
but a harmful one. Behind seeming self-sufficiency and autonomy lies the mechaniza-
tion of the person. Life is not only autonomous but also fragile. Its dependence on the
environment, on relationships, is precisely the driving force of growth.

Today'’s parents bear the responsibility themselves and entrust their expectations to
their children. Yet this expectation is for the children to realize the parents’ dreams—
dreams that are not about being like the parents, but different from them. Not about
staying close, helping with daily chores, and thriving in familiar waters like a fish in
water, but about leaving the nest, traveling far, and struggling in unfamiliar waters like a
fish out of water. For a life that has been “uprooted,” where can it be cultivated?

“A cry and a smile, mutually responding; a pain and an itch, mutually empathizing—
this is what makes a family. Among family, people rejoice in the joy of their loved ones,
and their joy is amplified; people grieve in the sorrow of their loved ones, and their
sorrow is not injurious. This is psychological resonance.”

This is Liang Shuming’s description of family in traditional Chinese culture. However,
in the present day, for the child who has been lifted up, “I will become you when |
grow up” —is this an aspiration or a nightmare? “The mouth has the same tastes; the
eye has the same sense of beauty.” Without a shared life, without shared interests,
there is no emotional connection between parent and child; their hearts are separat-
ed. The conflicting habits of attachment and resistance, of tenderness and contempt,
plunge young people into an inescapable depression. How can they integrate with the
common sense, familiar feelings, and standard principles of their family of origin? The
phenomenon of “duanqgin” (cutting off family ties) has appeared.

They exist in a relational structure devoid of genuine relationships.

A student who fled school and avoided society, finding it difficult to re-enter the world, wrote:

“l thought | had seen ‘the world,” but in reality, | had only seen a
‘map of the world,” only read the ‘travelogues’ written by others
after they had walked through and seen the world. Textbooks
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and exams provided me with a theoretical world that was
‘completely certain, where everything has a standard answer,
and everything can be found in the textbook.’ | could score first
place, thriving in this theoretical world, unwilling and unthinking
of stepping out of it.”

He stubbornly indulges in theory as one might indulge in a game. He misunderstands
what good theory is: a theory rooted in life and experience, with explanatory power
and tolerance for error. His “complete certainty” and “standard answers” are merely a
system of “verisimilar” concepts, like the shadows on the wall in Plato’s “Allegory of
the Cave,” separated from the true light of experience and filling the mind. He lives in a
“mirror-like cognition” and a “mirror-like life.”

“Because there is always a single answer, we see no need to
gquestion the conclusions our teachers present. Thus, without
any extra effort, we can directly believe and memorize the
knowledge in the textbooks. Over time, we gradually lose the
ability to think independently and thus become afraid of un-
certain outcomes, because uncertain outcomes mean lower
exam scores, which, through psychological conditioning,
instills fear in us.”

Fearing uncertainty, they reject reality. A real rose always has flaws; it blooms and
withers. They want only the most perfect moment. They reject time, for time contains
waxing and waning, chance and change. They live in a “verisimilar” world—an abstract
world that should have been distilled from experience but has had experience deleted,
a fictional world without impurities or flaws. He is infatuated with purity and certainty, a
deformed power grown from an abstract conceptual world.

How did this come to be? In their upbringing, both inside and outside of school, edu-
cational theories of autonomous learning are prevalent. In contemporary learning the-
ory, this is translated as Self-Regulated Learning (SRL), which refers to a continuous,
goal-oriented process of cognition, emotion, and action initiated by the learner. That is,
the learner sets and regulates learning goals, and monitors and adjusts cognitive and
metacognitive processes to aim for those goals.

This manifests as goal-orientation. Teaching and learning are no longer about opening
up the unknown world, but rather about practicing the stimulus-response theory (S-R)
under behavioral operationalism, producing rapid and accurate responses. Learning
evaluation is fully utilized in the “process-product research” model of teaching. Teach-
ing is seen as a functionalist system. The teaching process is not an open, creative,
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and enriching field, but a closed, functional pipeline for pursuing causal relationships
and efficiency—this is the prototype of goal-oriented self-learning. Manabu Sato
criticizes this model for ignoring the individual’s internal experience and breaking down
individuality or wholeness into observable, quantifiable, homogeneous indicators. It
inherits Bobbitt’s social efficiency ideology, using a production engineering analogy for
the learning model (goals, achievement, evaluation); it inherits the educational research
of Taylor and Bloom based on behavioral science, using production-oriented, efficien-
cy-driven industrialism and behaviorism, and controlling the teaching and learning pro-
cess in the classroom with the techniques of systems engineering. In the goal-ori-
ented process-product model, teaching and learning become behavioral engineering,
teachers become behavioral engineers, and evaluation becomes extremely important.
Mastering the PDCA cycle becomes an indispensable generic skill for teachers:

Plan — Do — Check/Evaluate — Act:

Predict and formulate a plan, carry out the task according to the plan, check and
evaluate whether the implementation results match the plan, and improve the task that
does not match the plan, thus forming a continuous cycle.

Shulman criticized the “process-product model” in teaching research for lacking
the “8Cs”: content, cognition, and context. It does not inquire into the teaching
content, the cognition and thinking of teachers and students, or the social context
of the classroom, limiting itself to validating the effectiveness of learning goals and
educational technology.

Goal-oriented learning neglects the specificity and contextuality of teaching, assum-
ing the existence of an innate, abstract ability or potential detached from specific
knowledge and disciplines. This is reflected in a shift in testing: from testing forms of
knowledge with strong cultural constraints (specific knowledge) to testing abstract
and supposedly fairer thinking skills (methods and thinking). A tension arises between
achievement tests (knowledge already mastered) and aptitude tests, with aptitude
tests assuming some transcendent, non-experiential qualities. In the American
Scholastic Aptitude Tests (SATs), there is little emphasis on learning content and a
great deal on learning methods. In assessing ability and thinking methods, knowledge
is diluted and weakened. In testing, potential is separated from past achievement,
assuming the test-taker is knowledge-poor (no longer deeply rooted in a cultural
context). The tests focus more on methods and approaches, such as using vocabu-
lary tests to examine vocabulary thinking processes. This leads to a separation of the
process of thinking from the content of thought. Thinking devoid of content can only
be operational, and it requires a spiritual superficiality.



T2 — 2 TR, 57 38/R & AR REM]

“HR TN RS EORARP B DA SRR AR S I 2 e
REARPTAISHER IR S, Ath A S A DR R, 8T A9
SR B B AR TR AR A, A7

E-motion, /&-3)), g3z (5 A RIS midd RAs) (MDA ESD),
AL SRR T T, B A FFREAR R BIS SRS T, A AL IS
R TR IR AR, SMEI —UIERAURE 1, W28, RO —Y)
WERTURREA T

MEEEZS, RIS #e 1 © { R, H AT AR M S
PERY B IRIERG, HFGREE T, BIRUORR T MG - EREL T, D
N, IEasan e, B RIRA RN, SRR, LIRS, 538
55 GPA (B R) R E 6T :

“ BRI (RIA T, (80— T, A —1F i) Ot I, AT

aiibevie s G

TELA GPAFTHTE RISt rh, B4 NEE B CHIRLR, 125 =1
A, SCEFERRRL T3k = —3 3 A Y I SE3%, BONTRLE, A AT, 13

“H R, AT, BT, AR, BAREER 4, A
HIEREN ), JOITRE T, ZE O 8,”

B TR, BA TSN, BATH WL, AR —D A, PI—4
N, BRI, WP o nI2, AR BEE T, JRFEf i, fthi B Feth
FGR T,

TS5 B, TTFaA T AR RS, £ 6 5 H i SRS A LAY, 4
A S T PRI, ERECK, BRIE—E:

R DNIEH T AMUURTER D, 1 H2m T e, 3
HEMBEEM, - TR A, 75094 YE8 T ik 8 RS fE R, R
I FEAE AT, & SCR M ] L PR S5 R W EICHE P R 1 2 B LR B —



Without life experience, without inner understanding, there is only formal correctness.
They often say things they do not understand at all, with a straight face:

“When faced with knowledge, if one only has a mind like ’a
poorly patched-up quilt,’ they either fail to grasp it, grasp it in a
wrong and chaotic way, or just copy others’ methods mechani-
cally. Long-term, illogical application of random fixes can make
one’s thinking increasingly chaotic and weaken one’s sense of
logic. Many times, they just talk nonsense, not knowing what
they are saying, let alone having any original insights.”

Either they are long immersed in a “verisimilar” abstract world, or they turn theory into
dogma, or they reason simplistically from formal logic, easily developing a polarized
mindset of all-or-nothing:

“Thus, we have countless ‘adult-infants,” megalomaniacs,
‘chauvinists,” and countless major and minor feminists or
male-rights advocates who abuse freedom of speech on online
platforms, launching fierce attacks and ridicule without regard
for the consequences.”

They live in their own opinions and cannot face the real world. Their emotions are

also prone to dream-walking: “perfect protagonists, perfect family and romantic love,
perfect lives, perfect worlds.” Emotionally, they demand intensity and extremity; intel-
lectually, they demand purity. When interacting with others, they are prone to “intimate
tyranny” —either they open up completely, seeing the other as another self, and at the
slightest displeasure, harbor resentment, or they close off completely, seeing the other
as an enemy or as nothing. In getting along with others, one should practice the path
of empathy and forgiveness, knowing one’s own shortcomings and recognizing others’
strengths. By understanding one’s own strengths and weaknesses, one can be forgiv-
ing towards others, and in forgiving others, one can forgive one’s own ordinariness,
and thus accept and enter an ordinary life.

More likely, they live in a state of numbness and insensibility. They receive an excess
of stimulation, an excess of information. In the present, excess has become true
poverty. The overload of information, in particular, creates a severe cognitive burden.
The granularity is higher, the data more abundant, the details more precise, but this
vast amount of information makes it harder to grasp the overall picture and understand
intuitively. Their body and emotions cannot keep up with the excessive and fleeting
information in their minds; they feel suffocated. Intense external stimuli, a rapid and
excessive flow of information, the interruption of a momentary glance, or a sudden
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sense of the unexpected...

How can an individual resist the (spiritual) degradation or (emotional) erosion brought
about by a socio-technical organization? Before World War I, in Germany, Georg Sim-
mel posed such a question.

“The metropolitan man develops an organ to protect himself from the dangerous cur-
rents and external environments that would uproot him. He reacts with his head instead
of his heart; this reaction to the metropolis makes the organ numb and impersonal.”

E-motion, gan-dong (E%-7), is the “movement” (dong) of the heart brought on by “sen-
sation” (gdn) as the world rushes toward you. However, the world no longer touches
me, and | can no longer touch the outside world. In the state of depression where all
resonance has fallen silent, everything external is deathly pale, cold, and empty, and
even everything inside my heart is silent and numb.

From “autonomous learning to understand the world” to “self-monitoring to master the

self”: before this highly controlled self, the world retreats, and the self retreats too. They
live within an algorithm, at once ambitious and fragile as a puppet, both manipulated by
and manipulating the algorithm. In their world, scores and GPA are the currency:

“Scores become the sole recognition. The sense of accomplish-
ment from doing something, from doing it well—the prevailing
currency is scores and GPA.”

In the world built by GPA, everyone has their rank. They become devoid of personali-
ty, yet highly similar. They share a race with no exit, and though they are on the same
path, they are distant from and disgusted with one another.

“Free will: choose what | choose, love what | love. But | do not
know what | like, nor do | have any real motivation to cast aside
the ladder and walk into my own wilderness.”

Without joy, without anything to cherish... We often say that to know and judge a per-
son, one must observe what they are at ease with and what motivates them. However,
if they are at ease with nothing and motivated by nothing, their self has also retreated.

The world and the self have begun a mutual retreat. Life is organic to its environment;
life is situated in a specific environment that belongs to it, that it grows with:

“Life goes on in an environment; not merely in it but because of it, through interaction with it...

At every moment, the living creature is exposed to danger from its surroundings, and



at every moment, it must draw something from its surroundings to satisfy its own
needs. The life-experience of a living creature is destined to be an exchange with its
surroundings, not in an external, but in the most intimate way.”

Without this internal, organic exchange of energy, how can the self and the world,

in their mutual retreat, ever meet? The world of ACGN (Anime, Comics, Games, and
Novels) becomes popular. They put on masks, craft personas, and treat the world as a
stage, checking in at various locations. Dressed in splendid attire, with heavy makeup,
holding props, they travel through time and space. The world is but a stage, and the
protagonist is an imagined persona. The distinction between virtual and real is irrele-
vant. The world is not even a stage; a stage is not ethereal enough. A stage and a play
have scenic limitations; actors must interact with each other and with the audience be-
low. There is a plot to be immersed in, a complete narrative to be enacted and served.

Their life can no longer bear a story with a beginning and an end. Their life is but a
fleeting dream in a garden.



A student who finally found the courage to take a year-long leave of absence wrote:

“The reason a young person’s life is so full of lies is not that
he is too arrogant, but precisely that he is too humble—he is
always governed by what he thinks he ‘should do,’ rather than

what he truly wants to do.”

“The young person looks at the pie in the sky drawn by those
who have come before, at the path they point to, but forgets
that he too has eyes, the ability to discover, to see.”

“The world is so big, | want to go and see it. And, | have been
walking too hastily; | need to stop for a while.”

She has stopped to look carefully. | believe she can walk out of her confusion, out of
“second-hand time,” and truly forge her own path and life.
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While current quantitative studies on China and East Asian
societies suggest a “flattening” trend in educational attitudes
across different social classes, this article, based on in-depth
interviews and field observations in two distinct educational
settings—elite universities and county-level high schools—re-
veals profound differences in the relational logic between differ-
ent social classes and the school education system. The study
finds that urban middle-class families often adopt the posture
of a “consumer-style/entrepreneurial learner,” selectively mo-
bilizing educational resources and employing highly rational,
autonomous strategies to serve their own goals. In contrast, for
non-advantaged classes, school education is more like an “oth-
er” system—external, scarce, and a foreign territory one is only
qualified to enter after rounds of competition. Due to a lack of
choice and weak mobility, they are firmly attached to the educa-
tional system, their posture more akin to that of a pious appren-
tice before a powerful master, where autonomy and individuality
are suppressed and surrendered. Understanding this difference
in subjectivity not only deepens the discussion on educational
equity but also helps to understand the deep socio-psycholog-
ical mechanisms behind why some public education policies
(such as the “Double Reduction” and the “New Gaokao”) devi-
ate from their intended goals during implementation. The study
calls for moving beyond the preconception of students as a uni-
form whole and incorporating the “heterogeneous educational
subjectivities” of different social groups into the considerations
of academic research, policy-making, and evaluation.
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As Diane Reay states, exploring the relationship between the education system and
social class is a classic theme in the sociology of education, attracting generations of
scholars to ask in different social contexts: Is school education the “great equalizer”
that promotes social mobility, or a hidden mechanism that imposes social control and
maintains the reproduction of social structure? (Bernardi and Plavgo 2019). If scholars
in the Western world, based on their critique of the capitalist order, feel more justified
in agreeing with the latter (Bourdieu, 1967; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Coleman et al.,
1966; Willis, 1977), this issue is perhaps more contentious in the context of contem-
porary China. China’s pivotal educational institution —the gaokao (college entrance
examination)—and its associated examination systems are considered a relatively fair
screening system for all classes (Hu, Kao, and Wu 2020; Hu & Wu, 2021), and are thus
widely regarded as the “least bad” channel for class mobility. The fervent attention of
social media to educational topics, the educational anxiety felt by all classes, and the
ubiquitous educational institutions on every street corner make it easy for anyone to
sense the universal importance that members of society place on school education—
as if this “social elevator” is open to all, and all each family and child has to do is to
invest their best efforts to prepare for this fair tournament.

The findings of some researchers, to a certain extent, support this perception—the
importance and investment that the Chinese public places on education are generally
high, with class disparities being weaker than in Western societies. In a compara-

tive study, Li and Xie (2020) pointed out that educational expectations in East Asian
societies are significantly less dependent on family background; even in families with
lower socioeconomic status, the recognition of and expectation for education remain
pretty strong. In terms of educational expenditure, Hu et al. (2023), using data from the
China Family Panel Studies (CFPS), found that the proportion of total income spent on
education by Chinese families is much higher than in other countries, and the propor-
tion for rural families is even larger than for urban families. Even low-income families’
educational expenditure as a proportion of their income is significantly higher than
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that of similar families in Western countries. Some scholars attribute this widespread
“education fever” to the acculturation of East Asian cultural traditions (Hawkins, 2012;
Stevenson & Stigler, 1994). Li and Xie (2020) argue that East Asian cultural tradition
endows education with a highly positive meaning, leading to a universal recognition of
its value among urban and rural families of all classes. Hawkins (2012) points out that
the historical legacy of Confucianism and the imperial examination system has shaped
a national consensus that “education changes one’s destiny.” High academic achieve-
ment has profound social meaning in East Asia, often seen as an important path to
achieving personal success, family glory, and practicing filial piety, and is universally
recognized by all classes. Andrew Kipnis (2019), in his fieldwork in Shandong, Chi-

na, also glimpsed this collective educational desire, noting it as a cultural consensus
transcending individual rationality, co-created by Confucian ethics, public policy, and
market forces. Correspondingly, empirical research has also found that the influence of
family socioeconomic background on Chinese students’ academic achievement is rel-
atively more minor than in Western countries (Lyu, Li, and Xie 2019) and is even found
to be not significantly correlated with family wealth (Liu & Xie, 2015).

From this perspective, the above studies seem to collectively suggest that there is a
relatively universal, homogeneous attitude towards education among the Chinese public,
presenting a “de-classed” or homogenized relationship. In other words, researchers con-
vey an impression that the ways different classes understand and treat education seem
to have a formal convergence—a high value is placed on education, regardless of origin.
It can be inferred from this that the universality and flatness of educational expectations
in East Asian societies may form a protective buffer for the educational achievements

of lower-class families, thereby mitigating the adverse effects of socioeconomic status
(SES) disadvantages on educational outcomes (Li & Xie, 2020).

However, this relatively “flattened” relationship between various classes and school
education is often based on large-sample survey methods and discovered through
comparative means. Due to methodological limitations, existing research is mostly
confined to quantitative assessments of subjective attitudes or external behaviors,
rarely delving into the subjectivities of different classes to understand their underlying
motivations, expectations, feelings, and practices. As researchers simplify the atti-
tudes or behaviors of the general populace towards education into a numerical value
or an attitudinal indicator, there is a subtle risk: researchers only obtain fragmented
numerical values, while the context behind these values—the structural positions,
experiential logics, and emotional structures of each class in their educational practic-
es—is quietly obscured. In other words, the “de-classed” family educational expecta-
tions and investments presented by survey data may only be a superficial conclusion
of “de-classing” because of the inability to capture those differences in deep-seated
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mentalities, action pathways, and emotional experiences that are difficult to quantify.

Cultural reproduction theory offers a more profound explanatory framework for this.
Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argue that the school education system is not, as main-
stream educational policy discourse claims, a fair and merit-based neutral ground. Be-
neath its neutral appearance, the education system actually implicitly legitimizes elite
culture, thereby systematically maintaining the cultural advantages and social status of
the elite class (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). This “symbolic violence,” through specific
educational practices such as curriculum design, teaching methods, and examination
standards, quietly transforms the preferences and norms of the elite class into expec-
tations and requirements for everyone, thus excluding or marginalizing the cultural
experiences and practices of the lower classes (Bourdieu, 1977; Lareau, 2011; Reay,
2017). Studies based on observation and interviews have found that the middle class
is more likely to actively mobilize institutional resources, interact with teachers, and
shape favorable situations, while working-class families tend to remain submissive and
distant, lacking the institutional agency that cultural capital provides (Calarco, 2011;
Calarco, 2014; Lareau, 2015). This difference does not stem from individual attitudes
or ideologies but is embedded in social position and cultural experience. Reay & Lucey
(20083) also point out that the “appearance of equality” in the education market often
conceals profound class-based experiences. Students on seemingly identical educa-
tional tracks (such as attending the same low-reputation school) exhibit completely
different subjective understandings and self-perceptions: middle-class children tend
to view the low-reputation school as an “other” and try to avoid the stigma of associ-
ation through transferring schools or psychological distancing; whereas working-class
children have to confront the identity conflict that arises when the “demonized other”
becomes equated with “people like me.”

Therefore, superficial educational expectations or high investment cannot be equated
with an equal recognition of or participation in education among classes. To under-
stand the hidden social mechanisms and differential logics behind them, it is neces-
sary to start from the subjective world or subjectivity of each class, and deeply analyze
their feelings, understandings, judgments, and coping strategies during the education-
al process. In other words, we must ask: What does “going to school” actually mean
for Chinese people of different classes? Based on data collected from ongoing inter-
views with university students at elite institutions over the past decade and an ongoing
ethnography in a western county-level high school, this article comparatively analyzes
the systematic differences exhibited by non-advantaged classes and the urban middle
class in their participation in school education. It points out that these differences are
common to both elite higher education and county-level secondary education, and
that they persist over time.
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The interplay between class and subjectivity profoundly reveals the core role of the
education system as a mechanism of social stratification. Subjectivity refers to the
self-perception, emotional experience, and logic of action that an individual forms
within a social structure, which is both constrained by structural factors and embod-
ies individual agency (Reay, 2001; Sayer, 2005). In Western sociology of education
research, class differences in subjectivity are often depicted within a binary frame-
work of “middle class as ‘planners’ vs. working class as ‘survivors’.” In the education
market, the middle class, with their abundant economic capital, cultural capital, and
social network resources, can adopt proactive “planner” strategies. They construct
competitive advantages for their children through meticulous educational investments
(such as purchasing property in good school districts, selecting after-school tutoring,
applying to international schools, etc.) (Ball et al., 2002). This subjectivity is mani-
fested in a deep understanding and skillful application of “cultural knowledge” about
“how the school system works,” which helps in obtaining educational advantages and
opportunities (Lareau, 2015). By gaining institutional recognition from the education
system (such as diplomas and awards), the middle class reinforces its self-confidence
and self-worth.

In contrast, the educational participation of working-class families, due to resource
constraints, often presents a “survivor” logic oriented towards short-term existence.
Parents tend to raise their children less intensively, and children are naturally more like-
ly to encounter devaluation and exclusion by the “rules of the game” at school (Lareau,
2011). They are either forced to accept low-quality education and internalize the label
of “incompetence” (Sayer, 2005) or they develop subcultures to resist school authority
(Willis, 1977). They tend to choose non-elite universities with a strong “sense of com-
munity,” and their educational success often comes at the cost of losing their class
identity (Reay, 2001; Reay, Crozier, and Clayton, 2009). This differentiation is further
amplified by the wave of educational marketization, where the middle class consoli-
dates its advantages through strategies like choosing schools via property purchase
and private tutoring. In contrast, the working class is squeezed to the bottom of the
educational resource chain (Ball, 2003).

This classed subjectivity is not only reflected at the level of behavioral strategies but

is more profoundly manifested in the dimensions of emotional structure and moral
cognition. Sayer (2005) argues that subjectivity is not an abstract “self-awareness” but
the embodiment of class position at the emotional and moral levels. The middle class,
benefiting from their array of capital, planning, and strategies, feels entitled to their
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success, perhaps occasionally accompanied by a particular moral anxiety about their
privileges. In contrast, the educational experience of the working class is often accom-
panied by a tension between dignity and humiliation, anger at systemic exclusion, and
doubt about their self-worth (Reay, 2001; 2015). Especially for working-class students
entering elite universities, this class mobility is intertwined with complex emotional
experiences, including pride, inferiority, shame, and fear. It is also accompanied by an
“imposter syndrome” stemming from worries about their own capabilities, and they
face the anxiety of class betrayal and a fractured identity (Lehmann, 2007; 2009; Reay,
Crozier, and Clayton, 2010; Cheng Meng, 2018; Liao Qing, 2019).

In the Chinese context, this framework needs to be re-examined in conjunction with
local realities such as the urban-rural divide and the exam-oriented culture. After all,
China adheres to a path of socialism with Chinese characteristics and has established
an education system dominated by public schools with low tuition fees. China’s status
allocation system also has its own distinct features—positions within the state system
almost always require an examination for entry, achieving at least formal fairness.

In such a society, which aims for shared prosperity and is built on the foundation of
public schools, what is the relationship between members of different classes and the
school education system?

This article draws on in-depth interview data from 95 graduating students collected
over the past decade at three “Double First-Class” universities in China, as well as
ethnographic observation data from an ongoing study at two ordinary county-level
high schools in western China. The interview data span a considerable period and
geographical range: first, 38 graduating students were interviewed in 2015-2016 at
two universities in Beijing and Shanghai (hereafter “Northern University” and “Southern
University”). This was followed by an additional 25 interviews at Southern University

in 2017. During the pandemic (2020-2022), 13 more students were interviewed at
Southern University, and the data collection was expanded to a “Double First-Class”
university in a western provincial capital (hereafter “Western University”), where 19 stu-
dents were interviewed. The interviewees mainly were recruited through the “snowball”
method, with care taken to balance diversity in academic achievement, discipline, and
family socioeconomic background. Among the 95 interviewees, 52 were from rural
backgrounds, all first-generation university students, with parents primarily engaged

in farming, migrant work, self-employment, or service industries; 43 were from urban
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backgrounds, of whom 28 were not first-generation university students, with parents
working as professionals, government officials, or business managers. The purpose

of the interviews was to understand the experiences of students from different family
backgrounds attending elite universities and the context of their post-graduation des-
tinations. Data was collected from different universities to grasp the common effects
of family background on students amidst China’s vast regional characteristics and de-
velopmental disparities. All interviews were conducted by me, mostly one-on-one and
face-to-face (5 were conducted online during the pandemic). Interviews lasted an av-
erage of about 3 hours and used the “progressive focusing method” to gradually delve



into topics (Yang Shanhua & Sun Feiyu, 2005). They typically began with the interview-
ee’s family environment and childhood memories, then moved to their entire school
experience, followed by an in-depth discussion of their higher education journey and
graduation choices. Throughout the interviews, | strove to convey my sincerity as a
listener, to achieve empathy with the interviewees, and to understand their thoughts,
feelings, and logic of action. With the consent of the interviewees, all interviews were
recorded and transcribed.

Considering that students who enter “Double First-Class” universities represent a tiny
fraction of the population, | also turned my gaze beyond the walls of top institutions to
county-level high schools in underdeveloped western regions. Since mid-March 2025
[Note: The original text states 2025, which is likely a typo for 2023 or 2024. The trans-
lation retains the original year. | began fieldwork at two county-level high schools in the
west. Both schools are located in county-level districts under the same municipal juris-
diction and are designated “Provincial Model High Schools,” with their quality ranking
at the forefront of the city. The difference is that one is in a county where agriculture is
the pillar industry and is the only ordinary senior high school in the county, with over
7,000 students, 80% of whom are from rural backgrounds (hereafter “County No. 1
High School”). The other is in the county-level district where the municipal government
is located and is one of four ordinary high schools in the jurisdiction, with a student
body of around 3,800, about 30% of whom are from rural backgrounds, and whose
families are on average slightly better off than those at County No. 1 High School
(hereafter “District No. 1 High School”). My role in both schools was as an assistant

to the head teacher (ban zhu ren), conducting participatory observation in a first-year
high school class at an average frequency of 2 days per week. | observed the daily
work of teachers in the grade-level office and classroom, and maintained communica-
tion with students and school leaders. | recorded my observations by hand and wrote
field notes when inspired.

For me, still new to the world, the process of data collection was also a process of
gaining a real sense of class differences. After witnessing the daily reality of the county
high schools and reflecting on the interviews conducted at elite universities, | increas-
ingly understood that the relationship between different groups and school education
has profound differences. These differences transcend the divisions imposed by
educational stages, regions, and school tiers, and exist stably among groups of similar
class status. In the following, | elaborate on the systematic differences IN perceived.
Given the vastness of the data, | focus on cases that are common and typical within
their respective groups.
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Among the students | interviewed from well-off families, there were no children from the
super-rich or top-level elite. These students are different from the elite children tracked
by Yi-Lin Chiang in her book Study Gods (2022), whose cohort often aims for top inter-
national universities for their undergraduate studies, cultivating a “global citizen” identity
through overseas summer schools, international competitions, and personalized tutoring
to prepare for global elite competition. In contrast, the well-off students | interviewed at
domestic elite universities were more like the ordinary urban middle and newly wealthy
classes. Their parents mostly had a good higher education and worked in business
management, government, private enterprise, or as teachers, doctors, or university
professors. The schools they attended from a young age were often carefully selected,
local, high-quality resources. These students share a common trait: from a young age,
they were given space by teachers and parents, accustomed to arranging their own
studies and lives, and tended to have a clear sense of purpose. They actively engaged
in competition, mobilized economic, cultural, and social capital to gain advantages,
derived confidence and a sense of entitlement from good grades, and naturally formed
a controlling self—understanding themselves as “purchasers of educational services”
or “investors in human capital,” dedicated to self-enhancement through education, and
viewing making the best choices for themselves as a moral responsibility. This resonates
with Stephen Ball’s recent observations of the “entrepreneurial learners” cultivated by
global neoliberal education policies (Ball, 2021). Ball argues that the neoliberal gover-
nance of education shifts the responsibility for educational success from the state to
the individual, while simultaneously masking structural inequalities —the “entrepreneurial
learner” is the product of this “individualization of responsibility.”

Looking at the parent-child relationships and parental roles described by the interview-
ees, it becomes clearer how this “controlling self” is formed. Their parents are often
very invested in their children’s education, but this investment is carried out in a way
that is subtle to the child. They ensure their child attends a good school and enroll
them in tutoring classes when necessary, but they rarely manage their child’s studies
directly. Instead, they delegate self-management and a degree of decision-making
freedom to the child. Hao Wen from Western University grew up in a western provincial
capital; his father and many relatives hold senior positions in the banking system. In
his view, many parents give their children the freedom to choose:

My dad is quite supportive of what | like to do; he feels it makes

me happy. He is the type of parent who cares more about
whether | like something. He does not impose much of his
will on me, but in the actual execution, he requires me to do it
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seriously. Moreover, actually, he controls the “general direction.

However, in specific choices, he lets me choose for myself.
Many parents today are like this, especially those who are
well-educated.

However, in reality, his “general direction” was always guided by someone. The primary
and secondary schools he attended were all top-ranked in the area. The role his parents
played was to ensure that he was already prepared when he had to face competition
and decisions alone. Ning Xuan from Southern University is from a first-tier city in the
east. Both his parents have master’s degrees and work in management in private and
foreign companies. In his memory, his parents were busy with work and did not ask
much about his studies, but he actually had a “built-in advantage” at every stage:

Ning Xuan: My parents are very busy; they do not manage me
much. However, | am also quite self-disciplined.

Yajun: Were your grades excellent from a young age?

Ning Xuan: Not exactly, it usually took me two or three years to
get to the top tier. | needed some time to adjust to the new en-
vironment, but my parents had been sending me to after-school

tutoring classes since kindergarten.

Yajun: Do you remember what you learned in tutoring?

Ning Xuan: | remember learning two-digit multiplication. In kin-
dergarten, it was mainly math. In elementary school, | learned
English, supplemented by subject-specific English. My elemen-
tary school was also a pilot for quality-oriented education, with
less homework and more entertainment. By attending some
tutoring classes outside, | could achieve excellent grades.

Yajun: What is your impression of your high school? What were
your classmates like?

Ning Xuan: | have noticed many of them became my university
classmates (laughs). In junior high, everyone was in parallel
classes after entering, but in high school, we were divided into
more outstanding “science and technology innovation classes”
and parallel classes. | was in an innovation class. In my first
and second years of high school, | did two “projects,” which
were research projects. | did two related to biology, which felt
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quite similar to university courses. We reviewed the literature,
conducted experiments, and wrote reports.

Having become familiar with the basic training model for researchers in high school,
he naturally found the transition to university easy. In his words, it was “satisfaction
as expected, just needed to adapt to residential life.” This satisfaction was actually
the result of years of cultivation by his parents. For Ning Xuan, going to university was
never a “pursuit” but an inevitable event; the only question was which one to choose.
When he needed to make a choice, his parents also shared their insights, explaining
their judgment of the future market to him:

They had their life experiences, telling me that in this era, study-
ing science and engineering would definitely not be a problem
for employment. They also foresaw that the boom in economics

and finance might be coming to an end, and undergraduates in
these fields might see a decline in their competitiveness in the
job market, as the market might be saturated. So they recom-
mended that | study science and engineering. At that time, | felt

Southern University had an advantage in computer science,
which interested me, so | applied.

When parents have trained their child’s autonomy for years by “grasping the big
picture while letting go of the details and giving enough space,” gradually cultivating
self-management skills and confidence, the child is naturally more likely to excel in the
competition of school and the workplace—because autonomous choice and proactive
preparation are what the current university and job markets implicitly demand (Zheng
Yajun, 2023). This autonomous control and planning of life and study aligns with the
“neoliberal self” that has emerged in the tide of educational marketization: confident,
autonomous, independent, proactive, with clear goals, and good at self-management
and planning (Vassallo, 2020). Many, when discussing their good grades, spoke with

a tone of indifference, because good grades themselves are meaningless unless they
serve some “use”:

When | was a child, | did not think having good grades was
that amazing. If | did not do well, | would not have a say when
playing with my friends. If | did well, everyone was happy, and
there was less trouble. However, actually, | have always felt that

it is more important for life to have meaning. You cannot live a
life that is too instrumentally rational, meaning you keep doing
something, but you do not know what it is for. When grades
become the purpose of doing something, that is particularly
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strange. (Shouzhi, Northern University, not a first-generation
student, father is a university professor)

In contrast, non-advantaged classes, represented by rural students, have a complete-
ly different relational model with school education. If urban middle-class families are
“consumers” and “controllers” in the face of education, farming, and laboring families
are more often “pursuers” and “dependents.” The rural students | interviewed at elite
universities are actually the cream of the crop among their peers. A closer look at their
basic education experience reveals that their success was propped up by a series of
low-probability events external to their families, such as being precocious and receiv-
ing special cultivation from a teacher, having their exceptional grades discovered by
a principal who deemed them “material for studying” and gave them extra attention,
being appreciated by a teacher and receiving free tutoring, dropping out to work and
then being strongly supported by relatives to return to school, or being exceptionally
admitted to a provincial key high school.

For their communities, a good school stands in a superior position; it is an external
object to be pursued. “Going to university” embodies their hope for a better life, and
“getting into university” means the ecstasy of “being chosen” and the expectation

of being further selected by “the organization.” Children with exceptional talent who
get into elite universities are rare. However, when one emerges in the area, their story
spreads far and wide, serving as a model for subsequent “material for studying” and
stimulating others to hope for ancestral blessings to have such a good child. Many of
my interviewees were famous “figures” in their local areas. Their academic achieve-
ments brought far more than just opportunities for further education; they were imbued
with profound social meanings like bringing glory to their ancestors, “earning face” for
their family, and even winning honor for their school and hometown.

The hope that “studying can change one’s destiny” is indeed widespread. However,
unlike the instrumental attitude of the urban middle class towards schools, for rural
families, school education is a platform to demonstrate self-worth, and grades are the
proof of that self-worth. More importantly, as long as one is successfully selected and
enters an excellent platform, the responsibility for self-development is also handed
over to the school, or rather, can only be handed over to the school. The academic
performance of top students carries the expectations of the entire family, school, and
even the entire county, so grades naturally become the purpose of learning. Many
interviewees felt they had already succeeded upon being admitted to university —
they had won the gaokao, been successfully selected, yet they failed to realize that
elite universities today do not automatically pave the way for their future. They tightly
attached their hopes for the future to the vast education system, surrendering control



AN HERE T = T HAIRET, BAWRKAES FETT RS &R R K
=HAE— A3) BEAMEIREIT, LA EA s i Y2224, SRR AR
K, B Rz W, RS sER R IR E RO s, LA SR SEX
RELGHEST, §is# T 204 FREFEOREGALE, JGiB T 20 ARG
=4 I AN SR ARAT, W IR ek — [ 9% RO BB AR I, RUR R
AhF R, BT LB RIS TR -~ - WA i PP ER R PR 1 4 71
H, RN B B ORI, BORWHINEE RS, RGO
— g B TE B H TR, B EiEE, AR R
R A S0 14 Wit A 5 SORT R 45

TN it 5, A1 AAR TR T 0 IR G 3L R, AR A
ASEIIIAE ST, TRRIAGZ, b B SRR (B HLR) 20 A kR B AR,
W o R 1244, 8T A BT 5 RERR 2 L (H AR T
LR AR, TR MR R IUR T IR 5T IR 2 L I, 55—
M TACTAPEL R, B0 1 77 R P B R SRR At a5 35 3, T fige X #f
AEHSURAR T R, FEA_ERRRWTE I, 70 WA WA Rl R
IS

UMt 158 7 B AR R “ AT AN DR A At AT TP 4T AR MR fs
R, R EE b T HIRY:, T RBRI D, PO RTREVR ELAN 5 # 5
KRB, FREBLIENNZ DR S, B HI0KRA LRG0 2 DR
B3RN0 SR P IAH S U 5 AT R A A SR AR A 3R N st Bt
BT — NERTHE, SERBEHER T - BERNGE BRI D, HETEERRAT]
BB EBEIRE —AE B AR AN (H R 2 Gt I, B2 A
B RORIF R 22k, AR LW AR SR AT AL T

BB IRIBARA A, SRAEHEARTPEIA T A CER B B R mA
R Z G, AR E SRR, i A B R A DA
Ao RN B AR 5, ARMESE] — R B 1 i th MG B L RS
AP R BB R, IR T A, SEEIE AR Ak, SR PR
Fhifize Wi TE F OO BRI A (RS8R, Sk IN SR T A “Pa iR I, 12
BRI} X S — A JE A TR, At S AR AROR A VP RE S S A AR ARt A
BURFERT 1 LA, (EAASG 2 J5 S35 T

e MR BT NE R RE 225 B st 2 A4 FLRR. 3




over their lives—or rather, never having had it—and placing their hopes in the school
and their major. Such cases are abundant. For example, Miao Qing, from a rural area

in central China, whose parents were migrant workers and she was a left-behind child,
showed outstanding talent from preschool. She entered primary school early and ranked
first in her town in the junior high school entrance exam. This achievement brought her
family significant financial benefits and immense psychological satisfaction:

| was thrilled then, and my parents, my grandparents, and my
whole family were very proud. Later, | also received an excellent

admission offer from a private school, which included waiving
all three years of junior high expenses and providing my family
with a sum of financial compensation; | do not remember the
exact amount. For all three years of junior high, | lived a rela-
tively comfortable life. Teachers, the principal, and classmates
all looked at me differently. This was also the first time | realized

that “studying can bring me some benefits.” Before primary
school, | was probably studying and taking exams aimlessly like

a normal person. After this junior high entrance exam, | began
to consider what studying could bring me and my family.

When it was time to move from junior to senior high, she was again recruited by a
private key high school with generous terms as a “top student.” The school not only
waived all fees but also gave her family a “bonus” of 30,000 yuan and provided free
housing for her mother to accompany her in the city. She joked, “I probably did not
spend much of my family’s money during my studies; | even earned a little.” Howev-
er, she later recalled that the intense competition and pressure in high school quickly
made her realize what a heavy responsibility she was carrying—to aim for Tsinghua or
Peking University. This was a project “jointly managed” by school leaders, teachers,
and students, which brought her a heavy psychological burden to the point that she
began to loathe studying:

We had so many exams, weekly and monthly. | remember one
time very clearly, | ranked around 20th or 30th in a month-

ly exam. After the exam, our principal would hold a results
analysis meeting. The principal would invite the teachers of our
class (13) in the first year, a few key students, and their parents
to have a meal together. Moreover, it was at the dinner table
that the results were analyzed. For example, so-and-so did well

this time, improved by so many ranks; so-and-so did poorly,
fell back by so many. | did not do well that time, and | cried
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throughout the meal. Because | felt so guilty, not just embar-
rassed for myself, but | felt like | had made my mother lose
face.... From high school, my aversion to studying became very
severe. | felt like | was not studying for myself, but was being
forced by others to do this. | had utterly lost my freedom; | had
to get into Tsinghua or Peking, and sometimes | felt oppressed
to the point of suffocation.

At that time, she did not realize that she and the school had formed a community of
shared interests. Getting into Tsinghua or Peking was the task the school had given
her, and ironically, she herself had never had the opportunity to choose a goal for
herself. Her gaokao score ranked 12th in the school, but only the top 5 could secure a
spot at Tsinghua or Peking. However, the school’s desire to produce Tsinghua/Peking
students was so strong that she still applied for the special program for impoverished
counties in the early admission round, with Peking University’s nursing department as
her first choice. She was admitted to the nursing department at Southern University.
She told me that she knew nothing about filling out applications back then and basi-
cally just listened to her teachers, whose advice was mixed with their own interests:

The teachers cared more about whether your university was
good. When they hang banners, they will say, “So-and-so
student got into such-and-such university,” without mentioning
your major. For instance, if you are accepted into Peking or Ts-
inghua, the school rewards its teachers with a bonus. Similarly,
if you are accepted into one of the top 10 universities, you will
receive another bonus. That is how the calculation works. So
my application might not have been filled out very well. | just
casually filled in the early admission round, and then | got in...
My family was still pleased, after all, in our entire town, | was
the first to get into such a prestigious university. However, upon
arrival, | discovered that many students were hesitant to join the

nursing school. The high number of students seeking to transfer

majors led the school to stop accepting transfers altogether.

Hijacked by exams, she finally had the freedom to make her own decisions after en-
tering university. However, after being caged for so long, she was no longer willing to
ignite her desire for knowledge, nor did she have the will to take control of her own life.
Adapting to university was also not easy; she found it hard to find a sense of belong-
ing. Unlike many of her classmates who desperately wanted to escape the nursing
school, she was content to drift, dealing with her studies perfunctorily, with her GPA



in the middle range. She was sure she had no interest in medicine and chose to join
the “Go West” program upon graduation, teaching in an impoverished area for a year
before pursuing a master’s degree. She imagined she might be able to enter a govern-
ment department through the targeted recruitment program for graduates, but after
experiencing it, she found it boring:

Miao Qing: | have never made a life plan or set any life goals
for myself. | never thought about changing my major. Since |
am here, I'll study according to the school and major’s require-
ments. For instance, now that it is afternoon, the furthest | think

ahead is what | am going to eat for dinner. | probably do not
care much about tomorrow or even the distant future. | think
life’s uncertainty is too great, and | do not have high material
demands. Anyway, whether you live a rich or a poor life, every-
one’s final destination is a pile of dust!

Yajun: Then what kind of life do you aspire to?

Miao Qing: | have only had one wish since | was a child, a kind
of life | have always wanted to live, which is the life of a “rice




worm” (michdng). You often see these insects in rice; they live

surrounded by much rice every day. They wake up and nibble a
few bites when they want to eat, and sleep when they do not—
that kind of life. | hope my future life will not be filled with many
things that make me think or worry, that it will not require much
effort, and that | can be free and not be forced to do anything.

So | am actually quite satisfied with a job in the state system, it

is just too dull.

From her longing for a “rice worm” life, | could feel the lingering rebellious sentiment
bred by the high school’s college admission targets hijacking her life goals. At the
most critical juncture when she needed to make her own decisions, she had neither
the ability nor the power to control herself. Moreover, as the journey has gone on, the
things she can control have gradually diminished, while the cost of making choices
has grown ever larger. From depending on grades to depending on the school, and
then to depending on a unit within the state system, this is a common path for many
interviewees from similar backgrounds.
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Suppose the scope of elite university students can only reflect the class differences

of a small portion of “the chosen,” and may not represent the majority. In that case,
the county-level high school is a space that can reveal the class differences of most
ordinary people. Before | entered the field, considering the lower level of economic
development in underdeveloped county areas, | had wondered if | would observe
significant class differences in such a small place. However, the observed facts proved
my assumptions wrong. Class is such a prominent theme in the county high school
that teachers cannot talk about students and the school for three sentences without
bringing up family background.

For instance, school leaders, grade-level directors, and teachers from both schools
mentioned in different conversations with me a piece of their “common knowledge”:
the quality of a school’s education depends largely on the supply of high-achieving
students; students’ academic ability mainly depends on their “brains” (intelligence);
and “intelligence” is closely related to family background, which is also closely related
to the difficulty of a head teacher’s work. A piece of background information is that

in both schools, it is common practice to group students into classes based on their
academic ability. Starting from the previous year, the admission rate for ordinary senior
high schools in the province was raised from the previous 50% to 85%, leading to a
sharp drop in the admission scores for both schools. Many students who previously
could not get into high school were admitted due to this expansion. This was espe-
cially true for County No. 1 High School, as it is the only ordinary high school in the
county and had to accept all qualified students. The school had been on high alert
since learning of this expansion last year, worried that these “extra” underperforming
students would drag down the school’s teaching and management. They had been
discussing whether to group them into separate classes or “disperse and dilute” them.
In the end, considering that managing a separate “underperforming class” would be
too tricky and teacher assessment would also be problematic, both schools adopted
the “disperse and dilute” approach: the top-performing students were selected to
form six key classes, and the remaining parallel classes absorbed these bottom-tier
students evenly. The parallel and key classes were kept separate, not having classes
in the same building. This meant that the expansion had no impact on the key classes,
while the average “intelligence” of the students in the lower-tier parallel classes was
significantly reduced. The grade-level director who taught math sighed one day at his
desk: “Sigh, what worries me is not teaching, but that you teach for half a day and he
still doesn’t get it!” Another teacher responded, “Don’t you know what kind of bunch
you’re teaching? Previously, we admitted 30% and sent them all to university. Later,
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we increased this to 50%, and we continued to send them all to university. Now, we
are admitting 85%, and next year, it will be 95%. Are we still supposed to send them
all to university?”

At County No. 1 High School, the class | observed was one of these parallel class-

es, and all the teachers in the office taught parallel classes. The office was filled with
smoke, caused by many male teachers smoking, and the other teachers seemed
accustomed to it. During breaks and self-study periods, many students were “sum-
moned” by teachers for reprimands. The reasons for being “summoned” were mostly
for disciplinary violations caught by the teacher on duty, such as hair being too long,
talking during the lunch break, reading non-textbook books, smoking, etc. If the head
teacher considered the infraction serious, the parents would be called in to be in-
formed of their child’s misbehavior at school, in order to get the parents’ attention and
also to punish the child. The head teacher at the desk next to mine was a strict male
teacher who “summoned” students almost non-stop from morning to night. In the
pauses, | could often hear him sigh, take a deep drag from his cigarette, and lament,
“These kids are getting harder and harder to manage!” Then he would continue with
the next round of “summons.” Maintaining class discipline and strengthening manage-
ment to ensure “no incidents” seemed to be what these head teachers spent the most
time and energy on.

When discussing the reasons for the poor performance of students in the parallel
classes, the teachers most frequently cited family background as the primary factor.
Through years of observation, the teachers concluded that those who could enter the
key classes were often the children of county government employees, teachers, doc-
tors, and other public sector workers.

In contrast, rural children from low-income families were concentrated in the parallel
classes. “The kids from the city have better foundational skills from primary and junior
high than the kids from the countryside, for one. Moreover, for another, parents with offi-
cial jobs in the city are more conscious of its importance. They know how to curry favor
with teachers since kindergarten to get more attention. How can they be the same?” —
this was the teachers’ “common knowledge.” Another factor the teachers often attribut-
ed it to was family relations and structure: the proportion of children from special families
(parents with disabilities, divorced, orphans, or parents working away from home year-
round) in the parallel classes was much higher than in the key classes. “These students
are simply not managed by anyone, and are more likely to have problems (psychological
crises and self-harm).” The teachers generally felt helpless about this, not believing it
was something they could change through their own teaching efforts. The words of the
first-year grade director at District No. 1 High School also confirmed this:
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Our grade is divided into three levels: science and technolo-

gy innovation classes, elite classes, and enrichment classes.
Students in the innovation classes have no discipline problems;
what they need is to improve their self-directed learning skills.
However, the further down you go (in class level), the more
problems the students have, and the more complex the situa-
tions become. The classes at the bottom, not to mention being
economically worse off, more importantly, have more complex
family structures —blended families, single-parent families,
left-behind children, those raised by grandparents, all kinds of
situations. Many kids cannot get the support they need from
home. For some kids, you cannot even find their parents; it is
like the kid has been handed over to you, the teacher, and you
are just not supposed to cause them any trouble. In fact, for the
kids in these bottom classes, the school is just a “fire brigade.”
All the complexities of society and family are finally concen-
trated in this kid, leaving the school scared and exhausted as it

tries to cope.

Here, family background becomes a more complex concept, encompassing factors
such as the family structure’s integrity, the harmony of family relations, the ability to
provide psychological support, and the presence of relatives with criminal records. It
is not limited to socioeconomic status, but is closely linked to it. Teachers were clearly
more willing to deal with educated, reasonable, and easy-to-communicate-with par-
ents, because these parents were more likely to cooperate with the teachers, not only
not causing trouble for the teachers, but also helping to share some responsibilities
(such as organizing parent committees, providing the necessary conditions for their
children without relying on the teachers). Uneducated parents were the opposite: they
often completely shifted the responsibility of education to the school, expecting the
teachers to send their children to university, while at the same time not fully trusting
the school, yet in reality having no choice but to entrust their children to the school.
The strong dependence of lower-class families on the school was vividly demonstrated
in the game between parents and the school.

According to my observations, uneducated parents, under this tangled and conflict-
ing mentality, usually exhibit two types of behavior, both rooted in dependence. One
type involves being obsequious and fawning towards teachers, stating that the child’s
affairs are entirely the teacher’s responsibility, thereby completely handing over the
child’s education to the teacher. This type of parent has existed for many years, and
they have a classic line that teachers often mock: “Teacher, you can just beat him to
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death for me!” Teachers, however, often hold a contemptuous attitude towards this.
“Beat your kid to death for you? Am | crazy?” In the teachers’ view, this sentence,
while on the surface handing over all disciplinary power to the teacher, is actually a
shirking of responsibility, as if to say, “I’ve handed the child over to you; if he’s not
taught well, it’s your fault.” The teachers at County No. 1 High School are known for
their diligence and responsibility.

Sometimes, a few scoldings or beatings are commonplace, but for the children of
these parents, the teachers are more cautious. Mr. Zhang, a history teacher and head
teacher, said on this matter: “If I’'m going to hit your kid, | have to spend my energy,
and | also have to bear the responsibility. Do you think | have nothing better to do?”
Therefore, teachers see hitting students as a sign of their dedication and responsibil-
ity, a responsibility they are not willing to take on for just anyone. In stark contrast to
the teachers’ assertiveness is the parents’ submissiveness. In the cases | observed of
teachers dealing with disciplined students, teachers would often use “suspension for
reflection” as a trump card to intimidate students and parents—“If you keep this up,
do not come to my class anymore, go home and reflect.” Parents, upon hearing this,
would often turn pale and say that it is absolutely not an option: “What will happen if
the kid is left at home with no one to watch him?” Then they would beg the teacher to
be lenient and give them another chance.

In Mr. Mei’s class, a boy was ordered to be suspended for talking back and insulting a
teacher. The parents, unable to bear it, came to the school to plead. First, the mother
came and staged a scene of kneeling at the school gate, and the next day, the father
came to plead with Mr. Mei. Mr. Mei said that this student had transferred initially to his
class because he was afraid of his previous head teacher. He had reluctantly agreed
at the time, but who knew he would be such an unruly brat. He was not satisfied with
the student’s apology and was very impolite to the parent: “Even a kindergarten kid
knows you cannot eat in class. Your son was eating in class, and when the teacher
criticized him, he cursed the teacher with foul language. And when asked to write a
self-criticism, he wrote only these few words? What kind of kid is this? Where do you
find such a student?” After a stalemate for the whole morning, it ended with a written
guarantee signed and witnessed by the subject teacher: “I, XXX, if | ever violate school
rules and regulations again, will voluntarily return to my original class. | hereby guaran-
tee.” | heard that for some students who made mistakes, the teacher would not only
send them home but also cancel their eligibility to take exams, which would also help
prevent the class average from being negatively impacted.

The other type of parent is what the teachers call “unruly parents” (diadomin). They
would find all sorts of “faults” with the teachers (such as on the grounds of corporal



punishment, verbal abuse, or discrimination), use official channels to complain about
the school, or use the child’s own personal safety as a bargaining chip to threaten the
school, forcing the school to meet their demands. These demands essentially meant
not being expelled for serious disciplinary violations, or being allowed to return to
school after suspension for reflection. This type of parent is more common in District
No. 1 High School because it is more heavily regulated than the school in the county
seat. A grade-level director at District No. 1 told me:

The parents say, “You can just go ahead and hit him,’ but in
reality, would you try hitting one? Let alone the teacher hitting
them, even now, if the school has done nothing non-compliant,
and the student has clearly violated school rules, the school has
to do much work beforehand to ensure the family can accept
the punishment. Otherwise, they might threaten you with their




life. What can the school do? Usually, we give them a demerit to
scare them, and then remove the record before graduation.

In order to ensure their successful dependence, parents do not hesitate to use threats
or even framing to coerce the school. At County No. 1 High School, complaints from
“unruly parents” also happen from time to time, but because there is only one high
school in the entire county, the cost of a parent complaining is huge—after angering
the school and teachers, who will be responsible for the child? So the “unruly parents”
are not as rampant as in District No. 1. Once, | asked the teachers: “After you hit a
student, do you worry about being reported?” The teachers had their own logic. One
said, “l use this roll of white paper to hit them, it does not leave marks on the body.”
Another said, “If his kid doesn’t want to study anymore, let him go and report it. | will
just never manage your kid again.” The reason teachers dare to hit students is also
because of the parents’ dependence, as they have no other choice.
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This article attempts to challenge the prevailing argument among researchers in recent
years about the “flattening of educational attitudes” in East Asian societies, which
largely stems from the survey results of quantitative research on family educational
attitudes. Such research typically finds no significant difference in the importance
placed on education across different social classes, thus concluding a “convergence
of educational concepts” or a “de-classing of educational attitudes” (Li & Xie, 2020;
Liu & Xie, 2015; Lyu, Li, and Xie, 2019). However, through in-depth interviews and

field observations of students from different social backgrounds at elite universities
and county-level high schools, this paper re-examines the relationship between social
class and the school education system from the starting point of individual subjective
feelings and daily practices. The study finds that although there is a formal expression
of “valuing education,” beneath this common appearance, the relational logic between
students of different classes and the education system presents a fundamental differ-
ence—as the saying goes, “alike in form, but different in spirit.” Measurement indicators
may not capture the origins and contexts of these attitudes, but they are clearly discern-
ible in the interviewees’ narratives and in the field. Therefore, this quantitative analysis of
“flattened” educational attitudes may obscure the deeper, more subtle, yet quite robust
differences between the school education system and different social classes.

This article argues that, as revealed by the aforementioned Western research, social
class and the school education system do not maintain an equidistant or homoge-
neous structural relationship.

However, unlike the “planner/survivor” difference outlined in those studies, the social
class difference in our country is more manifested as a difference between “consum-
ers/dependents.” However, our exam-based promotion system means that non-ad-
vantaged classes are also to a large extent “survivors” of the educational competition;
their more essential characteristic lies in their deep dependence on and entrustment
to the school education system, and even to the broader state power system. For
students from the middle and upper classes, school education is a tool that can be de-
ployed, a commodity of service that belongs to them and is available for their choice.
They are learners adept at self-control, adopting a consumer-style or even entrepre-
neurial mentality to autonomously set goals and mobilize resources to reproduce their
advantages and realize their educational needs. In stark contrast, for students from
working and farming classes, education is more like an “other” system—it is external,
scarce, and an opportunity that can only be obtained by excelling in layers of compe-
tition. Being admitted to a good school is itself seen as an achievement, even a favor.
This relationship does not generate a sense of entitlement, but instead inspires an
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almost pious “standing in the snow at Cheng’s door” attitude, that is, a dependence
on and gratitude towards the school, a deep desire to be “chosen by the system,” and
a profound entrustment of one’s personal destiny. This high degree of dependence
demonstrates a “subordinate agency,” which stands in sharp contrast to “entrepre-
neurial agency.” The following table summarizes the typical differences in the subjec-
tivity of elite and working/farming class students within the education system, which
can serve as an analytical framework for future researchers to understand the educa-
tional experience differences of different social groups:
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The findings of this study deepen the theoretical discussion in academia about the
relationship between school education and class in non-capitalist societies. Although
the Chinese education system on the surface aims for “common prosperity” and
“equal opportunity,” in reality, the role played by schools reflects a classed structure
of symbolic interaction. This structure exists not only in teachers’ attitudes towards
students and parents of different classes. However, it is more embodied in the stu-
dents’ perceptions, postures, and practices towards the school—that is, the classed
subjectivities of education. This perspective engages in a dialogue with the findings
of Western scholars in different national educational fields (e.g., Reay et al., 2009;
Lehmann, 2007; Archer, Hutchings, Ross, 2002), and also responds to the critiques of
early cultural Marxist theorists on the symbolic violence function of the education sys-
tem (Bernstein, 1962; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). A teacher at a county high school
lamented to me with heartfelt emotion: “You can tell the city kids are from the city just
by looking at their faces. There is a light in their eyes. The rural students do not have
that light in their eyes.” Class, in fact, profoundly shapes the social interactions that
occur in school and also shapes students’ emotional attitudes towards themselves
and the world. For those children who can only plead for dependence on the school,
the teachers are both helpless and contemptuous. Moreover, for the children them-
selves, what they feel is perhaps more of a lack of self-dignity. When the family and
the school shirk responsibility from each other, the real needs of the individual life are
left unarticulated and forgotten in this choiceless dependence.

By deeply depicting the class-differentiated educational experiences, this article

not only provides a new path based on subjectivity for understanding the formation
mechanism of social inequality in China’s educational field but also helps to provide

a more realistic socio-psychological basis for policy practice. Taking the “Double
Reduction” policy as an example, the original intention was to curb the expansion of
the tutoring industry, reduce students’ academic pressure, and narrow the education
gap. However, in practice, it has produced a “policy drift”: urban middle-class families
quickly shifted to “underground” or personalized private tutoring services to maintain
their competitive advantage, while ordinary working and farming families, due to a lack
of alternative resources, lost their opportunity to participate in the competition (Ball,
2021; Jin & Sun, 2022; Pan Yunhua, 2024). Another example is the continuously pro-
moted “New Gaokao” reform in recent years. The original intention of the policy was to
empower students by increasing the flexibility and freedom of examinations, encour-
aging students to follow diversified development paths according to their own talents.
However, after implementation, the goals of the New Gaokao were quickly subverted
by students’ utilitarian subject selection strategies in developed eastern provinces—in
order to gain an advantage, students would choose easier subjects and avoid more
difficult ones like physics and chemistry, which are important for future profession-
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al studies and national industrial development. In the central and western regions,

the New Gaokao has become a formality due to insufficient resources, with subject
selection and course-based classes being simplified into several fixed classes, and ex-
am-taking strategies have not substantially changed (Xu Dongbo & Pang Ying, 2024).
As Xu &Pang show, if the class differences in educational subjectivity are ignored, any
policy may reproduce the logic of inequality under the guise of “universal benefit.” If
policymakers had a grasp of the educational subjectivity characteristics of the urban
middle class and non-advantaged groups, they would find that these unintended poli-
cy outcomes were actually predictable: the self-controlling urban middle class will find
ways to actively mobilize resources to maintain their advantages regardless of policy
changes, and the increase in freedom is a “timely rain” for them; whereas the non-ad-
vantaged groups, who are strongly dependent on the school system, are accustomed
to relying on the school’s unified arrangements from the beginning, so that when free-
dom is equally distributed to them, it becomes an unmanageable, superfluous burden,
exacerbating the difficulty for them to gain an advantage.

Therefore, understanding and incorporating the perspective of classed subjectivity is a
prerequisite for any policy aimed at promoting educational equity to be genuinely effec-
tive. Educational equality is not only a matter of resource redistribution but also a matter
of re-understanding the subjective world. This is not only a challenge to the system but
also a re-questioning of our understanding of “what it means to be a learner.”
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ABSTRACT




Drawing on ethnographic material from a county-level high
school in Hunan Province, China, this article explores the fragile
and insecure inner world of contemporary Chinese adolescents.
Beginning with a series of unexpected incidents on campus, the
article considers why the education system, while promising a
happy future, is also causing a depletion of life force. Diverging
from previous youth studies, this paper attempts to approach
the issue from the dimension of everyday emotions, examin-

ing adolescents as “affective subjects.” It treats emotional ex-
perience as a moral response and part of the ethical domain,
investigating how adolescents interact with the external world
while constructing their own subjectivity. This article further
argues that this affective experience has become an object of
governance in today’s educational spaces. Within these power
relations, adolescents lack specific emotional outlets, leading to
a tendency toward psychological introversion. | contend that this
reflects a repressed yet constantly emerging strong sense of
self-awareness among adolescents, which reveals the greatest
tension in their subjective experience: it is precisely this strong
self-awareness that exacerbates their inner fragility and pain.
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On my first day in Lingshui County, [1] | heard the somewhat sensational rumor of the
“three consecutive jumps.” It was late 2024, and | had arrived at Lingshui County No.
1 High School (hereafter Lingshui No. 1 High School) as a volunteer teacher, preparing
to begin a six-month residential fieldwork study with a particular focus on the psycho-
logical state and problems of adolescents. Such an event quickly caught my attention.
What happened? | asked the students | met. They excitedly gathered around me,
counting on their fingers, each chiming in to recount their memories of it.

Specifically, the “three consecutive jumps” referred to three successive student
deaths that occurred at Lingshui No. 1 High School in a short period, all within a single
month. The most frequently mentioned was a fall from a building that happened last
year. A boy eagerly pushed his way to the front and told me that although he didn’t
witness it himself, the ambulance had just left when he passed by, and a large crowd
had already gathered. “I saw that pool of blood on the ground.” The deceased was a
final-year (Grade 12) female student who had jumped from the fifth-floor sky bridge.
Some said she was heartbroken after a recent breakup, others said it was because of
a fight with her parents, and still others believed it was due to a poor monthly exam
result. One female student described a more dramatic scene to me:

“The sky bridge is between the buildings for the final-year and
first-year students. Class 1-9 is at the northernmost end of the
building, right next to the final-year building. We were in math
class when suddenly the whole class started looking out the win-
dow. That girl was sitting on the railing. When our math teacher
saw her, he rushed out of the classroom but was blocked by the
sky bridge door—the school usually locks the door on the first-
year side to prevent them from disturbing the final-year students.
He stood at the door, shouting at her not to jump, but she turned
to look at the teacher, smiled, and then jumped.”

This reminded me of a report | had read, in which the vice-principal of a key high
school recounted a similar campus fall:

It happened on the day of a monthly exam. During the morning
reading session, the head teacher on patrol found a student us-
ing an MP3 player to read an online novel. This was not allowed

in the school, so the teacher went over and said to the student
that the exam would start at 7:30 and suggested he hand over
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the MP3 player for safekeeping. That teacher was usually gentle
and didn’t criticize the student. After saying that, the student said
nothing, handed over the MP3, and quietly waited for the exam.

The school had just built a new teaching block, and the surveil-
lance system in the corridors was very comprehensive. We later
saw from the surveillance video that after the morning reading
session ended, that student was talking and laughing with his
classmates as he walked to the 5th-floor exam room. They
stood in the corridor for a while, but as soon as his classmates
entered the classroom, he jumped without a moment’s hesita-
tion. The students present were stunned. Some had just turned
away from him a moment before and couldn’t comprehend
what had happened in that instant.

These descriptions struck me with great force. | was astonished by the fragility and
impermanence of life, with such life-and-death moments occurring in extremely ordinary,
calm, and unnoticed situations. And the witnesses, the ones bearing all of this, were just
underage students. My purpose in quoting the firsthand accounts here is not to provide
a certain “fact” or “truth,” but to show how these events are remembered and narrated
in the present, which often reflects a broader psychological structure and predicament.

Later, | learned the full story of the “three consecutive jumps” from Ms. Xie at the Ling-
shui No. 1 High School Psychological Counseling Center. She took out her phone and
found a clear timeline from her WeChat records: April 14, a male student died sudden-
ly in his dormitory, with police ruling out suicide and homicide; April 16, a final-year
female student jumped from a building; April 28, another fall from a building. All in just
half a month. Ms. Xie recalled that a few days before the first incident, she had already
sensed something. “l felt something was wrong; the atmosphere in the school was
already very oppressive.” Many students came for counseling. “What they expressed
during the sessions was all anger—at the teachers, at the school,” she said. “I felt this
was not normal.”

These phenomena collectively reveal the fragile and insecure inner world of contempo-
rary Chinese adolescents. According to the China Health Statistical Yearbook released
by the National Health Commission, the suicide rate for the 15-19 age group in urban
areas nationwide rose from 1.8 per 100,000 in 2018 to 3.34 per 100,000 in 2021. The
National Blue Book of Depression released in 2023 showed that 50% of depression
patients nationwide are students, with those under 18 accounting for 30.28%, or 28.5
million people. As written in The Coddling of the American Mind, young people today
are under enormous pressure. They not only have to excel academically but also fill a
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long list of extracurricular achievements. At the same time, they face unprecedented
harassment, insults, and social competition in the social media space, and thus they
have gradually formed a fragile self-persona (Lukianoff & Haidt, 2020). One cannot
help but ask: why are contemporary youth increasingly “unhappy”? 2] This is also
related to Xiang Biao’s recent discussion of the “capture of life force,” |4 in which he
points out that the current education system is causing a depletion of adolescents’
vitality; young people feel their life force is shrinking, collapsing, and withering, which
points to a more general form of life.

This seems to point the problem towards the most frequently mentioned, yet most
unspeakable, issue in contemporary Chinese education: the physical and mental

harm caused to students by the high-pressure, exam-oriented teaching model. This
situation is particularly prominent in the current county-level education scene and is
related to specific local political and economic circumstances. Take Lingshui County
for example. Located in the northwest of Hunan Province, it was once a national-level
poverty-stricken county and officially lifted itself out of poverty in 2020. In contrast,

as the best high school in Lingshui County, Lingshui No. 1 High School achieves a
university undergraduate admission rate of over 90% each year in the gaokao, ranking
among the top in the city. For students, entering this school almost means receiving an
admission ticket to a university. At Lingshui No. 1, students with slightly better grades
all want to test out of Hunan, go to developed regions, or at least to Changsha. This

is seen as a symbol of a bright future by both individual students and administrative
bodies. A vivid slogan hangs on campus: “Ascend Mount Yuelu, cross the Yangtze
River, pass the Yellow River, enter Beijing.” Similar discourse is very common in the
county-level education scene today (Lin Xiaoying, 2023). For a long time, “poverty”
and “high university admission rates” were common labels for many county-level high
schools. This further formed a competitive and emulative educational approach—im-
plementing high-intensity teaching models, promoting the “county of gaokao champi-
ons,” and using excellent gaokao results as a bargaining chip for local governments to
seek assistance from the central government. This discourse collectively reflects the
still-powerful educational desire in local spaces today (Kipnis, 2011).

To achieve this goal, Lingshui No. 1 High School has adopted an extremely strict
management system. The school operates on a monthly holiday system of three days,
with only Saturday afternoon off on weekdays. The campus is always in a state of
tension. In front of each building is an electronic screen displaying a line of red text:
“Countdown to the 2024 Gaokao/Academic Proficiency Test/Final Joint Exam, xx
days xx hours xx minutes xx seconds.” The numbers are constantly ticking, reminding
each grade of the approaching major exams. This is filled in with continuous in-class
tests, weekly tests, and monthly tests. In terms of teaching arrangements, the school



implements a “fast/slow class” tracking system that is fluid each semester. This model
has been widely adopted in high schools across the country (Howlett, 2021: 77-131).
On the one hand, it creates a sense of educational inequality for students by creating
more divisions. On the other hand, it conveys the hope of continuous promotion and
changing one’s destiny through personal effort at the most everyday, micro level.

Over the following six months, | spent a long time interacting with and interviewing
multiple students and teachers, and personally participated in some school-organized
activities. On many occasions, | found that students often displayed a complaining
attitude: complaining about the backward, closed-off county town, the oppressive
campus life, the endless homework, the unfair rules and regulations, and the frequent
interpersonal conflicts. This anger would sometimes turn into jesting, self-mockery, or



numbness towards their own situation.

These phenomena compel us to think: why does the education system cause a deple-
tion of life force while promising a happy future to adolescents? What kind of cultural
structure leads to this situation? How does it manifest specifically in daily life, and by
which forces is it dominated? How do adolescents understand this situation and es-
tablish their own subjectivity? This article will attempt to respond to these questions by
combining specific ethnographic materials. My approach will be to integrate theories
of emotion and affect, to deeply examine the subjective experience of contemporary
adolescents from a new perspective, as well as the series of power relations surround-
ing this subjectivity in the local context, and to reflect on how these relations, in turn,
influence and even shape the self-awareness of adolescents.
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In traditional youth studies, adolescence is often seen as a developmental stage on
the way to adulthood, where adolescents must learn to cope with future challenges,
rather than being subjects who independently generate culture. In other words, the
cultural agency of adolescents is underestimated; they are more often seen as “in-
complete adults,” only “partially cultural.” In recent years, more and more people have
criticized this view and begun to advocate for seeing adolescents as a new ethnic
group, whose identity is no longer confined to static, essentialized ethnic categories,
but is hybrid and localized, revealing a rich social process (Bucholtz, 2002). Some
researchers also view adolescents as active agents, arguing that only through a critical
examination of the concept of “culture” can we see how adolescents, as agentive sub-
jects, intervene in their own social lives and worlds of meaning, and thus understand
the complexity of their subjectivity (Wulff, 222; Caputo, 2022).

At Lingshui No. 1 High School, students often told me about their troubles, expressing
complex emotions—such as anger, resentment, sadness, fear, jealousy, etc. These
emotions caught my attention. As Martha Nussbaum (1990) has said, emotional expe-
rience in daily life has a dual meaning: it is a way of reacting and a way of perceiving.
In the theoretical tradition of the anthropology of emotion, emotion is considered a
socially constructed cultural script. As a “language of the self,” emotion is a statement
about intentions, actions, and social relationships, and should be interpreted as being
“in and about social life, rather than as a direct reflection of an inner state” (Lutz &
Abu-Lughod, 1990:11). For example, in her study of the poetic art of Bedouin women,
Lila Abu-Lughod (1986) found that Bedouin women would recite fragments of poetry
to vent the pain brought by obeying the commands of their elders, which reflected
their pursuit of individual independence and their desire to become individuals who
could creatively master a variety of strong emotions.

Meanwhile, with the recent introduction of affect theory, more people have begun

to move beyond the assumption that emotion is socially and culturally constructed,
and to reflect on the relationship between emotional experience and the body. Unlike
“emotion,” which refers to an emotional state or expression, “affect” emphasizes a
continuous process of change in the force of emotion. It is fluid and dynamic, includ-
ing not only changes in inner feelings but also, more importantly, changes in bodily
intensity. For Gilles Deleuze, a key figure in this theory, affect is “an intensity that
passes through the body, but does not necessarily originate from the body” (cited in
Navaro-Yashin, 2009). Thus, the development of emotion and subjectivity has come to
be seen as a bio-psychosocial process (Ozawa-de Silva, 2021: 16). It involves not only
the individual’s cultural cognition but also how these emotions exist within and are felt
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through the body, emerging as a susceptibility —the ability to affect others and to be
affected. This provides the impetus for daily interactions, giving everyday life a capac-
ity for continuous movement in relationships, scenes, and contingent events (Stewart,
2007). By analyzing affect, we can better theorize those diffuse, roughly expressed de-
sires and experiences that are difficult to categorize into any emotional category. In some
ethnographic narratives, affect is not a theoretical framework but a form of description,
yet these descriptions contain rich meanings for re-reading emotion (Kuan, 2023).

How can we examine these emotions and affects in the daily lives of adolescents,
and the subjective experiences they entail? The following will use the daily inter-
actions of students after the “three consecutive jumps” as an example for specific
explanation and discussion.

Through continuous interaction, | found that the “three consecutive jumps” created a
long-lasting aftershock among the students. What surprised me was that this impact
was not just the expected fear and sadness; jumping from a building sometimes also
became a medium for jokes. One day at lunch, a first-year girl asked a final-year boy,
“How come no one from your year has jumped yet?” | said, “Why are you hoping for
someone to jump?” She replied, “If someone jumps, we get a three-day holiday.”
Someone next to her quickly interjected, “We didn’t get one last year. They just locked
us in the classrooms and wouldn’t let us out.” The final-year boy told me that the
school no longer dares to manage the final-year students too strictly. | asked why.
They smiled knowingly and said, “Because of the ‘air-to-ground missiles’ —that is,
jumping.” In past research on youth violence, many researchers have tried to point out
that the emotions in the context of violence are not only the commonly assumed fear,
shock, sadness, and grief, but can also have a jocular side (Das, 2008). On another oc-
casion, | saw two girls joking while chatting, “You go jump off a building.” “I can jump,
you know. | have a certificate from the hospital, I’'m allowed to jump.” In their conver-
sation, jumping seemed to be a dangerous metaphor, or in their popular slang, a form
of “trash talk” (kduhai), or a gossipy tone and attitude, as if the person who jumped
had not made any emotional or conceptual impact on them.

Another time, | witnessed a girl lose control of her emotions. Her name was Sheng
Nan, a second-year (Grade 11) student who had been diagnosed with bipolar disorder.
That evening, she walked into the office with her hair down. | was sitting and chat-

ting with a second-year boy, Li Yang. She walked up to Li Yang and asked him, “How
can | create an accidental death at school?” Li Yang replied, “Go to the fifth floor of the
teaching building.” | noticed something was wrong with Sheng Nan’s state; her eyes
were wet. | tried to gently pat her on the right shoulder, but she quickly swatted my
hand away, “Get lost!” Li Yang, unfazed, said, “You’re having an episode again, aren’t
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you?” She sat down in a nearby chair with her back to us. | tried to approach her and
saw she had started to cry. | didn’t dare to get close and ask her anything, so | went
back to talking with Li Yang. After a while, she walked up to my desk and asked, “Can
| borrow a knife?” —there were actually scissors in a paper box on the table, but she
chose to ask me instead of just taking them herself. | said, “I can’t give you one.” She
stormed out angrily. | expressed my concern to Li Yang, but he, still with a calm face,
told me that this was very common, and that he himself sometimes felt that way.

These phenomena reveal a complex individual situation. On the one hand, crises like
the “three consecutive jumps” are always lurking among the students, manifested
as a widespread fragile and unstable psychological state. But on the other hand, the
students who are bystanders often show a cold or jocular attitude, as if it were not
something sad or cruel. | want to argue that whether it’s the person in psychological
crisis, the bystander, or the one making jokes, they all share this situation. It prompts
us to reflect on empathy as a human experience. In Kierkegaard’s discourse, it refers
to perceiving the sorrow of others and understanding their reality as a possibility

for oneself, a kind of interactive, empathic experience (Davies, 2016). Levinas also
pointed out the importance of empathy in his discussion of the “face,” where the
“face” as an “other” exists in a series of empathic displacements and is manifested
in the perception of the other’s vulnerability (Butler, 2016: 206-232). This perception
is sometimes not a conscious act of putting oneself in another’s shoes, but closer to
a non-linguistic, unconscious affect.

Therefore, in the students’ metaphors and reactions concerning the “three consecutive
jumps,” what | see is not alienation or indifference. On the contrary, | believe it reflects
an empathy for the fate of their peers. It is more like a “silent care.” In other words, in
these extreme events, they see their own potential destiny, so they choose to use hu-
mor or indifference to soften the impact and conceal their inner fragility and insecurity.
In my view, this has become very common and important in their lives, like a means of
escaping the current situation.

Here, we see an “affective subject.” It demonstrates how affect theory reinterprets

the concept of the subject. Unlike the traditional view of a rational, autonomous, and
stable subject, the affective turn advocates for a caring moral agent that is “passion-
ately engaged in the field of action rather than coolly detached, and vulnerable rather
than rationally self-possessed” (Kuan, 2023). | believe that the emotional response of
adolescents to the “three consecutive jumps” demonstrates precisely this new imag-
ination of the subject. This perspective is very important in the contemporary experi-
ence of adolescence. It prompts us to think about the susceptibility of adolescents in
their daily lives—how they perceive the insecurity of their own existence, and how they
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are able or unable to perceive the instability of others and take action (Allison, 2013:
14-15). At this point, emotional experience is clearly seen as a moral response and is
incorporated into the domain of ethics. In other words, these everyday emotions, even
the so-called breakdown moments, are also moments of subjectivity. From them, we
can see how adolescents interact with the external world while constructing their own
sense of self.

This extends further to the social dimension. Andrew Kipnis (2012) once pointed out
that individualization in Chinese society is not purely a social fact but should be seen
more as a psychological problematic. The individual psyche becomes the site where
social contradictions manifest, and various discourses, emotions, and impulses
together constitute a structure of feeling. Correspondingly, the individual psyche has
thus become an important object of governance, especially in local spaces, where we
can see a series of power relations occurring around the mind and emotions.

In Governing Educational Desire, Andrew Kipnis seeks to demonstrate that the Fou-
cauldian tradition of governance can be used to explore the cultural characteristics

of educational governance in China: the focus is on how governance happens, rather
than explicitly who governs (Kipnis, 2011: 5). | want to further point out that Kipnis
focuses more on the governance of individual behavior norms and ethical concepts,
while neglecting another core aspect of Foucault’s theory—the body, and the affective
experience caused by bodily activities. The importance of this has been increasingly
emphasized, with many scholars pointing out that the body is playing an important
role in educational spaces, where the physical, social, and spiritual-cultural levels are
intertwined (Cook & Hemming, 2011).

How is affect governed in today’s educational spaces? In this section, | will discuss
this issue, and combining different events and activities on campus, examine how the
bodily and affective energy of adolescents is evoked or suppressed in these activities.
Inspired by Sara Ahmed’s discourse (2004: 72), | attempt to point out the complex
power relations behind this governance: affective politics is not just a tool or symp-
tom of governance, but is also related to the body, pointing to the intensification of
emotion. This not only accomplishes the act of governance but also creates cognitive
differences among individuals.

On my first day at Lingshui No. 1 High School, | witnessed the legendary group run
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(pdocao). As soon as the bell rang at 10:05, the “Athletes’ March” began to play over
the broadcast. Students emerged from the various teaching buildings, each holding

a book—some were textbooks, others were pocket-sized vocabulary booklets. All
students found their respective places by class, forming a circular line on the campus
roads. The broadcast began to speak, “Students in the last row of the line, keep a
close eye on the row in front. If there’s a gap, fill it. This way the line will be neat and
look good. Visitors will say we run well.” “Attention —eyes right!” A line of several thou-
sand people is not so easy to command. As far as the eye could see, most students
had their heads down, flipping through their books, not participating in the formation.
The head teachers also stood by, tacitly approving. Then the run began. The broad-
cast repeated the command “One-two-one,” and the line of several thousand people
started moving. The head teachers also ran alongside the line, constantly monitoring
the situation. The students shouted slogans as they ran, led by someone at the front
of the line or someone with a loud voice in the middle. To keep the formation neat, the
overall pace was not fast. Some were still reading as they ran. The line maintained a
certain distance, but as they ran, they began to bunch up. About fifteen minutes later,
the music ended, the line stopped, and the broadcast began to announce, one by one,
the classes that ran well and poorly today, giving praise and criticism respectively.

The group run has become a mandatory activity in high schools across China today,
especially since the educational model of Hengshui High School sparked extensive
discussion and promotion. (5] Many high schools have made the group run culture

a part of their campus construction. This reflects the biopolitics of contemporary
Chinese campuses. On the one hand, the run is to cultivate physical fithess and
develop stronger, healthier adolescents —this is behind the important ideology of
quality-oriented education in China over the past few decades (Greenhalgh, 2010). But
here, the cultural meaning behind the run is more complex. It is not only a training of
rules and collectivity (running in neat formations), an emphasis on a certain time ethic
(reading during waiting periods, even while running, not wasting a moment of study
time), but also an emphasis on vitality—what Susan Greenhalgh calls “vital politics.”
Teresa Kuan (2015), in her discussion of “human capital” in Chinese youth upbringing,
points out that the motivation, emotions, and intellect of adolescents are now always
considered content for parental investment. In this sense, vitality has become a finite
resource that can be governed. The practice of the group run tells us that China needs
not only academically excellent and physically healthy adolescents, but also hopes
that adolescents can have a positive and upward spiritual outlook, such as the loud
slogans during the run. In other words, the school attempts to re-mobilize the life
energy of adolescents, suppressed by heavy academic pressure, through the activity
of the group run. Whether active or passive, this can also be further understood as a
moral emotion, where the individual needs to learn to mobilize their own bodily energy
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and emotions, integrate into a larger collective emotion, and invest this energy into the
longer-term daily study.

This governance also points to the psychological level, especially in the face of the in-
creasingly fragile and insecure minds of today’s adolescents. After the “three consecu-
tive jumps,” the school authorities at Lingshui No. 1 became extremely sensitive to the
students’ psychological state: they immediately invited a third party to provide campus
counseling, conducted screenings, and organized staff to monitor and intervene with
high-risk students. The school leadership also arranged for psychology teachers to
attend the regular meetings of all head teachers and to provide training for them at
these meetings. However, the students’ perspective tells a different story. In their view,
these measures are more like a form of surveillance. Some students recalled that for

a period after the fall incident, the grade-level management would have each class
monitor watch the surveillance footage after class to record whether anyone was loi-
tering in the corridor by the door or showing other abnormal behavior. This sometimes
turned into oversensitivity. One girl said her head teacher even confiscated her school
ID card—afraid she would use the pin on it to self-harm. She was once caught by the
school’s party secretary, who asked her why she wasn’t wearing her ID. Fortunately, a
classmate nearby helped explain, otherwise she would have been criticized and had
points deducted again. This reveals two different dimensions of governance in the
school: on the one hand, it still implements strict daily governance, such as managing
classroom discipline and student behavior; on the other hand, it does not want things
like the “three consecutive jumps” to happen again, so it tries to eliminate the possi-
bility of such incidents from the “root.” The two, in a sense, follow the same logic, yet
they also create intense friction in the students’ lives.

Sheng Nan told me about another experience: “In the first class that afternoon, |
suddenly lost control of my emotions. | was crying loudly in the classroom, tearing

up my test papers and everything. My classmates were startled. It was history class.

| cried for the whole period. The history teacher knew my situation, so she acted as

if nothing had happened and just continued teaching normally.” This scene surprised
me. It seemed unimaginable. When someone has such a strong emotional outburst

in a classroom, even with potentially dangerous behavior, this powerful energy affects
everyone else in the class, but the teacher does nothing. She restrains her emotional
response and just continues the lesson. Because in the classroom environment, the
two aforementioned governance logics are in conflict, and maintaining classroom dis-
cipline and teaching progress is the only legitimate thing to do at that moment. From
a collectivist framework, this is also the case; personal emotions should not interfere
with the collective process. In other words, this reveals the power relations between
the two types of governance. In the power struggle of that moment, the individual’s
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melancholic affect was suppressed.

The situations above all seem to confirm Teresa Kuan’s observation that in China,

the response to adolescent psychological distress is more educational than medical
(Kuan, 2015: 5). This echoes the discussion of the “Psycho-boom” in contemporary
Chinese society: the level of the problem emphasized by the school is precisely the
part where action can be taken. When the pressures and structures of the education
system cannot be changed for the time being—although they are very likely a major
cause of adolescent suffering—the only option is to deal with the problems that can be
solved, namely, changing the adolescents’ ability to accept and adjust.

On a Saturday morning during the semester, the school held a parents’ meeting for the
second-year students on the sports field as planned. What was different was that this
parents’ meeting took the form of a “Family Education Inspirational Report Meet-

ing,” hosted by an expert invited from outside the school. At the event, students and
parents sat in pairs, filling nearly two-thirds of the sports field. The event began with a
speech from the principal. He pointed out that this inspirational report had three goals:
first, to jointly discuss development plans and map out a blueprint for growth, as ev-
eryone was about to enter the first round of review and would soon be quasi-final-year
students; second, to be grateful to parents, teachers, the school, and the country;
third, the gaokao is a war without smoke, and everyone must be of one mind. He end-
ed by shouting, “Success cannot wait! Filial piety cannot wait! Gratitude cannot wait!”

Next, the main speaker, Professor Liu, took the stage. After a series of introductory
segments, Professor Liu asked all the head teachers to walk to the front of their class
lines and said to the students, “The hard work of your teachers, watching you from the
classroom windows, is all for your own good. Now, listen to my command, and with
your loudest voice, say, ‘Teacher, you’ve worked hard!’ ten times, go!” The students’
voices echoed across the sports field. After shouting, Professor Liu continued, “Now,
bow to your teachers, ninety degrees, and don’t get up until | say so. Classmates,
although our heads are bowed, our souls have been uplifted!” The students all bent
down in unison. Then the event reached its climax. Professor Liu invited students and
parents to voluntarily come on stage. Students expressed gratitude to their parents,
who in turn delivered a “Declaration of Excellent Parents.” To the sound of sentimental
music, both young and old, the students and parents who went on stage were in tears,
excitedly shouting, “Dad, Mom, | love you!” and “My child, | love you!”

| sat in the audience and searched on my phone with the keywords “Professor Liu,
inspirational report meeting.” | found that such events are extremely common in the
local area of Hunan; almost every key high school holds them, and judging from the
content of the press releases, the procedure is almost identical. This collective action
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can be discussed as part of the aforementioned governance methods: the school
attempts to use such activities to make students develop a so-called “sense of grat-
itude” —which sometimes manifests as tolerance and obedience towards teachers
and parents—in order to resolve various conflicts and dissatisfactions at school and

at home. Specifically, such an activity evokes strong affect in students and parents
through a series of highly inflammatory segments and transforms this affective energy
into the discourse of repaying kindness and studying hard. It starts from kinship rela-
tions and, to some extent, constitutes a mode of desire production: to be a good child,
to be a good parent. And the ultimate goal of all this is still to get students to enter the
“battle preparation” for the gaokao in a better mental state.

The various activities presented in this section show us how different forces in the
current Chinese educational scene achieve the governance of adolescent affect.
Following the examination of the body in affect theory, this governance further points
to the individual’s psychological state and vitality. In the observation of the “capture

of life force” among Chinese students cited at the beginning, Xiang Biao intentionally
emphasizes that his discourse is not about biopolitics. He believes that vitality cannot
be objectified, and external power can hardly touch it directly, so it does not point to

a specific form of domination. In response, | do not want to specifically distinguish
whether adolescents are actively or passively caught in this state here. Instead, | want
to return to Judith Butler’s discourse on the body and performativity to point out how
power touches upon vitality. In Bodies That Matter, Butler (2011) points out that the
construction of power is not just a product of discourse; it is also material, and is thus
unintentionally repeated in contemporary language. The process by which power
shapes the body is precisely the so-called process of “materialization.” In Butler’s
theory, the agency of the individual is exposed to risk with bodily-ness. When the body
becomes permeable, interdependent, and vulnerable, it potentially shifts itself from the
theater of agency to the theater of violence (Zaharijevi¢, 2021). In this sense, the body
becomes the bridge between affect, vitality, and the act of governance, allowing the
entire process to be completed.

On the other hand, the above discussion still cannot be separated from the examina-
tion and consideration of the subject. Even if | have not pointed out that this process of
governance is carried out by a specific subject, the problem of subjectivity still exists,
namely, how do adolescent subjects position themselves within these power relations,
and how do the changes and struggles of these affective forces influence and even
shape their self-awareness? This is the question that the next section will discuss.
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During a chat, Ms. Xie described her observations from psychological counseling
sessions, such as the students’ body language, facial expressions, and emotional
states before and after counseling. Some students cry as soon as they arrive at the
counseling center; others start to cry as they talk. They would say, “I've never talked
this much before,” or “I've never told anyone these things.” These phenomena suggest
that contemporary adolescents generally seem to lack an emotional outlet. Why is
this? Where does the affective energy evoked and accumulated in the aforementioned
time-space relations end up?

What | am pointing out in this section is that some adolescents choose to continuously
internalize these external pressures, trying to solve them through their own strength.

| call this psychological structure and dynamic “psychological introversion” —in many
cases, it is both the result and the cause.

On the one hand, this trend is caused by the lack of emotional outlets. When facing
conflicts and troubles in daily life, students do not really have any reliable person to
confide in. Ms. Xie analyzed that school teachers may not understand the specific situ-
ation, and there are various concerns about telling classmates. “The relationships of
high school students are not as lasting and stable as we imagine. Those students who
seem to have a good relationship might just eat together, play ball, and chat, but they
don’t dare to show their true feelings and vulnerability in front of their friends.” Why?
Logically, peers should understand each other best. She said they worry their friends
won’t want to listen, that it will invite ridicule, sympathy, or pity, and they are afraid of
losing friends. Moreover, in many cases, peers do not have the ability to handle their
problems. Small problems might be okay, but some big problems, like parents’ divorce
or domestic violence, are very difficult to solve. But on the other hand, these troubles
are precisely caused by psychological introversion. Ms. Xie believes that many of the
interpersonal troubles that students complain about in counseling are due to “keeping
it inside and not saying anything,” which leads to both parties not knowing where the
conflict actually lies. It’s the same in the family. Many students are unwilling to tell their
parents their thoughts, or after telling them, feel they are not understood, and over
time they give up on communication.

This tendency toward psychological introversion further forms a moral view and affects
many judgments in students’ daily lives. For example, when encountering bullying,

in a relatively high-pressure learning environment, many students will attribute be-

ing isolated in relationships to themselves, or will postpone its importance, believing

it should not affect their preparation for exams, so they just let it go. One girl once
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gave me a very vivid metaphor: You have a bowl of water in your hand, and you are
climbing a mountain. You want to drink it when you reach the top, so you can only
hold the bowl carefully all the way, so that the water doesn’t spill. This concept is
very popular in the local area. | once participated in a gaokao oath-taking rally held
by the school, where teachers and students all liked to say things like: “A true hero is
one who still loves life after recognizing reality; we have suffered so much, we are all
heroes.” This series of “enduring hardship” narratives is regarded as a philosophical
value worth pursuing at Lingshui No. 1 High School—even if the rules may be unrea-
sonable, you can still overcome these injustices through your own efforts. This refers
not only to the cruel gaokao system but also to the various rules on campus, as well
as the local political and economic disadvantages. These forces also reinforce each
other: in their eyes, it is precisely because of Lingshui’s backward political and eco-
nomic status that they need to work harder to escape it, and the most realistic, and
almost the only, way at present is to achieve good results in the gaokao and get into
a university in an economically developed region.

Why does such a tendency arise? The point | am trying to make here is that through
these expressions, we can see the strong sense of self-awareness emerging in the
adolescent group. The formation of this self-awareness is very complex, stemming not
only from individual growth experiences and the campus environment but also from
broader local power relations and even popular culture. But at the same time, this

self is often suppressed in the present, in the local space, and there is a continuous
tension between the two.

In one conversation, another teacher at the psychological center, Ms. Jin, analyzed the
emerging self-awareness of the students. She said that current students seem eager
to gain more control—control over their studies, control over their lives—but at their
age, they may not yet have this ability. So their understanding of freedom and inde-
pendence becomes relatively simple: “It seems that independence means not listening
to teachers, not listening to parents, not listening to others, so that | maintain an inde-
pendent mind.” When they interact with people with this attitude, their relationships
can hardly be deep, so their relationships are very fragile and easy to break.

In my interactions with the students, | found that this self-awareness is not simply

a pursuit of independence or what adults see as “rebellion,” but exists in a more
complex cultural context. Popular culture plays an important role. | was often sur-
prised by the influence of Japanese ACGN culture on this generation of adolescents.
Almost every one of them watches anime and can fluently recite a certain plot or line.
This reflects a shared reality. Uno Tsunehiro (2024: 44-57), in his analysis of the social
psychology of 1990s Japan, pointed out a tendency toward “hikikomori/psycholo-
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gism.” He found that the representative cultural works of that time conveyed the idea
that when problems arise, one should not change the world but convince oneself; one
should not expect to make this “boring world” interesting through one’s own efforts.
Some have proposed two alternative solutions: drugs and suicide. Uno argues that
these are just metaphors for solving problems at the psychological level, that is, when
the world becomes increasingly boring, people overcome it not by changing the world
but by changing their own minds. This has similarities with the psychology of the ado-
lescents | saw on campus, especially in the tedious, repetitive exam-oriented training,
where the world seems even more boring to them. Anime provides an outlet, but this
outlet, in turn, reinforces their perception of reality with a cultural discourse.

During the semester, | held a writing activity where students voluntarily participated,
writing about different themes from their life experiences. | found that many people ex-
pressed a desire to control their own destiny in their texts, with expressions like “I am
who | am,” “I am the chosen one,” “I am unique.” But at the same time, they were of-
ten aware that their current self is suppressed, limited by the external world, which in-
cludes both the examination system and social class. At this point, they would choose
to temporarily turn their self inward and hope to realize their self in the future through
effort. But at the same time, this writing itself is also an outlet for the self. Chen Yiyi,

a first-year girl, was an enthusiastic participant in the writing activity. She would write
several pages each time. She said she often asked and answered her own questions
while writing, thinking about whatever interested her, writing about anything and every-
thing. Sometimes the teacher would look at her, and she would lift her head to look at
the teacher, but her hand would keep writing, sometimes even unconsciously.

These daily writings present a more complex subjective situation. | gradually discov-
ered that, in contrast to the trend of introversion, students would also actively exag-
gerate their unfortunate experiences in their writing. To some extent, they are all eager
for and in need of attention from others, so they easily exaggerate the degree or emo-
tion of a certain event, such as a conflict with a friend or an unfair treatment at school.
Ms. Jin once complained to me during a chat, “You can’t believe a student’s one-sided
story; they can really turn black into white.” | am not trying to discuss the truthfulness
of individual expressions here, but to point out that this exaggeration itself, as an act,
also has a specific meaning, possibly to gain attention, which reflects that despite
being constantly suppressed, the individuality of the students is still emerging.

The act of complaining is very common in the daily lives of students. In fact, in my
daily interactions, | often played the role of the one who listens to complaints —when
you are considered someone willing to listen to complaints, more and more people
will come to complain to you. | want to point out that complaining here is not only an
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emotional response of adolescents in their daily lives but also constitutes what Butler
(2005) calls “giving an account of oneself.” When a person strives to present, to com-
plain, it means that this part of the experience already belongs to you; it is important
for what you can do and who you can become. Ahmed (2024) offers a further reflection
on this, emphasizing that giving an account of oneself is a process from the self (out
of) to the other (to), so it is not just about the self but is a relational, ethical connection.
Therefore, such complaining also implies vulnerability. It is not only an ontological sus-
ceptibility but also reflects the inequality of the human condition and the interdepen-
dence between people: we narrate ourselves in our expressions, and in this process,
we see each other. This further brings us back to our understanding of subjectivity. As
Clara Han (2012: 143) says, subjectivity is not an initial attribute of the subject but a
unique weaving of relationships. That is to say, from the daily expressions of adoles-
cents, we can not only see their emerging self-awareness but also the social relations
that influence and shape this self, which echoes the previous discussion of adolescent
peer relations and the forces of governance.

On the other hand, there is another tendency in these writings, which is to avoid
directly writing about personal, concrete life stories and experiences, and instead to
use a large number of metaphors to abstract oneself for expression. The writing is still
about personal feelings, but there is a certain distance in the writing. This prompts us
to reflect on another aspect of adolescent subjectivity: hiding one’s own vulnerability,
to some extent, constitutes a form of self-protection. In recent years, there have been
many discussions about self-care (Rosenbaum & Talmor, 2024), among which some
researchers have pointed out the meaning of refusal as self-care, that is, a psychologi-
cal state of “needing to be seen, but refusing to be seen through.” This has similarities
with the refusal of self-disclosure in the writing of adolescents. One criticism of this is
that some people will interpret these daily practices as a consequence of neoliberal-
ism: the individual is not sufficiently protected, so they have to try to care for them-
selves. In other words, the “self” here is still a promise, one that is problematized. This
raises a further question: has psychological introversion changed the fragile situation
of adolescents? Or rather, can their ideal of a good life really be realized?

In early 2025, the case of a female student in Baise, Guangxi, who committed suicide
after being sexually assaulted by a teacher, sparked heated debate online. Peo-
ple found more of the girl’s writings and discovered that besides this incident, she
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had experienced a longer, more complex series of disputes and traumas, such as

her parents’ divorce and the family’s financial pressure. She was later admitted to a
prestigious university but eventually dropped out. One of the girl’s answers on Zhihu [a
Chinese Q&A platform] 7| left a deep impression on me. She wrote:

The feeling now is that life is very fulfilling and happy, full of light

and love. | work eight hours a day, and when | have nothing to
do at work, | can take out a book to study. | can also play my
favorite songs in the shop. After work, | continue to study what
| like and practice drawing. Although | only earn a little over
two thousand a month, | think it’s very, very good. | don’t have
strong material desires, I’'m not very interested in clothes or
cosmetics, and | won’t get married or have children in the fu-
ture. The only place | need money is to earn tuition to learn new

things. Maybe it’s just that I'm still young and don’t have too
many burdens of caring for the elderly, but for now, it’s enough
to live well in the present. | don’t think about hurting myself any-
more. | live this life to complete my life’s lessons and walk the
path of higher spiritual awakening. All material things, you can’t
bring them with you when you’re born, and you can’t take them
with you when you die, so there’s no need to care. | also believe

that when my own energy frequency increases, abundant and
beautiful things will be more easily attracted and manifested.

Many of her expressions reminded me of the students | met in the field. Despite having
experienced so many cruel and painful moments, they still spoke of the good life they
longed for in a calm, light tone. From this, we can see their confidence in life. The
good life here does not necessarily refer to getting into a better school, but also points
to an ethical good life, such as pursuing fair treatment, maintaining one’s dignity and
sensitivity, responding to the emotional needs of friends in a timely manner, and trying
one’s best to protect one’s inner self amidst constant turmoil. But reality has told us
time and again that this state is so fragile and can collapse at any time. The girl from
Baise has already left this world forever.

Over the past two decades, there has been a “happiness turn” in academia, represent-
ed by positive psychology, which has produced a large amount of knowledge about
how to make people happier. But on the other hand, as Sara Ahmed (2010: 6-7) says,
the concept of a good life is itself a site of contradiction. It includes both confusion
and the feeling of distinguishing between good and bad. Thus, understanding happi-
ness also means understanding the grammar of this contradiction. The crisis of happi-
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ness is not just the failure of the ideal of happiness, but also the failure of the very act
of trying to follow this ideal. It points to the core issue in contemporary ethical anthro-
pology surrounding vulnerability —how can a person live well in an environment they
cannot control? This prompts us to reflect again on the meaning of “cruel optimism.”
Lauren Berlant points out that all attachments are optimistic. When we talk about an
object of desire, we are actually talking about a series of promises that someone or
something makes and fulfills for us. This allows us to see the incoherent, incompre-
hensible things in an attachment and leads to the core question: why do we endure
the objects of our attachment? (Berlant, 2023: 33)

Berlant points out a “technology of endurance,” where contemporary people often
suspend their questioning of the cruelty of the present moment with a concept of
“later.” This means still believing in the attachment systems they are accustomed to,
remaining in a relationship of reciprocity, reconciliation, or submission, which may be
accompanied by numbness. In school, | often hear students relay their conversations
with their parents and teachers, and there is a very common response: “Once you get
into university, you can play however you want.” | think this sentence very accurately
conveys the promise that the education system makes to adolescents. It carries the
intense tension between the exam-oriented education and individual desires. Even
though current popular culture and social psychology are beginning to emphasize
diverse choices, the gaokao still holds an absolutely overwhelming power advantage in
the county-level education system. Therefore, the adolescent imagination of a diverse,
autonomous life is still pinned on the examination system. In this situation, the exam is
both the source of adolescent pressure and pain and their hope for a future life.

What this article seeks to point out is that this optimism is still fragile and cruel. When
adolescents choose to digest their own fragility and insecurity through introversion
and place their hopes in the very system they can hardly adapt to, they will, in turn,
be repeatedly tormented by this attachment. Listening to them talk about their various
painful situations, | am always reminded of the word “attrition” that Berlant men-
tions—people’s fantasies and the shared expectation of a good life are being worn
down. As she says: “In the state of cruel optimism, it is the aspirational and life-giving
potential of the object/scene of desire that, in turn, brings about the attrition of that
vitality, the very vitality that this attachment relationship initially promised.” (Berlant,
2023: 34, translation adapted)

Furthermore, this cruelty exists not only in the intense examination system; those

adolescents who withdraw from the examination system also face the same situation.
Many students told me they don’t care if they can get into a key university; it’s fine as
long as they can get into an undergraduate program. Vocational college is also an op-
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tion, as long as they get a high school diploma. Some, like the girl from Baise, plan to
drop out directly. But this has not eliminated their pain. For those who stay, you need
to keep up with the learning pace of the class, the management rhythm of the school,
and the purpose of all these actions is still, as discussed earlier, the pursuit of success
in the gaokao. For those who leave, like the Baise girl, they will fall into deeper ques-
tioning. To what extent can this society tolerate an individual without a diploma? What
is the meaning of life? In this dimension, there may be no real exit. On the contrary,
those who try to exit may have to experience an even greater gap.

| believe the problem all this reveals is that the education system, to some extent, is
actually acting on behalf of the larger socio-economic structure to influence adoles-
cents, and the latter has also failed to deliver on its promises. This can also be extend-
ed to a larger context. Alain Ehrenberg once pointed out the important tension behind
the depression and internal conflicts of the modern individual: the idea of infinite pos-
sibilities versus the reality that cannot be mastered (2025: 295). The emphasis on free-
dom and agency in modern society has actually eroded stability and certainty. People
are promised the vision of individual liberation but lack the real ability to achieve it in
reality. Thus, various ailments remind us that being the master of oneself does not
mean that everything is possible. This reveals the greatest tension in the subjective ex-
perience of adolescents: it is precisely this strong self-awareness that is exacerbating
their inner fragility and pain. This is the problem that modernity has left us.

This study attempts to propose or connect to a new theoretical perspective: when

we re-examine the adolescent experience of contemporary Chinese youth from the
dimension of emotion and affect, we see a perspective often overlooked in past youth
studies. It points to a subjective experience that is agentive, yet fragile, fluid, and
susceptible to influence. This experience undoubtedly comes from the web of life and
power relations in which the individual is situated. When affect, as a dynamic life ex-
perience, is also brought into the scope of governance, it further prompts us to reflect
on the imagination and shaping of the adolescent individual in contemporary Chinese
education. What this study wants to remind us is that the object of reflection here
includes not only the promises and practices of the education system itself but also
needs to point to the inner world of the adolescents, because it is these individuals
who bear all the responsibility and weight in their response to it.
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Yingquan Song

1. There is currently

no unified Chinese
translation for “Human
Flourishing.” At a confer-
ence on this topic held at
Harvard University in the
summer of 2023, partici-
pating Chinese scholars
proposed the transla-
tion “ AZEEEEE” (rénlei
fanshéng). However,
other translations such
as “AZEER” (human
prosperity), “AZEE
(human happiness), “i£
ZhEEAR” (thriving life),
fikE%” (xn shéng, joyous
flourishing), and “/t:B%”
(xTn sheng, flourishing of
the heart/mind) are also
used in mainland China
and Taiwan. This article
uses “AZLEZEL” (human
flourishing), “ A B9 E%”
(flourishing of persons),
or “ANBJE AT 8"
(flourishing of human life)
interchangeably. Here, “
ANFEEEK refers to the
state of well-being at the
group level, while “A#Y
B is more inclined

to refer to the beautiful
state of thriving growth at
the individual level.

Higher Education
and Human
Flourishing..

The Case of China
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Based on a preliminary review of the various challenges faced
by Chinese universities in talent cultivation, this article propos-
es that universities should return to the core goal of fostering
human flourishing. It first dives deep into the concept of human
flourishing and a look back at the university mission and liberal
education philosophy of the British educator John Henry New-
man, after which it poses the central question of the university
and flourishing of individual: To what extent do we and our uni-
versities promote or limit the flourishing of the individual?
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Over the past two to three decades, Chinese higher education has experienced unprec-
edented growth. In 2024, the total number of students enrolled in various types of uni-
versities in China reached 48.46 million, with a gross enrollment rate in higher education
of 60.8% (Ministry of Education of China, 2025). Currently, one in every six university
students worldwide is “made in China” (Li, et al., 2023). However, the cultivation of talent
in Chinese universities, including elite ones, has come under criticism and doubt. These
can be roughly divided into three categories. The first is criticism laden with emotion.
For example, Zhang Ming, a professor at Renmin University of China, has repeatedly
stated in media interviews that “even Chinese football has more hopeful prospects than
Chinese universities.” The second category consists of observations and questions from
well-known figures. From “Qian Xuesen’s Question” and “Qian Liqun’s Worry” to the
concept of “hollow-heart disease,” these voices seem to carry considerable authority
and are rarely contested. The third category includes methodologically rigorous stud-
ies on the intellectual development of university students. For instance, a recent study
published in a top academic journal revealed that after four years of university education,
the critical thinking skills of Chinese university students, including those at elite universi-
ties, not only failed to improve but actually declined, while their academic abilities in the
sciences stagnated (Loyalka, et al., 2021).

The first type of criticism is often laughed off. The second type has prompted numer-
ous explanations, clarifications, and even proposed solutions involving well-known
scholars, academicians, and university administrators (Qian Yingyi, 2018; Pan Jianwei,
2013; Shi Yigong, 2023; Lin Jianhua/~|, 2017). As for the third type of research, it has
been widely disseminated by various media, seemingly serving as a “dagger” aimed
at Chinese higher education. How should we understand such criticisms and doubts?
This author believes that although these criticisms and doubts may appear “negative,”
they reflect the love and expectations that everyone, including the critics, skeptics,
and researchers, has for Chinese universities, and embody a scientific spirit of seeking
truth from facts. Can we identify some internal consistency in these criticisms, doubts,
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and unpleasant research findings? Or, can we try to find some suitable conceptual
frameworks with which to understand the problems of talent cultivation in Chinese
higher education? In fact, the various challenges faced by Chinese universities in
talent cultivation are also part of the challenges faced by higher education globally =},
although the former are marked by unique historical, political, economic, and so-
cio-cultural factors.

Over the past thirty years, human flourishing, an ancient philosophical and ethical
concept, has garnered widespread attention in numerous fields, including psychology,
political science, economics, law, health sciences, public policy, medicine, and even
neuroscience (Cebral-Loureda, et al., 2022; Alexander, 2019; VanderWeele, 2017;
Seligman, 2012). A large number of studies, practices, and policy initiatives themed
around human flourishing have emerged (Cebral-Loureda, et al., 2022; VanderWeele
& Johnson, 2025). World-renowned universities have established centers, institutes,
or laboratories related to human flourishing. For example, Harvard University estab-
lished a Human Flourishing Program in 2016 and has since published a large volume
of high-level empirical research on the topic. In 2025, Baylor University launched the
Institute for Global Human Flourishing#|. The University of Pennsylvania established
a Positive Psychology Center in 2000 and the Humanities and Human Flourishing
project in 2014.

The revitalization of the concept of human flourishing s not only brings a new perspec-
tive on what it means to be human to scholars in different interdisciplinary fields, but
also prompts us to reflect on the fundamental questions of the philosophy of educa-
tion. For example, what is the nature of education? What is the purpose of education?
What is good education? For some scholars, human flourishing is almost synonymous
with the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle’s concept of Eudaimonia, “the highest
good.” Therefore, in the field of philosophy of education, many European scholars
have proposed that promoting human flourishing should be the purpose, “the funda-
mental purpose,” or “the core purpose” of education (Kristjansson, 2017; De Ruyter,
et al., 2022; Materla, 2024; Curren et al., 2024). UNESCO has recently organized the
publication of a series of special issues on “Education for Human Flourishing” (UNES-
CO, 2022). The first issue of the Journal of Philosophy of Education in 2025 published
a special section of five articles, elaborating on the view of human flourishing as the
aim of education from different perspectives (Olimpio & De Ruyter, 2025). In the field of
higher education, scholars have also begun to discuss the possibility of linking human
flourishing with the mission of the university. For example, Professor VanderWeele, the
director of the Human Flourishing Program at Harvard, and his collaborators have pro-
posed concepts of academic flourishing and student development, along with a mea-
surement framework (VanderWeele & Case, 2025). A Dutch philosopher of education
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has proposed human flourishing as the purpose of the university (De Ruyter, 2025).

The idea of human flourishing as the aim of education largely stems from a reflection
on human capital theory. For the past sixty to seventy years, human capital theory
has been the default framework for viewing education, especially higher education:
education as an investment in human capital is the most important source of national



economic growth and individual income. In this framework, people are treated as tools
and means rather than ends. This theory has never been without critics, and many
scholars have critiqued it (Wang Rong, 2020; Tan, 2014; Easterlin, 1974). For example,
Professor Wang Rong of Peking University pointed out that traditional human capital
theory does not consider the endogeneity of institutions, and proposed the concepts
of distributive and productive human capital. In fact, both distributive and productive
human capital still treat people as tools and capital to be invested in. Despite much
criticism, there seems to be a lack of in-depth reflection on the purpose of education
from the perspective of human flourishing.

In recent years, Chinese scholars have engaged in practices and research in positive
psychology and the subjective well-being of university students. For example, Professor
Peng Kaiping of Tsinghua University has vigorously promoted the practice of positive
psychology or happiness psychology among the public. Professor Wen Dongmao of Pe-
king University, based on the thought of Confucian sages, especially Wang Yangming’s
“School of the Mind,” has proposed the “Education Theory of Upward, Good-ward,
Heart-at-Ease, and Happiness” (Wen Dongmao, 2023). At the same time, there have
been empirical studies on the subjective well-being of university students (Zhou, et al.,
2025), but almost no scholars| has examined the various challenges faced by Chinese
universities from the perspective of human flourishing. Therefore, this article reviews the
various challenges in cultivating talent in Chinese universities and, through the concept
of human flourishing and a look back at the university mission and liberal education
philosophy of the British educator John Henry Newman, proposes that the mission of
the university should be centered on the flourishing of the person. Using China as a case
study, the author poses the central question of the university and human flourishing: To
what extent do our universities promote or limit the flourishing of the person?

This article is divided into five parts. The first part outlines the doubts and challenges
faced by Chinese universities in talent cultivation in recent years. The second part
briefly introduces the concept of human flourishing, its characteristics, and influencing
factors. The third part reviews Newman'’s university mission and his ideas on liberal
education, pointing out that his vision for a liberal university education is directed
towards a flourishing life. The fourth part examines the challenges of student devel-
opment in China and proposes that the mission of university education should be to
promote human flourishing, and that in the age of artificial intelligence, it is even more
imperative that education be oriented towards flourishing. The fifth part provides a
conclusion and discussion.
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Chinese higher education has developed rapidly and on an unprecedented scale,
moving from the elite sphere to mass accessibility. However, in recent years, the
effectiveness of talent cultivation in Chinese higher education has come under ques-
tion in various ways, the most famous of which are “Qian Xuesen’s Question,” “Qian
Liqun’s Worry,” and the concept of “hollow-heart disease.” At the same time, empirical
research has found that the critical thinking skills of Chinese university students, after
four years of university, not only fail to improve but actually decline. In addition, a large
body of research shows that the detection rate of psychological disorders (such as
depression) among Chinese university students is relatively high, and the proportion of
those who have experienced suicidal ideation, plans, and attempts is not insignificant
and warrants attention.

“Qian Xuesen’s Question,” in simple terms, is a profound question posed by the
renowned Chinese scientist Qian Xuesen in his later years to the Chinese education
system: Why can’t Chinese universities consistently cultivate outstanding innovative
talent? In 2005, when Premier Wen Jiabao visited Qian Xuesen, Mr. Qian stated, “Chi-
na has not fully developed yet. This is largely due to the fact that there isn’t a single
university structurally set up to cultivate inventors and creative minds in science and
technology. They lack their own unique, innovative ways of thinking, and outstanding
talent is just not emerging. This is a very big problem.” This has come to be known as
“Qian Xuesen’s Question.” It has sparked widespread discussion in the education and
science and technology communities, as well as society at large. Many well-known
scholars have also joined the discussion, proposing ways to solve “Qian Xuesen’s
Question,” such as Qian Yingyi/7], the dean of the School of Economics and Manage-
ment at Tsinghua University; Pan Jianwei 3], a professor at the University of Science
and Technology of China; and Shi Yigong ¢}, the president of Westlake University. It is
no exaggeration to say that “Qian Xuesen’s Question” and how to solve it have be-
come a popular and important topic in the field of Chinese education.

Mr. Qian Ligun, a professor in the Chinese Department at Peking University, has
shared his observations of contemporary elite university students on multiple occa-
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sions since 2008. He has said: “Elite university education today is cultivating a batch
of ‘absolute and refined egoists.”” A scholar of Lu Xun, Mr. Qian has expressed similar
views in numerous seminars, interviews, and public articles./10] The following is an ex-
cerpt from Mr. Qian’s article “What Kind of Top Talent Should Universities Cultivate?”
in the Peking University Reader.

...l am currently very worried about these top students—not all
of them, of course—but a considerable number of top students,
including those at Peking University, make me feel concerned.
In my view, true elites should have an independent, free, and
creative spirit, as | proposed in my last speech at the Peking
University Chinese Department. They should have a sense of
self-responsibility, a responsibility toward their profession, and
a responsibility toward the country, the nation, society, and
humanity. This is the kind of elite | understand and expect. But |
feel that our current education system, especially the pragmatic,
utilitarian, and nihilistic model of education | just mentioned, is
cultivating a batch of what | call “absolute and refined ego-
ists.” “Absolute” means that their own interests are the sole,
absolute, and direct driving force of their words and actions;
doing things for others is all a form of investment. What does
“refined” mean? They have very high IQs, very good manners,
and everything they do is reasonable, legal, and without flaw.
They are astonishingly worldly, sophisticated, and mature. They
deliberately adopt a loyal posture, are very good at cooperating
and performing, and are very adept at using the power of the
system to achieve their own goals.

“Some of our universities, including Peking University, are culti-
vating some ‘refined egoists.” They are highly intelligent, secular,
sophisticated, good at performing, adept at cooperating, and
even better at using the system to achieve their own goals.
Once such people gain power, they are more harmful than ordi-
nary corrupt officials.”

These are the character problems Mr. Qian believes permeate the cultivation of a con-
siderable number of top students in elite universities, which have come to be called
“Qian Liqun’s Worry.” His observation of “self-centeredness” in university students is
widely shared among the populace.
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In a 2016 speech, psychiatrist Dr. Xu Kaiwan claimed, “Nearly forty percent of Pe-
king University students have ‘hollow-heart disease’!” Dr. Xu holds a Ph.D. in clinical
psychology and served at the Peking University Counseling Center for over 12 years.
Based on his years of experience and observation in providing psychological counsel-
ing and crisis intervention services to students at Peking University, he pointed out the
existence of this “hollow-heart disease” phenomenon among students. He noted,

“’Hollow-heart disease’ is a metaphor, but it is indeed an illness.

You could call it smiling depression. It’s different from severe
mental illnesses that are accompanied by abnormal behavior.
Emotionally, there don’t seem to be any major problems; there’s

no low mood, slowed thinking, or sleep disorders, and all
aspects of the students’ performance are normal. But in severe
cases, social functioning can be severely impaired, causing a
person to lose their direction in life and even fall into depression

and suicide. Hollow-heart disease touches upon a no-man’s-
land in previous psychological research, which is whether a
person has a spiritual life. When a person lacks ideals, beliefs,
and values, their spiritual life may collapse. They don’t know the

value and meaning of life, so this is also an ultimate question.”

This “hollow-heart disease” described by Dr. Xu may not only exist at Peking University.

If Dr. Xu Kaiwen’s “hollow-heart disease” is just a personal observation, then the large
body of research in the literature finding that the mental health of university students is
precarious may serve as some form of corroboration. One study found the prevalence of
depression among Chinese university students to be as high as 23.8% (95% Cl: 19.9%-
28.5%, n=32,694). This study used a meta-analysis of 39 studies from 1997-2015 to
arrive at this figure (Lei et al., 2016). Another study published in the Nature sub-journal
Scientific Reports (Gao et al., 2022) placed the figure at 28.4% (95% CI: 25.7% to
31.2%, n=185,787). This study also used a meta-analysis, synthesizing 113 studies.

A recent study found that during the COVID-19 pandemic, the figure rose even higher,
exceeding one-third (34.1%) (Huang et al., 2023). The prevalence of depression among
Chinese university students revealed by these studies is thus between one-quarter and
one-third. This is a frightening statistic, meaning that one in every three to four Chinese
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university students has depression or a tendency toward depression.

In addition, research shows that the proportion of Chinese university students with
suicidal ideation is not insignificant. For example, one study (Li, et al., 2014) which
extracted and analyzed 41 studies from 2004-2013 found the detection rate of suicidal
ideation among Chinese university students to be 10.92% (95% ClI: 8.41% to 13.28%,
n=160,339). This means that about one in ten students has had suicidal thoughts. A
separate meta-analysis of 29 studies (n=88,225) found that the proportion of those who
had attempted suicide in the past 12 months was as high as 2.9% (95% ClI: 2.0%-3.8%)
(Yang, et al., 2015). A survey at a comprehensive university in Shanghai (n=6,836)
showed (Wu, et al., 2021) that 18% had experienced suicidal ideation, 18.8% had made
a suicide plan, and 1% had attempted suicide. Among students with suicidal ideation,
over 60% (61.4%) felt that life had no value. It is worth noting that while the sample sizes
of these studies are large, they are not necessarily nationally representative.

In recent years, two academic articles on the development of critical thinking skills
among Chinese university students have drawn attention (Loyalka, et al., 2021; Zhang,
et al., 2023). The first found a significant decline in the critical thinking skills of Chinese
university students, while academic skills in STEM fields showed almost no growth.
The second found that there was an increase in the critical thinking skills of Chinese
university students, but elite universities did not have a significant advantage.

A study published in 2021 in the Nature sub-journal Nature Human Behaviour attracted
widespread attention (Loyalka, et al., 2021). This was a cross-national, longitudinal
comparative study of over four years involving nearly 20 researchers from the United
States, China, Russia, and India. The study found that in the first year of university, the
critical thinking skills of Chinese and American university students were at a similar
level. However, as they progressed through university, the critical thinking skills of Chi-
nese students declined significantly in the last two years compared to their American
counterparts, while their academic skills showed almost no significant improvement.

The research team compared the changes in critical thinking skills of university stu-
dents from the four countries at different stages of their university education. First-
year Chinese students’ critical thinking skills were comparable to those of first-year
American students, but significantly higher than first-year Indian students and also
noticeably higher than first-year Russian students. By the end of the second year, Chi-
nese students’ critical thinking skills were still significantly higher than Indian students,
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slightly higher than Russian students, and comparable to American students. However,
by the end of the fourth year, while Chinese students’ scores were still significantly
higher than Indian students, they were not significantly different from Russian stu-
dents, and far below fourth-year American students. The gap in critical thinking skills
at graduation was mainly due to the differences in skill growth in the last two years of
university among the four countries. In contrast, students at elite Chinese universities
showed no growth in critical thinking, math, or physics skills in the first two years,
while students at non-elite universities showed a significant decline in critical thinking
skills. The sharp decline in the academic skills of students at both elite and non-elite
Chinese universities—in stark contrast to the growth in India and Russia—is shocking.
The researchers offer a possible explanation that Chinese students are rarely forced to
drop out of courses or withdraw from school due to poor grades, and thus have lower
motivation to learn. Another possible reason is that Chinese university professors
assign less out-of-class homework and reading, which may also limit student learning



outcomes. In contrast, students in India and Russia may be more motivated to learn
because they face regular assessments and the risk of failing.

An article by Professor Shen Hong’s team at Southern University of Science and Tech-
nology (Zhang et al., 2023) found that over 50% of the sampled university students
showed an increase in critical thinking skills. However, this study also found that the
increase in critical thinking skills for students from key universities (985, 211 universi-
ties) was not significantly better than that of students from ordinary universities.

A large body of empirical research shows that the rate of return on investment in uni-
versity education in China is quite high. On average, one year of university education
increases wage income by at least 10%. A recent study by Professor Li Hongbin of
Stanford University and others (Li, et al., 2023) found that the wage income differences
of Chinese university graduates in the labor market seem to be mainly explained by
variables such as whether they are a member of the Communist Party and whether
they graduated from an elite university, and are not significantly related to factors such
as academic performance during university (GPA) or participation in internships. This
study suggests that signaling theory and social network theory may be better able to
explain the labor market performance of university graduates than human capital theory.

How should we understand these challenges in Chinese universities, especially in the
development of Chinese university students? What are the common features or inter-
nal logic of these challenges? Mr. Qian Xuesen’s concern about the cultivation of top
innovative talent in our country seems to focus on the “national-level players” while
ignoring the vast majority of ordinary university students. The phenomenon of “refined
egoism,” coined by Mr. Qian Liqun, is a character issue among elite university stu-
dents. Mr. Xu Kaiwen’s revelation of “hollow-heart disease” among Peking University
students is a spiritual problem—mainly the phenomenon of university students lacking
purpose and meaning. The high prevalence of mental and psychological disorders and
the detection rate of suicidal ideation 12| among university students are also related to
a lack of meaning in life. The decline in students’ critical thinking skills, coupled with
the lack of advantage elite universities grant their students in this aspect of education,
is a dimension of the cognitive development of university students.
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Human flourishing refers to a holistic, positive, and meaningful state of life in which an
individual’s potential is fully realized, and all aspects of an individual’s life are relatively
good within the context of their environment. Etymologically, “flourish” comes from the
Latin florere, meaning “to flower,” which gives a sense of living in harmony with one’s
environment and receiving nourishment from it. It does not only mean that an individual
is “doing well” or is “successful,” but also implies that the environment itself is in a good
state. This refers to a holistic,and profound state of life, where there is a harmonious,
growing, and meaningful interaction between the individual and their environment.

Human flourishing is first and foremost an ethical concept, which is commonly traced
back to the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle (384-322 BCE), who proposed Eu-
daimonia, a state of supreme happiness that emphasizes the achievement of a happy
life through the rational cultivation of virtue and the development of personal potential.
In fact, the concept of human flourishing is much older than this ancient Greek philos-
opher./12] In the Hebrew scriptures, the concept of human flourishing is found every-
where. For example, in the book of Psalms, two kinds of lives are compared with each
other. One is a blessed life: “He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields
its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither.” The other is a shallow, unblessed
life: “like chaff that the wind blows away,” which “will not stand” in the righteous judg-
ment. Such a life “will perish.” In addition, the Jewish greeting Shalom, “peace,” also
connotes a state of blessedness and flourishing.

Over the past three decades, this ancient concept of human flourishing has been re-
vitalized. Initially, the concept was only discussed in the field of philosophical ethics.
The British philosopher G.E.M. Anscombe (1919-2001) criticized modern moral phi-
losophy for going astray and proposed that ethics should return to Aristotle’s virtue
ethics, focusing on human flourishing (Anscombe, 1958). The Canadian philosopher
Hugo Meynell argued that the core of human flourishing lies in the combination of
virtue and reason, especially divine reason (Meynell, 1969; 1980). In the last 20-30
years, the concept has entered the field of psychology, in particular promoting the
emergence and popularization of positive psychology. Beyond that, the concept has
also entered disciplines such as public health, economics, law, ecology, environ-
mental science, political science, education, public policy, and even brain science
and cognitive neuroscience (De Ruyter, et al., 2022) and has established itself as an
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important concept in these fields.

The reason the concept of human flourishing has rapidly gained popularity in so many
disciplines may be because it provides a new perspective that is positively integrative
and focuses on the development of individuals and communities, responding to the
deep needs of contemporary society, education, psychology, and public policy. First,
human flourishing provides a new perspective on what it means to be human. This
concept shifts people’s understanding of humanity from being problem-oriented to
potential-oriented. Traditional disciplines often focus on the problematic side of human
life, such as disease, poverty, and failure, while human flourishing emphasizes the
potential and healthy side of human life. The concept of human flourishing prompts
scholars in various disciplines to focus on some important basic questions. For ex-
ample, what does human flourishing mean? What makes people live better? How can
human potential be realized? How can one build a meaningful life? The shift from a
problem-oriented to a potential-oriented approach has made human flourishing a new
focus in multiple disciplinary fields.

Second, the concept of human flourishing attempts to respond to the deep anxieties of
post-modern society. In the context of globalization, technologization, and heightened
competition, individuals face various mental health crises, loss of values, and social
isolation. People need to rethink concepts like “success” and “happiness.” And human
flourishing seems to provide a positive and hopeful vision of life; it helps people to reex-
amine the meaning of life and hope to reestablish deep interpersonal connections.

Third, human flourishing is interdisciplinary and integrative in nature. Human flourishing
is a highly inclusive concept that can find resonance in many different disciplines. For
example, in psychology, it focuses on well-being, a sense of meaning, and positive
emotions, and the rapid development of positive psychology is closely tied to the
concept of human flourishing. In education, it focuses on holistic development, char-
acter education, and the intrinsic motivation of students. In public health, it focuses

on the holistic physical and mental health of individuals and communities, not just the
absence of disease. In economics, many economists have proposed shifting the focus
from measuring GDP as the primary indicator of national economic development to the
economics of happiness and the quality of life of individuals (Sen, 2008).

However, there is still no unified definition of human flourishing. It is related to con-
cepts like happiness, well-being, and wellness, but it also transcends them. “Happi-
ness” tends to be a subjective, pleasant, and transient state; “well-being” refers to a
state of being where one subjectively feels good (Lomas & VanderWeele, 2023).
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Although there are many different definitions of human prosperity, most scholars agree
on the following characteristics of the concept: the multidimensionality and holism of
human prosperity; dynamism and process; individual prosperity and environmental
dependence; the combination of subjectivity and objectivity; subjectivity and initiative;
locality and universality; purpose and sense of meaning.

(1) Multidimensionality and Holism. The multidimensionality of human flourishing
means that flourishing consists of multiple aspects of a person being in a relative-

ly good state, not only one single dimension. The health and balance of a person’s
cognitive, physical, psychological, emotional, social, and spiritual life are all different
aspects of a flourishing life. For example, the Human Flourishing Program at Har-
vard University has proposed a framework for a flourishing life and its environmental
influences, which includes five dimensions|: happiness and life satisfaction, phys-
ical and mental health, meaning and purpose, character and virtue, and close social
relationships (VanderWeele, 2017). The father of positive psychology, Professor Martin
Seligman, proposed the five dimensions of flourishing, “PERMA” (Seligman, 2011),
which include Positive Emotions, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accom-
plishment. There are some differences between these frameworks, but there is also
considerable consistency. For example, they all carry a dimension of meaning and
purpose in life and emphasize the importance of interpersonal social relationships. In
recent years, some scholars have also proposed a three-dimensional model of human
flourishing (Briggs & Reiss, 2021): the material, the relational, and the transcendent.
The material dimension includes physical health (bodily functions, nutrition, sleep,
lifespan, etc.) and financial stability (secure housing, income), etc. The relational di-
mension includes various relationships with other people (social, parent-child, spou-
sal, friendship, etc.), as well as the relationship between people and nature and the
environment. The transcendent dimension mainly refers to one’s spiritual life, including
the relationship between a person and eternity —for example, the sense of sublime one
may experience through literary and artistic works, the awe one may feel in the face
of natural beauty, and faith that transcends suffering and death. They believe that the
core of flourishing lies in the pursuit of eternal truth, meaningful goals, and values.

Holism means that the different dimensions of a flourishing life are not completely
isolated and unrelated, but are interconnected and influence each other. Just like the
different branches of a tree, they may seem unrelated, but the transport and delivery
of nutrients and water that allow the tree to grow are all connected to the roots. It is
obvious that a university student who only performs well academically but lacks good
character cannot be said to have a flourishing life.
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(2) Dynamism and Process-Orientation. In terms of time scale, flourishing refers to a
lifelong dynamic process rather than achievements at certain points in time. In different
seasons of life, a person has different main roles and responsibilities to undertake.

For example, “passing the imperial examination with distinction” —getting into a top
university like Tsinghua, Peking, Fudan, or Jiaotong—is what most Chinese students
dream of, a highlight of life, but it is a static state and does not indicate flourishing.
Receiving multiple well-paying and decent job offers upon graduation is the result of
long-term effort by the student and family expectations, but this is also a static state
and does not necessarily entail a flourishing life. The “wedding night” —entering the
hall of marriage—also does not necessarily mean a successful marriage and a happy
family. The recent tragedy of the “Google engineer who killed his wife” in the California
Bay Area can serve as a cautionary tale to understand the dynamic and continuous
nature of the concept of flourishing. In this case, both the husband and wife had been
admitted to Tsinghua University with outstanding results. After graduation, they went
abroad to study and got jobs as engineers at Google. They had already purchased a
multi-million dollar property in the Bay Area. However, when problems arose in their
marriage and they could not handle the crisis, the husband beat his wife to death with
his fists. We can hardly say that this young couple had a flourishing life.

(3) Dependence of Individual Flourishing on the Environment. Individual flourishing

is profoundly influenced by the environment in which one is situated. The material,
social, cultural, and institutional aspects of the environment are extremely important
for individual flourishing. The flourishing of a person depends on the environment, but
it is also possible to transcend the environment. Just as a dry desert is not conducive
to the growth of most plants, in a harsh political, social, and cultural environment, it

is difficult for a person to thrive and flourish. Ms. Guo Li, an alumna of the Chinese
Department at Peking University who once worked at Peking University Press, recently
compiled the history of the university. Her compilation revealed that from 1953 to
1956, 164 faculty members and students from the Physics Department at Peking Uni-
versity were classified as rightists, including 9 faculty members. After the Anti-Rightist
Campaign and the Cultural Revolution, many of these elite university students, select-
ed from all over the country, died unnatural deaths, including being executed, starving
to death in prison or on labor reform farms, and committing suicide. Many attempted
to flee the country and were imprisoned. Many suffered from mental iliness, and many
died of depression. One notable exception was a man who benefited from the Si-
no-American Physics Examination and Application program initiated by Mr. Tsung-Dao
Lee; he was able to enter Columbia University for his Ph.D., and achieved outstanding
success in the United States. Aside from him, most others withered away. 151 There-
fore, individual flourishing is highly related to the community and environment in which
one is situated. In rare cases a person can still make breakthroughs and develop their
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potential in a harsh or corrupt environment, but true flourishing must also consider the
influence of social and environmental factors.

(4) Combination of Subjectivity and Objectivity. Human flourishing is not just a positive
psychological feeling, but a state that includes both subjective feelings and objective
aspects (De Ruyter, 2004). On the one hand, it includes subjective factors such as
self-satisfaction, happiness, and other positive emotions. On the other hand, human
flourishing is also rooted in objectivity, namely one’s physical health, cognitive level,
ability to find meaningful work, and close interpersonal relationships.

(5) Autonomy and Agency. An important characteristic of human flourishing is mani-
fested in the display and practice of positive psychological traits and abilities. Auton-
omy is expressed as self-determination, the feeling of being in control of one’s own
life. Positive psychological qualities, such as resilience, the ability to recover strength
in the face of adversity and setbacks; and grit, the will not to give up on one’s goals.
Recently, many economics studies using randomized controlled trials have found

the positive effects of psychological traits./1c] There are many such examples in
human history and in our current age. For example, Nick Vujicic, born in Australia in
1982, was born without limbs. As a child, he almost committed suicide because he
felt useless due to his physical disability, but through his strong will and unremitting
effort, he mastered difficult sports such as football, swimming, diving, and surfing.
He went to university and obtained a double bachelor’s degree in accounting and fi-
nancial planning. He also became a world-renowned motivational speaker, published
several inspirational books, and uses his own story to persuade people that life is a
miracle and to never give up.

(6) Specificity and Universality. Different cultures have different understandings of human
flourishing. Nevertheless, some important dimensions of human flourishing also have a
universality that transcends cultural differences (Holtge, et al., 2023; VanderWeele, et al.,
2023; Dahlsgaard, et al., 2005). For example, almost all cultures agree on the impor-
tance of character and virtue, including faithfulness, love, wisdom, temperance, cour-
age, justice, compassion, etc., and that virtue is a core dimension of human flourishing.
A flourishing life is also a life that blesses others and the world through virtue.

(7) Purpose and Meaning. The core of a flourishing life lies in having goals that are
purposeful and meaningful to the individual. Such a life has direction, purpose, and a
sense of value. A foundation in truth, purpose, and a sense of meaning are called the
three foundations of a flourishing life (Briggs & Reiss, 2021).

In summary, a flourishing life is a beautiful state of life that is multidimensional, dynam-
ic, dependent on the environment yet possessing autonomy and agency, and charac-



terized by the display of virtue, the pursuit of purpose and meaning, and having both
subjective feelings and objective foundations. That is, it is a positive state of life that
demonstrates potential in a suitable environment, and sometimes even in adversity.

What factors influence and determine human flourishing? Some scholars have pro-
posed that a good family life, meaningful work, a good level of education, and par-
ticipation in faith community activities are all factors that influence flourishing (Van-



derWeele, 2017). As shown in the figure, the four factors mentioned above are each
related to the five dimensions of a flourishing life./12) While education is obviously an
important factor affecting human flourishing, it is not the only one. In addition, a large
body of research shows that cognitive interventions (expressing gratitude, imagining
one’s best self), practicing virtues (patience), behavioral changes (showing kindness to
strangers), positive community involvement (volunteering), a good marital relationship,
etc., are all factors that influence a flourishing life (VanderWeele, 2020). Some scholars
have also offered a flourishing-happiness equation: Family, Friends, Faith, and Mean-
ingful Work (Brooks & Winfrey, 2023).
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The mission of the university, one of the oldest institutions in human history, is con-
stantly changing and evolving. The modern university originated with the University of
Bologna in Italy (founded in 1088) and the University of Paris in France (c. 1150-1170).
Their main mission was to cultivate talent across the legal, medical, and theological
fields. Their function was talent cultivation, the transmission of knowledge, and the
preservation of civilization. From the early 19th to the early 20th century, scientific re-
search was introduced as an important mission of the university, and the creation and
discovery of knowledge became two equally important functions and missions of the
university. Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-1835), the former president of the University
of Berlin in Germany, is the originator of the modern research university. He empha-
sized that scientific research is an important mission of the university and proposed
the unity of teaching and research. The famous British educator John Henry Newman
(1801-1890), in his time, faced the challenge of the constantly expanding mission

of the university. Clark Kerr (1911-20083), the former president of the University of
California, proposed the concept of the multiversity in the 1960s. He believed that the
university has at least three basic functions: scientific research, talent cultivation, and
social service. Although the educational mission of the university has been constantly
squeezed by the growth of other new functions and missions, the mission of cultivat-
ing people should always be the central mission of the university.

It is meaningful to review Newman'’s ideas about the university, especially his dis-
course on liberal education. Newman lived in the post-Enlightenment era and prophet-
ically noted the destructive effects of the “new trends of the times” —secularism, utili-
tarianism, scientism, and professionalism—on the university. He believed that the core
mission of the university is to help students on the path to human flourishing through
a liberal education (Shrimpton, 2022; Ungurean, 2025). He emphasized that universal
knowledge is an end in itself, and its purpose is to train the minds, character, and
habits of thought of young people. He believed that the university achieves a great but
ordinary end through a great ordinary means: its purpose should not be a commitment
to cultivate so-called “outstanding innovative talent,” but to serve and improve society
by cultivating people who lead lives of flourishing—good members of society.

In Newman'’s view, the mission of the university is to lead students towards lives of
human flourishing through a liberal education.
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“A University is a place of teaching universal knowledge. This
implies that its object is, on the one hand, intellectual, not
moral; and, on the other, that it is the diffusion and extension

of knowledge rather than the advancement. If its object were
scientific and philosophical discovery, | do not see why a Uni-
versity should have students.” “The education of the student

is called liberal. This can form a habit of mind which is its own
end, and is characterized by freedom, equitableness, calmness,
moderation, and wisdom.”

Students learn for the sake of knowledge itself, not for any external practical value, such
as career preparation, or the so-called “benefiting society by pursuing science and knowl-
edge.” These cannot inspire any genuine intrinsic motivation to pursue knowledge.

He pointed out that a liberal university education is an education of the whole person.
Such a person possesses good self-awareness, a clear mind, an excellent ability to ar-
ticulate himself, a sincere attitude, and great fortitude. Newman, with his elegant prose,
described the characteristics of a person cultivated by his ideal of a liberal education:

“That training of the intellect, which is best for the individual
himself, best enables him to discharge his duties to society. The
Philosopher, indeed, and the man of the world differ in their very
notion, but the methods, by which they are respectively formed,
are nevertheless akin, and illustrate and benefit each other.

The Philosopher has the same command of matters in general,
which the true citizen and gentleman has of matters in detail. If
then a practical end must be assigned to a University course, |
say it is that of training good members of society.”

In Newman'’s vision of the university, a liberal education cultivates well-rounded peo-
ple. They are not narrow specialists; they are able to switch careers with ease. They
form harmonious interpersonal relationships and have strong social and emotional
skills. They are empathetic and tolerant.

“It is the education which gives a man a clear conscious view
of his own opinions and judgments, a truth in developing them,
an eloguence in expressing them, and a force in urging them. It
teaches him to see things as they are, to go right to the point,
to disentangle a skein of thought, to detect what is sophistical,
and to discard what is irrelevant.”
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People cultivated by a liberal university education can handle the relationship between
their inner self and the outer world, find true inner happiness and satisfaction, and
manage the relationship between wealth and success. Even in the failures and disap-
pointments of life, they remain resilient. In this sense, the goal of a university education
is also very practical.

“He is at home in any society, he has common ground with
every class; he knows when to speak and when to be silent; he
is able to converse, he is able to listen; he can ask a question
pertinently, and gain a lesson seasonably, when he has nothing
to impart himself; he is ever ready, yet never in the way; he is

a pleasant companion, and a comrade you can depend upon;
he knows when to be serious and when to trifle, and he has a
sure tact which enables him to trifle with gracefulness and to be

serious with effect.”

Although Newman was from an elite background, he opposed elitism. He graduated
from Oxford University, where he studied mathematics and classics, and continued to
study and reside at Oxford for over 30 years. He believed that the mission of university
education is to achieve “a great but ordinary end.” This great end is to cultivate good
members of society. This ordinary end is to refute the concept of cultivating “outstand-
ing talent” as the university’s purpose. He wrote,

“It is not the business of a University to make poets or immortal

authors, founders of schools, leaders of colonies, or conquerors of
nations. It does not promise to make Aristotles or Newtons, Napo-
leons or Washingtons, Raphaels or Shakespeares, though such mir-
acles of nature it has before now contained within its precincts.”

Newman believed that the purpose of the university is not to pursue so-called “out-
standing innovative talent,” because geniuses and heroes are not produced by con-
ventional means and are not bound by any rules.

Newman believed that the great end of the university is to make a person competent
for his social duties through the intellectual training that is most beneficial to their indi-
vidual development and growth. A university education not only cultivates people who
lead lives of flourishing but also people who serve society well instead of remaining
detached from it. He wrote in The Idea of a University,
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“If then a practical end must be assigned to a University course,
| say it is that of training good members of society. This art is
the art of social life, and its end is fitness for the world. It neither
confines its views to particular professions on the one hand, nor
creates heroes or inspires genius on the other.”

“It is the education which aims at raising the intellectual tone of
society, at cultivating the public mind, at purifying the national
taste, at supplying true principles to popular enthusiasm and
fixed aims to popular aspiration, at giving enlargement and
sobriety to the ideas of the age, at facilitating the exercise of
political power, and refining the intercourse of private life.”

He believed that the mission of the university is not just to cultivate craftsmen
with practical skills.

“Nor is it content on the other hand with forming the critic or
the experimentalist, the economist or the engineer, though such
professions, of course, it includes in its activity.”

How to realize the idea of a liberal university education that cultivates people? New-
man was not only an educational theorist but also a practitioner. As the founding
rector of the Catholic University of Ireland in Dublin, drawing upon his more than 30
years of experience at Oxford, he not only designed all aspects of the new university
but also personally took on the role of head of a residential college, where he oversaw
12 students and 2 teaching fellows (Shrimpton, 2022). At the same time, he served as
the university chaplain and tutor to accompany and shepherd students’ growth. In his
view, a liberal education happens in the deep interactions between people; it is the
influence of one life on another. 27| This influence of life on life is transmitted through
tutors who live alongside the students.

He not only valued the core elements of a liberal education—the residential sys-
tem, the mentorship system, and interdisciplinary knowledge —but valued informal
learning among students even more. In his estimation, a university education is not
just about professors teaching students and giving exams; more important are the
interaction and mutual learning among students. This happens in informal settings
outside the classroom, such as music, debate, sports, and various club activities. He
mentioned multiple times,



. “If | had to choose between a so-called university which ...
gave its degrees to any person who passed an examination in a

wide range of subjects, and a university which had no profes-
sors or examinations at all, but merely brought a number of
young men together for three or four years, and then sent them
away ... | have no hesitation in giving the preference to that
University which did nothing.”




He believed that this kind of liberal education of free interaction among individuals is
more successful in training, shaping, and expanding the minds of young people.

In short, Newman’s vision and mission for university education aim to lead people on
the path to a flourishing life of pursuing truth and virtue by pursuing universal knowl|-
edge for its own sake, regardless if some might regard this as impractical. It holds
education itself as its end, rather than focusing on practical professional and vocation-
al education, so that the minds and character of students can reach their full potential.
Such a university education can enrich the overall culture of a society as a whole.
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Through the introduction of the concept of human flourishing and the review of New-
man’s university mission, the author hereby proposes the view that university educa-
tion should be aimed at human flourishing. The concept of human flourishing provides
us with a mirror to examine how far today’s university education has deviated from the
core end of human development. For a long time, the educational values put forth by
human capital theory have treated education, especially higher education, as merely a
tool. In the era of the popularization and mass accessibility of higher education, and as
artificial intelligence rapidly develops, it is particularly important to return to Newman'’s
prophetic university mission. The various challenges in cultivating people in Chinese
universities are, in fact, representative of how university education globally has lost its way.

In the first part of this article, the author reviewed the problems and challenges in tal-
ent cultivation in Chinese universities. If we approach them from the perspective of the
concept of human flourishing and Newman'’s university mission, the central problem
our universities face is instrumentalism and utilitarianism. In other words, universi-
ties treat the end of education as a means, and education itself as a means, rather
than making human flourishing the end of education. For example, “Qian Xuesen’s
Question” carries a mindset of instrumentalism. It makes so-called “cultivation of top
innovative talent” a practical goal, which is a manifestation of the instrumentaliza-
tion of elite talent cultivation. This is, in fact, far removed from the university mission
advocated by Newman more than 170 years ago. “Qian Liqun’s Worry” observes that
a considerable number of students in elite universities do not demonstrate virtue and
character, and that possessing virtue is a core dimension of a flourishing life (Van-
derWeele, 2017). Aristotle’s idea of flourishing or a happy life (Eudaimonia) refers to a
virtuous life. Mr. Qian pointed out the utilitarianism manifested in our elite university
students who use others as tools to achieve their own goals. Mr. Xu Kaiwen explores
a “hollow-heart disease” that plagues campuses, and the shockingly high proportion
of mental health problems and suicidal ideation revealed by a large number of studies
among university students. He points to the loss of meaning and purpose among
students as a major driving force behind these phenomena. He believes that students
lose their sense of purpose and meaning because they lack a spiritual foundation.
When university education gradually abandons any inquiry into the meaning of life and
instead focuses on skills training and professional success, university students may
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gain professional knowledge and acquire a high-paying job for a while, but they cannot
answer the fundamental question of “what am | living for.”

Another root cause of mental health problems among university students is the failure
to develop healthy relationships. Students are often in a fierce competitive relationship
with each other rather than blessing and building each other up. For the sake of GPA,
scholarships, and being selected into the student union or youth league committee, re-
lationships among students have become abnormal. In addition, many students rarely
participate in volunteer activities to serve the community and others. The author was
once invited to give a lecture to university students on “University Students’ Partici-
pation in Social Welfare” as part of a moral education course and found that very few
students had participated in volunteer services. A utilitarian and pragmatic mindset
leads students to become self-centered and lose a healthy connection with society.

The decline or lack of significant increase in the critical thinking skills of Chinese
university students is, on the surface, a problem of insufficient cognitive development,
but in essence, it is rooted in the instrumental and utilitarian nature of education. They
have not developed the ability to ask the right questions. They may be knowledgeable
and know a lot of “what,” but they don’t ask “why.” They have lost the pursuit and
pleasure of knowledge for its own sake. They have lost their curiosity about the world.
More importantly, learning for utilitarian ends is also an important reason why it is diffi-
cult to form critical thinking skills (Qian Yingyi, 2018).

Empirical research reveals that the labor market performance (income) of Chinese uni-
versity students is not strongly correlated to their academic performance during universi-
ty, but rather to their identity (whether they are a Communist Party member) and school
type (Whether they are from an elite 985 or 211 university). Behind this are macro-level
social structural and market problems. This shows that political identity and entering an
elite university yield high economic returns. This material and economic gain drives the
personal choices of students. Research shows that the economic level is not directly
related to human flourishing (VanderWeele & Johnson, 2025; Easterlin, 1974).

The underlying logic behind human capital theory is, in essence, sees only the instru-
mental value of higher education. At the national level, the mission of higher education
is to develop science and technology, enhance the nation’s power, become more
competitive internationally, and counter “stranglehold” problems, so that the country
and the nation can stand among the world’s great powers. At the family and individ-
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ual level, the purpose of receiving a university education is to seek economic returns
and to obtain higher social status. There is a tension between the expectations of the
government and society for higher education at the macro level and the expectations
of individuals and families at the micro level (Chan, 2016).

Under the framework of human capital theory, policymakers, researchers, educational
administrators at all levels, as well as parents and students, all accept this theory as

a default assumption, without deeply questioning its rationality. For example, “Qian
Xuesen’s Question” and the current concern of education policymakers about the cul-
tivation of “top innovative talent” essentially treat people as merely “productive human
capital.” The values behind this are actually utilitarianism and pragmatism. One might
compare this to how China has tried to build up its national football program by invest-
ing heavily in “select seedlings” in the hopes that China’s football team will become
more competitive in the global arena. This utilitarian and pragmatic worldview is far
from the idea of a liberal university education advocated by Newman. Mr. Newman'’s
“ordinary and great” educational goal for a liberal university education is fundamentally
opposed to utilitarianism and pragmatism. In terms of goals, it does not promise that
the university will cultivate “top innovative talent.” In terms of methods, it emphasizes
the importance of so-called “useless knowledge” and opposes excessive professional
education in preparing students for a career.

In the fields of economics of education, labor economics, and development econom-
ics, the core dependent variables in the large number of empirical studies conducted
are mostly unrelated to human flourishing but are instead tied to the instrumental value
of people. Economic growth, years of education, employment status, wage income,
academic performance, whether one enters university and what type of university one
enters (“985” or “211”), etc., are the most common dependent variables. These are the
variables that human capital theory is most concerned about. Taking the large number
of empirical studies that the author has participated in over the past decade as an
example, the core variables of these studies are mainly test scores 29| (primary and
secondary school math or reading, gaokao scores), and rates of entering high school,
university, and “good” universities, etc. Behind our research are these default assump-
tions: it is good for students to score one more point on an academic exam, it is good
to receive more education, and it is good to enter a “better” university. We rarely ask
the question, does this education promote human flourishing? At the same time, these
empirical studies are published in highly regarded academic journals and bear influ-
ence in the academic world (reflected in a certain citation rate), but their impact on the
lives of students seems to be minimal.

In fact, the output variables that we, as researchers in the economics of education
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working in universities, focus on are almost no different from those that parents are
concerned with. When their children are young, most parents hope they will go on

to lead healthy and happy lives, but once they enter school, their priorities change.
Good academic performance, entering a good primary school, junior high, high school,
and then a good university (preferably a famous one like Tsinghua, Peking, Harvard, or
Yale) seem to be the most important goals.

With the revival and advocacy of the concept of human flourishing, university educa-
tion should do more to promote the comprehensive development of the individual lives



of university students. To borrow a symbolic narrative from the Hebrew scriptures,
human flourishing is for a person to be like a tree planted by streams of water, which
“yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither” (Psalm 1:3). That is, every
human individual, if they can be rooted in a suitable environment and nourished by
the soil, water, air, and sunlight, can grow beautifully according to their potential. The
highest value of a university education lies in guiding students to pursue eternal truth
and to return to the living source of life. The true mission of a university education is
to allow students to develop holistically in their physical, cognitive, emotional, and re-
lational capacity, to awaken their souls, develop their life potential, discover their life’s
calling, and make a positive impact on the world around them. A good education pro-
motes human flourishing, so that those who have happiness can become a blessing to
their families, communities, society, and the world.

Humanity is currently on the cusp of a General Artificial Intelligence (GAI) revolution.
This revolution will undoubtedly greatly change the way humans work, live, and edu-
cate. On the one hand, GAIl will greatly increase human productivity, and the degree
of material abundance that humans will achieve will exceed our imagination. Material
wealth will be so great that the core concept of economics, “resource scarcity,” will
change. On the other hand, a large number of existing job types will be replaced by Al,
and society’s need for human productive capital will be greatly reduced. People may
have more leisure time. The average human lifespan may also be extended. “What

it means to be human in the Al era” will become an important issue. As fragile and
mortal animals, humans may need to ask more about meaning: why do | live? How
can | live a valuable and meaningful life? People may grow more distant from their
fellow humans instead of drawing closer in relationship. The gap in cognitive ability
between people with more education and those with less may widen even further...
Every area of human life will undergo huge changes beyond what we can imagine. In
education, where teachers have traditionally been the vehicle to impart large amounts
of knowledge to students, Al’s efficiency and quality of information may surpass the
most knowledgeable teachers today. But in terms of the development of the human
mind and character, curiosity, a sense of awe, ethical choices in complex situations,
the ability to ask important and interesting questions, etc., Al can never replace the
teacher. In other words, a liberal education of life influencing life will become even
more important and urgent.
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Chinese higher education has become the largest education system in the world, yet

it faces various challenges in talent cultivation, including: Why is it difficult for our
universities to produce top innovative and outstanding talent? (“Qian Xuesen’s Ques-
tion”); Elite universities are cultivating a considerable number of “absolute and refined
egoists” (“Qian Liqun’s Worry”); A considerable proportion of university students suffer
from “hollow-heart disease” and mental health crises due to a lack of purpose and
meaning; The critical thinking skills of university students do not grow during their time
at university; and the labor market performance of university graduates seems to have
no direct relationship with their academic performance during university, etc. To un-
derstand these challenges, this article, based on the concept of human flourishing and
Newman’s idea of a liberal university education, examines how university education
currently treats people as productive machines and tools of survival. Therefore, this
article proposes that university education should return to the goal of human flourish-
ing. This article calls on people to break free from the invisible shackles of the human
capital theory framework. Especially in an era when artificial intelligence will compre-
hensively reshape work, life, interpersonal relationships, and even “what it means to be
human,” such a return and shift is particularly important.

Many scholars have already opposed making human flourishing the aim of education,
with arguments such as: (1) the concept is ill-defined and insufficiently clear (Carr,
2021); (2) many factors affect human flourishing, such as society, politics, culture, and
the environment, and education is only one of them; (3) the concept is not easy to op-
erationalize and does not seem to provide strong guidance on what constitutes good
education; (4) emphasizing character education seems to risk imposing a certain set
of moral values over others. Some scholars have already responded to these objections
(Curren et al., 2024; Vander\Weele, et al., 2023). Other doubts or objections may include:

1. Newman'’s idea of a liberal university education is outdated. His ideas from more
than 170 years ago had limited influence then and will not gain more traction in this
era—we can call this the “outdated theory.”

2. The trend of utilitarianism, pragmatism, and instrumentalism in university education is
an established reality. This trend is irreversible, and it is too late to propose the idea of a
university education aimed at human flourishing—this can be called the “reality theory.”
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3. A liberal university education is too much of a luxury. Ordinary families cannot afford
such an expensive educational investment. If university graduates cannot find em-
ployment, a liberal university education will not be able to meet the expectations of
individuals and families for a return on their university education—this can be called
the “price theory.”

4. It may be more suitable to focus on human flourishing as a goal for students in
younger grades, before they reach university —this can be called the “stage theory.”

5. The factors affecting human flourishing are not only university education but also
many that the university cannot control, such as the political, economic, cultural, and
historical factors of the era—this can be called the “environment theory.”

6. The human capital theory framework has become the default assumption that influ-
ences and dominates people’s thinking and behaviors in the fields of economics and
public policy. The concept of human flourishing is unlikely to replace this mainstream
theory —this can be called the “mainstream theory.”

These doubts and arguments are rational to different extents. The author would like to
offer a brief response here.

Regarding the “outdated theory,” perhaps quoting Newman’s discussion of the value of
Aristotle’s philosophy more than 170 years ago is a good response in itself. He wrote,

“Do not suppose, that in thus appealing to the ancients, | am
throwing back the world two thousand years, and fettering
Philosophy with the reasonings of paganism. The dicta of
entwicklung of that philosopher, in spite of the feverish activity
of science and the protest of faith, were still recognized as the
gospel of the intellect. The utterer of that prayer was the Stagy-
rite. What he has been to the world, he will be to the end of it;
for he is the philosopher of nature, and the master of truth. And,
as long as we are men, we cannot be otherwise than, in a great
measure, Aristotelians; for the great Master does but analyze
the thoughts, feelings, views, and opinions of human kind. He
has told us the meaning of our own words and ideas, before we
were born. In many matters, to think correctly, is to think like
Aristotle; and we are his disciples whether we will or no, though
we may not know it.”

Similarly, Newman'’s idea of a liberal university education is not outdated. His thinking
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about the mission of the university points to human flourishing, a concept that is not
only contained in Aristotle’s thinking about the ultimate happiness of humanity but also
in the concept of what it means to be human in the Hebrew civilization, which predates
Aristotle. In this sense, we are all Newman'’s disciples.

Regarding the “reality theory,” that is, the seemingly unstoppable global trend of
utilitarianism, pragmatism, and instrumentalism in the university education system,
the author’s response is that we believe in the power of concepts, the power of
ideas, and the power of discourse. In fact, human capital theory has only been firmly
established in the field of economics for 60-70 years. Of course, it is very difficult to
replace it with the concept of human flourishing. Just as in 1989, when US President
Reagan visited West Germany, the Berlin Wall was still impregnable. Yet he, with
faith and courage, delivered an impassioned speech imploring his USSR counterpart
to “Tear down this wall!” At that time, no one believed the Berlin Wall would fall! Of
course, this analogy may not be fully applicable. To break the real inertia of utilitar-
ianism, pragmatism, and instrumentalism in global higher education may be more
difficult than tearing down the Berlin Wall.

Regarding the “price theory,” it sounds quite reasonable, but in fact, this is an empir-
ical research question. Many empirical studies have shown that a liberal education
yields a good long-term rate of return on investment (Hill & Pisacreta, 2019). For
example, the well-known economist David Deming of Harvard University has published
research proving that the social skills stemming from a liberal education (such as team-
work) yield a good rate of return on investment (Deming, 2017). He and researchers from
other fields have together explained the true value of a liberal university education.

The “stage theory” and “environment theory” are undoubtedly very good arguments.
The argument about the mission of the university and human flourishing must be limit-
ed to a reasonable scope. , The reasons for making human flourishing the educational
goal in pre-university education have been well established by many scholars in the
field of philosophy of education (Kristjansson, 2017; De Ruyter, et al., 2022; Mater-

la, 2024; Curren et al., 2024). Regarding the importance of university education for
human flourishing, we admit that this argument is also just an exploratory attempt with
a certain practical scope (VanderWeele & Case, 2025). In fact, the educator Newman
addressed this topic more than 170 years ago, and we can turn to him again. In the
preface to The Idea of a University, he argued:

“Those who have plenty of time ... will continue their studies till twenty-one or
twenty-two; and thus they will have a full and cultivated life. A young man who
has finished his education at seventeen is no match for one who has been at it
till twenty-two...”
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The “environment theory” objection to higher education and human flourishing is ex-
tremely important, and in fact, we have limited room for rebuttal. In fact, this is beyond
the scope of this article and may be worth a separate discussion.

The “mainstream” status of human capital theory is indeed difficult to shake, and if
the concept of human flourishing is to become an alternative theory in the field of



education, especially in higher education, it needs to be greatly improved in terms of
conceptual clarity and measurement tool theoretical assumptions.

Undoubtedly, this article still has many limitations. First, this article only explores the
reality of the instrumentalization of higher education but does not explain why this real-
ity has become mainstream. Second, this article does not go in depth into the content
of Newman'’s liberal university education theory. For example, what is the relevance
today of the knowledge that he considered important more than 170 years ago? How
does a liberal education help students form virtues? Third, this article has not been
able to discuss the relationship between the environment and individual flourishing.
For example, what characteristics of a university are more likely to promote student
flourishing? Similarly, to what extent can an individual promote the flourishing of the
university community? Furthermore, for those born with disabilities, how can they
flourish? For example, those born blind, or with physical or intellectual disabilities—
how can they flourish? In fact, existing literature has already discussed such questions
(Briggs & Reiss, 2021). Finally, this article has not discussed the question of “how.” For
example, how might one implement a university education aimed at human flourish-
ing? Internationally, some universities have written human flourishing into their mission
statements, some have established centers for human flourishing research, some offer
elective courses on human flourishing and happiness, and some have established
liberal education programs, etc., but we do not know the effects of these programs;
perhaps this is worth further research.

Regarding higher education and human flourishing, the author believes we should take
a different approach from “Qian Xuesen’s Question.” We should ask a series of ques-
tions and hope that different people can explore the answers to them. For example,

to what extent have | myself limited or promoted human flourishing? To what extent
has our family promoted or limited the flourishing of our children? To what extent has
our university promoted or limited human flourishing? To what extent has our country
promoted or limited human flourishing?
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Interviewer

Yajun Zheng

Hailing from Zhangye, Gansu, Zheng Yajun graduated from the Depart-
ment of Sociology and the Institute of Higher Education at Fudan Uni-
versity with a Bachelor of Laws and a Master of Education, respectively.
She is a doctoral candidate at the Faculty of Education, The University
of Hong Kong. Her main research interests are educational equity and
student development from the perspective of cultural sociology. She

is the author of After the Gold List: The Puzzle of Diverging Paths for
University Students.

Interviewee

Jun Liang

Once taught as a volunteer in the Wumeng Mountains. He set an-

cient poems to music with his guitar, teaching children to sing them,

and compiled their writings into a collection titled A Peach Blossom
Spring in the Wumeng Mountains. During the 2018 Spring Festival, he
brought children from the mountains onto the CCTV program Ever-
lasting Classics, where their performance of the song “Moss” moved

the nation. For the past decade, he has continued to practice a poetic
form of education, compiling and publishing a series of musical picture
books including Sing! Nursery Rhymes, Sing! Ancient Poems, Sing!
Song Dynasty Poems, Sing! The Book of Songs, and Sing! Music Bureau
Poems. He also initiated the “Moss Fund” to deepen the exploration and
practice of rural education.
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Liang Jun: | taught at a village primary school in Shimen Township, Weining
County, Guizhou, from 2012 to 2015, for a period of two years. Shimen
Township, formerly known as Shimenkan, is located deep in the Wumeng
Mountains on the border of Yunnan and Guizhou. At an altitude of 2,200
meters, it is a typical high-altitude, cold mountain region.

Whether in official documents or folk ballads, the perils and poverty of the
Wumeng Mountains are well recorded: “The winding paths are ten times
harder than the roads of Shu,” “It only warms in the third month, and snow
flies in the ninth,” “Plant a whole slope, harvest just one pot.” These words
are not only a portrayal of life in Shimenkan but also my own visceral expe-
rience of that land.

Liang Jun: Before going to Shimenkan, | read several books: Zhang Tan’s
Shimenkan Before the Narrow Gate, the missionary Samuel Pollard’s diary
In Unknown China, and A Century of Rise and Fall of Shimenkan Culture

by Shen Hong, Shen Congwen’s granddaughter. These books gave me an
initial picture of Shimenkan’s century-long history and also made me start
paying attention to the long and arduous history of migration and exile of
the Big Flowery Miao ethnic group. Gradually, my curiosity about Shimen-
kan and the Big Flowery Miao grew stronger. | didn’t just want to be a
teacher there; | wanted to see what Shimenkan is like now. What kind of life
do the Big Flowery Miao live today?

Although my role was that of a teacher, my real interest was the community
of Shimenkan and the Big Flowery Miao people. | hoped that my teaching
would not be confined to the classroom but would be built on an under-
standing of and respect for the community and its people. At that time, |
thought: If possible, | would be willing to stay in this village for ten years, to
walk alongside these children for ten years. Because | believe that human
growth requires a deep investment of time, for both students and teachers.
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Liang Jun: The “Xinzhong Primary School” where | taught was established
through a collaboration between a non-governmental organization and the
government, specifically for the Miao children living on the mountaintops
deep in the Wumeng Mountains. The students came from two Miao villag-
es, “Xinying” and “Zhongzhai,” belonging to the Big Flowery Miao branch
of the Miao ethnic group. Most of the students were Big Flowery Miao, with
some from the Yi and Han ethnic groups as well.

The ancient songs of the Big Flowery Miao say that their ancestors were
the remnants of Chiyou’s forces, defeated in the Central Plains. After a
thousand years of exile and migration, they eventually hid in the Wumeng
Mountains, becoming tenant farmers for the Yi people and settling on their
land. During the year | volunteered, many villagers still lived in thatched
huts and subsisted on farming. Apart from essential needs, they had
almost no contact with the outside world. The young people who could
speak simple Mandarin began to leave for work, mostly doing the hardest
and most dangerous jobs on urban construction sites or becoming workers
on assembly lines. The children basically did not speak Mandarin before
entering school. Most villagers had never attended school; an elementary
school education was considered a high level of education.

Their predicament does not simply stem from inaccessibility due to “high
mountains and distant roads,” nor from merely economic poverty. On a
deeper level, it is the cultural alienation caused by their ethnic history of ex-
ile and social marginalization. This predicament weighs heavily on the path
of the children’s growth and stands as a barrier before educators.

Liang Jun: On the one hand, the Big Flowery Miao of the Wumeng Moun-
tains are indeed different from those living in cities. We live in cities with
convenient transportation and ubiquitous internet, with higher incomes,
better medical care, and educational resources. This is a tangible gap. But
on the other hand, our own predicaments are also real. They are trapped
in the mountains; we are trapped in cities of steel and concrete. They can’t
get out, and we are suffocated by mortgages, car loans, academic pres-
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sure, and workplace anxiety. They find it hard to change their destiny; we
often feel that our lives are not our own.

On the surface, we live in a “modern society,” but much of the time, we

are just living in another form of “siege.” Their difficulties come more from
the weight of geography and history; our difficulties are hidden in the
anxieties of real life and the confinement of our inner worlds. | have always
remained reserved about whether education can truly respond to these
predicaments. Because | know that leaving the mountains does not mean
truly leaving a life of difficulty. | myself am someone who moved from the
mountains into the city, and | know full well that the city does not necessar-
ily hold the answers.

So what | could do was not to “solve” anything, but to return to the moun-
tains and, together with the Big Flowery Miao community, slowly explore a
path out of their predicament. On this path, | am not anyone’s “instructor,”
but a fellow traveler. Although | knew | couldn’t respond to all their difficul-
ties, in terms of education and companionship, | was still willing to respond
a little, to do a little. Change always starts with small individuals, and |

was willing to be that start. This is also why | left the city to volunteer as a
teacher in the countryside.

Liang Jun: The expectations of most villagers are very simple. They hope
their children can learn Mandarin well. Having language skills means they
can leave the mountains in the future, go out to work, earn money, and im-
prove their lives. Some parents with an elementary school education hope
their children will study more. In their eyes, studying more means no longer
having to farm and being able to find a decent job in the city.

As for their expectations of teachers, one experience left a particularly
deep impression on me. That time, a few other teachers and | walked for
four or five hours, crossing a valley in the rainy night, climbing over cliffs,
and wading through water to visit the children’s old homes in Yiliang,
Yunnan. Along the way, | couldn’t help but think, why are we enduring this
hardship? But when we arrived at that Big Flowery Miao village, which no
teacher had ever visited before, it all became worthwhile.

The entire village invited us into their homes. One student’s mother said to
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me, “Our home is dirty and messy, but my child says you are very good to
him, and we really wanted you to come and sit for a while.” She was illiter-
ate, yet she expressed the most simple expectation of many Big Flowery
Miao parents: that the teachers would genuinely care for and love their
children. And the way they felt this “love” was also very simple—as long as
the teacher was willing to cross mountains and rivers to visit their home,
that was sincerity, that was love.

During those two years, we went to the villages every few days, often
visiting the homes of the local people —attending weddings and funerals,
celebrating new births, sending off departed souls with songs, listening to
ancient legends and ballads from the elders, and running freely and singing
loudly with the children in the mountains. In our interactions with the villag-
ers and children, we got to know each other, understand each other, and
influence each other. This made me realize that education doesn’t begin at
the teacher’s podium; it grows from the warm interactions between people.

Liang Jun: Being a teacher in the Wumeng Mountains allowed me to let go
of my sense of superiority and control over knowledge, and it also prompt-
ed me to learn how to walk alongside the Big Flowery Miao people, who
have a vastly different cultural background. In this process, | had to deeply
confront two questions: “How do | become a teacher?” and “What kind of
teacher should | become?” The former relates to professional ability —how
to use appropriate methods to effectively transmit knowledge. The latter

is actually about one’s personality—as a teacher, what kind of person am
1?7 My worldview, thoughts, character, and behavior all quietly influence every
child and every villager | come into contact with. | realized that whether it’s
the improvement of my professional skills or my self-growth as “what kind of
person,” every bit of my growth would quietly drive the growth of the children.
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Liang Jun: Teaching deep in the Wumeng Mountains was the happiest
time of my life. That place was probably the freest experimental field for
teaching in the entire country —“the mountains are high and the emperor
is far away;” the central education bureau’s reach is limited. | was able to
conduct educational experiments freely, explore with peace of mind, and
fully enjoy the pleasure of teaching itself. The joy of being a teacher lies
in enjoying freedom.

Liang Jun: The Wumeng Mountains were a Peach Blossom Spring for
teachers because the teachers at Xinzhong Primary School truly had edu-
cational autonomy.

First, | had the right to choose what not to teach. In the Chinese language
class, for example, | removed the preachy, unrealistic, meaningless, and
unaesthetic texts from the textbook, thereby simplifying it. | could also
skip the moral education class, bypassing those empty and boring “five-
star education” lessons.

Second, | had the right to decide what to teach. Inspired by Teacher Ding
Cikuang’s Primary School Couplets from Jiaotong University Affiliated
Primary School, | compiled my own poetry teaching materials based on
the children’s actual situation, nurturing their young hearts and stimulating
their sense for the Chinese language with nursery rhymes, ancient poems,
rhymed verses, and modern poetry. Drawing on the experience of the
famous teacher Gu Zhouqun from Jiangsu and Zhejiang, | started a “read-
write-draw” course—one classic picture book each week, covering read-
ing, writing, and drawing to enhance the children’s interest in learning and
their aesthetic ability. We also had a drama class, rehearsing one classic
play each semester and touring it throughout the school. The Miao children
have a natural love for singing, so | composed music for ancient poems,
using song to open up their poetic sensibility.

Furthermore, due to the shortage of teachers in the Wumeng Mountains, |
was forced to become an all-subject teacher. Therefore, | was able to freely
reconstruct the classroom.

| could quickly go through the textbook in a month, integrating my



self-compiled poetry teaching and “singing ancient poems” into daily
practice, reading aloud and singing as we pleased. | could also suspend
classes for two weeks to focus on rehearsing and performing a play. | could
walk into the mountains at any time, reading poetry in the shade of the
trees and singing under the white clouds. | could also lead the children in
free and authentic reading and writing every day. When the unified exams
approached, | would help the children focus on drilling questions, helping
them understand the logic of the exams and improve their scores.

In the city, the education system is like a precision machine, and teachers
are often just one of many cogs within it. Too many constraints make it
difficult for teachers to be autonomous. They are limited by the system,
trapped by the evaluation system, and gradually lose their initiative as “ed-
ucators,” becoming mere tools. But in the mountains, in this land far from
the system and community intervention, | could both design the curriculum
and truly encourage the children’s growth. And it is precisely because of
this teaching freedom that the children, even in a resource-poor environ-
ment, still retained their imagination, emotions, and creativity.



Liang Jun: After two years of teaching, there were three visible results:

First, we compiled and published a collection of the children’s writings, ti-
tled A Peach Blossom Spring in the Wumeng Mountains. These words bear
witness to the children’s imagination, emotions, and creativity.

Second, the ancient poem “Moss,” which we repeatedly sang in a class-
room that lacked electricity, was later performed on the CCTV program
Everlasting Classics, moving countless people.

Third, during my two years of teaching, the children’s Chinese language
scores consistently ranked at the top in the township’s unified exams, even
though our teaching methods were not exam-oriented.

These achievements were not my initial goals, but they bear witness to the
children’s real growth and also prove a possibility: when rural education

is rooted in understanding and respect for the community and its people,
and on this basis, teachers have the freedom and right to explore suitable
methods of teaching and partnership, if the soil is free and the nourishment
is appropriate, even in a high, cold place like the Wumeng Mountains, chil-
dren can sprout, grow, blossom, and bear fruit.
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Liang Jun: The state was promoting the “school consolidation” policy, and
many rural teaching stations were being merged into the central schools in
the townships. Our Xinzhong Primary School was on the list to be consoli-
dated. On the other hand, this school was initially a “private school” found-
ed with private funds. Although it operated under the supervision of the
education bureau, it had always maintained a certain degree of autonomy,
such as being able to recruit its own teachers and explore its own teaching
methods. But with the strengthening of government finances and the im-
provement of transportation infrastructure, the policy required such private
schools to gradually become public. Once it became public, we would
lose our original educational autonomy, and many educational experiments
could no longer continue. In that kind of institutional environment, staying
meant we could no longer pursue the kind of teaching we wanted. So, we
could only choose to leave.

Liang Jun: From a teaching perspective, | don’t feel any regret. Because
once you lose the freedom to teach, a teacher is like a chef without his
knife, a clever housewife without rice, a soldier without his gun—even
with all your effort, you can’t truly teach well. In Shimenkan, we once
had that freedom, and when that freedom was no longer there, leaving
became the inevitable choice.

What | truly couldn’t let go of was the deep emotional connection estab-
lished with the Big Flowery Miao community over those two years. Talking
and laughing with the children in the classroom, running together on the
playground, visiting the homes of the local people in the evening to chat...
This kind of real connection between people is the part | miss the most.

Furthermore, teaching in the Wumeng Mountains gave me a sense of value
| had never experienced before. Our society often talks about how “he who
excels in study can become an official,” encouraging people to achieve
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so-called “personal value” through studying, working, earning money, and
establishing themselves in the city. But for me personally, during those
years of striving in the city after coming from the mountains, | rarely felt in-
ner satisfaction. The struggle brought not meaning, but continuous anxiety.

It wasn’t until | let go of the frantic pursuit of personal value and entered
the Wumeng Mountains, working and living in that largely neglected ethnic
community, that | had this strong realization: it turns out my knowledge and
abilities can directly serve a real community, and in this process, generate
true impact. This sense of value is not about boasting of achievements,
but about nourishing life. This experience changed me and became the
foundation for the rest of my life.

Liang Jun: This year marks the tenth year since | left Shimenkan. In the
past decade, | have become a book creator. | compiled the classroom
writings and drawings of the children that | had kept from those years into
a book, publishing A Peach Blossom Spring in the Wumeng Mountains.
These words and pictures from deep in the mountains are a true testa-
ment—moss flowers may be as small as grains of rice, but they too bloom
like peonies. For me, this is the hope that education has given me: the
smallest individual has his unique value and deserves to be seen.

In the unlit classrooms of the Wumeng Mountains, | sang ancient poems
with the children of the Big Flowery Miao. Those melodies that awakened
their poetic nature were not buried by time. Over these ten years, | have
slowly re-selected, composed, and arranged the poems we sang back then
into a set of poetic education materials for “setting poems to music”—Sing!
Nursery Rhymes, Sing! Ancient Poems, Sing! Song Dynasty Poems, Sing!
The Book of Songs, and Sing! Music Bureau Poems. | hope that by singing
in a relaxed way, the beauty of the Chinese language can enter the hearts
of more children.

A portion of the funds from selling the books | have invested in the “Moss
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Fund,” using this platform to support rural education. | also participate my-
self, going into schools in both cities and the countryside, leading teachers
and students to “set poems to music” together, using song to alleviate the
children’s academic pressure and also to let them find ease and joy in poetry.

Liang Jun: In these ten years, except during the pandemic, | have returned
to Shimenkan every year, back to Xinying and Zhongzhai, staying in the
homes of the local people. Sometimes | go alone, sometimes with my fam-
ily. After going so many times, my daughter and son have become friends
with my students, playing with their children. Our friendship continues ; our
journey together has not ended.

Overall, the children have learned the language well and have the ability to
interact with the wider society. Most of them went on to junior high school.
One just got into university this year, studying to be a teacher. He says he
wants to be a teacher in the future. He is the only student from this com-
munity to attend university in many years. Several others went to vocational
high schools, but many reported that they “couldn’t learn anything,” feeling
it was a waste of time and tuition, and that it would have been better to go
to work in a factory earlier. More people chose to go to the city to work. |
did a survey, and the men usually have only two choices: one is to erect
scaffolding on construction sites, and the other is to work on an assembly
line in a coastal factory, working twelve hours a day. Those who can’t stand
it work for a few months, earn some money, and go back to the village to
have fun, then go out again when they’re out of money. Those who can en-
dure it repeat the same monotonous actions day after day on the assembly
line. Many girls get married early and stay in the village to raise children.

Over the past decade, my interaction with the Big Flowery Miao community
has spanned both teaching and life. Ten years later, the current situation of
the children makes me reflect: what is the education that ethnic minorities
in the mountains truly need? The children’s lives have improved, and they
have left the mountains, but many are still trapped: trapped in vocational
high schools, trapped in universities, trapped in small Western-style houses
in scenic Miao villages, trapped on construction sites and in factories,
trapped in marriages. From this perspective, our education back then had



a minimal impact on them. Having left the mountains, they may have fallen
into a deeper predicament.

After years of thought and reflection, this year | have started exploring a
new idea in rural education—starting a business with small farmers in the
mountains to promote rural education through commerce.

Liang Jun: Because of my volunteer teaching, | formed a deep bond

with the ethnic groups in the high mountains. Over the years, besides the
Wumeng Mountains, | have also visited many mountain villages in western
Yunnan, making more friends and learning about their lives and commu-
nities. The local people often say to me, “Teacher Liang, if you could help
us sell our agricultural products, | wouldn’t have to go to the city to work,
and | could stay in the village with my children.” This sentence constantly
reminds me: if there were a way out, who would want to go to construction
sites or factories? If they can earn money in the village, their children can
have the companionship of their parents—this is precisely the starting point
of rural education.

After several years of studying these communities, this year | started a



business with the villagers in a Lisu ethnic village. This place has high-qual-
ity wild tea resources and can produce excellent black tea, but the villagers
lack the skills to grow and commercialize tea. | collaborated with com-
munity youth leaders and experienced tea masters to establish a small
workshop in the village, both producing tea and training young people to
master the skills, promoting the intergenerational transmission of these
skills within the community.

At the same time, | launched the brand “Discovery of Moss,” aiming to
create an enterprise that has both social value and sustainable profitability.
Our mission is to enhance the production capacity of small farmers and
bring ecological, healthy, and authentic agricultural products from the deep
mountains to the market. This is my new mission in rural education: in the
next ten years, to make money together with the local people, so that the
number of families with migrant workers decreases and the number of
reunited families increases. | also hope that the good products and crafts-
manship of the village will be passed down in these mountainous regions
from generation to generation. This is a rural youth vocational education
practice that aims for sustainability by utilizing commercial practices as
well as an apprenticeship system.

This is a new journey of walking together with the high-mountain ethnic groups.
Walking together is a form of mutually fulfilling education, and it is hope itself.
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On the morning of July 7, 2025, Mr. Fu Guoyong passed away
suddenly in Hangzhou, something | never anticipated when
we completed this interview in early June. This interview has
thus become my final conversation with Teacher Fu. The man
himself is gone, but the Guoyu Shushu lives on, and the young
boys whose lives he impacted live on. May Teacher Fu’s spirit
and integrity continue to be with them, and with us. This is in
his eternal memory.
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Fu: When this small educational experiment of the Guoyu Shushu had just
begun, the Chinese education | observed was an exam-oriented system
centered on memorizing facts and endless test-drilling. The pursuit of high
test scores was the overwhelming goal. Under such an evaluation and
examination system, students were confined to a predetermined track from
a young age, with no time for free reading and no space for independent
thinking. Their days revolved around repetitive knowledge drills, lacking
exercises for the mind and for the soul. Such an educational model pays
no attention to the cultivation of a person’s creativity, emotions, or char-
acter. In the pursuit of high scores and advancement, students are tied to
the war chariot of examinations from childhood, constantly in a state of
tension akin to an arms race. After-school tutoring institutions have sprung
up to meet this need, and many students spend their out-of-school time in
various training classes aimed at improving scores, euphemistically called a
“must-have.” Over time, the light in the children’s eyes gradually dims, and
many fall victim to the disease of apathy. Can we expect such children to
grow up with any imagination?

Fu: Nearly eight years later, not only have these problems not been alle-
viated, but they have become more and more serious. There have been
some changes, of course. Eight years ago, children were mainly exhausted
from rushing between various training classes. Since the crackdown on
the tutoring industry and the so-called “burden reduction” a few years ago,



FIR RO LD, BUTT IR 2T 0L, B & a5y, Kia ]
B SE )T, BRI AT S8 AR, bR AT RO B RE ) o BB SRR
TCH TN, B MRHEHE N A, HARE R R EIESOR,
MRS FALEE BRI EE R “ =1 T 47747, tht
1E =N A AN L —H &G ISR, I AR — Tk 5
SHIPESE, FFE53 AT 0 R, R TLO PRI R T B QRN SOHE, 3,
TIRIREE AR B G T34, AAEREAD AR R _RFTHE, w2 W LR AT,
HIZFIE R B R RREST SR 265 3K, A SUR RIR S,

TR IAEAEH BRI O+ AW, EER BT L, i1EH
FRE SRR IN (] B BD T, B R R A BN %7 AR 0 )2 N E AR,
PR ZARE UL, SRR AR DR, 85 AL, 58 M RERRS:
TE DR BB AR FHERII T IR, AN BRI &I, 2940
JERRARMER I 7], SROV R et TP IR T o SR b — A L — AR R 3K
SRR WITERRINGR, IR A REEREIRI, 1 HAESOMTE o —FUI,
HE N EF IR T RO BV, BB A TR NER Beia s,

1A NDEE IR R AL, FRAVOT AR SR AR RSz, I 1
LBEREAR, T2 S IERERE B SCHE 1955 — Ml g, 4 KL AV
BB KRR AT, FRAE S BRI IR e ks,

AT R R S ESINE S, LRSS, hh
BB it AR A A R Bl R4 PG 2 AR 2D 4R BE
SRIR, BAREICT ML, (BT T o VU AR T — 4 iR, e B
FRIET —4, HIEE] T REGARFRE SRR, CRERERT
—4E, eI BRIY RN, A R Z N SR B3, Bl B L T IR
FEFES . RN, AR AR AR AGEERCDEER DR U, 1IEFZ
RA B S AT T AR LE 5, T2 At AT S8 D A PR BE AL T 2 AT ]
FERIMARTT 2 FHEA AR WAL, (B A RAF I SRR, 18
PrER S /N R, A R Z Y A A, EISEE 2 )R, R —



schools’ exploitation of children’s time has reached an unprecedented lev-
el. Children are already overwhelmed just completing the various require-
ments and assignments from school. Add to that the after-school training
classes, and their time is completely filled, making truly autonomous extra-
curricular reading and time for creative thought increasingly rare.

Fu: The positioning of the Guoyu Shushu itself has not changed much. It

is still centered on imagination, not on memorizing facts, and is committed
to broadening each child’s horizons, inspiring their imagination, cultivating
their aesthetic sense, and enhancing their capacity for thought, that is, the
ability to think independently. The main course | designed is “Dialogue with
the World.” Although it uses mother-tongue education as a fulcrum, it is
not a language class in the usual sense, but a humanities class. | summa-
rize the educational experiment of the Guoyu Shushu with the mnemonic
“three-hundred-thousand-ten thousand”: that is, over three years, to give
the children one hundred “Dialogue with the World” classes, to introduce to
them one thousand authors from China and abroad throughout the ages,
and through traveling ten thousand /i, to weave a humanistic map of their
own in their hearts. Our classes do not get bogged down in words and sen-
tences, nor do they fixate on a certain set of facts. Instead, we start from
aesthetics and imagination to help children form their own ways of thinking
and expression, not just an accumulation of knowledge.

If you ask what is different now from the beginning, the main change is in
the children themselves; the time they can control has become less and
less. Most of the first children who came to the Guoyu Shushu were in the
fifth grade of primary school. They attended the “young boys’ class” for
three years and continued for another three and a half years in the “youth
class.” The second and third batches of children were also able to stay

at the Guoyu Shushu for five years. The children who came later faced
increasing academic pressure and internal competition at school. After
entering junior high, it became very difficult for them to find time, and extra-
curricular reading was almost completely abandoned. This change has be-
come more obvious year by year. This is the rigid macro-environment that
very few families can resist, and the children can only become its victims.
In other words, the educational arms race has become more intense than in
the past, and has even begun to extend down to the primary school level.
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Fu: My personal state of mind hasn’t changed particularly. My original
intention was never to turn the tide; | had no grand ideals, but rather to find
another possibility for mother-tongue education or humanities education.
Today, this small educational experiment is still ongoing, and my explora-
tion and reflection in practice are also continuing.

Fu: Most of the children from the first batch are taking the gaokao this year
and are in the final preparation stage. A very small number have already
entered university. Fu Runshi was admitted to the junior class of Xi’an



Jiaotong University before graduating from junior high, so although he was
accepted by Hangzhou No. 2 High School, he relinquished his spot in the
latter. After a year of preparatory study at Xi’an Jiaotong University and
another year in the physics department, he was admitted to the physics
department at Stony Brook University in New York and has been studying
there for a year. While studying physics, he has not given up on extensive
reading in the humanities; recently, he has taken a liking to Susan Son-
tag. In the early spring of last year, his collection of correspondence with
his classmate Zhang He, A Youth’s Letters, was published in Tokyo. What
surprised many friends was not which books they read, but the depth and
breadth of their thinking and the way they expressed their ideas. Fu Runshi
chose physics as his major, but he has a very good foundation in human-
ities, switching freely between physics formulas and novels, poetry, and
philosophical works. After arriving in the United States, he felt no sense

of disconnect at all; he could find a spiritual anchor between Eastern and
Western civilizations, which has a lot to do with the cultivation he received
at the Guoyu Shushu. From the very beginning when he came to the Guoyu
Shushu in October 2017, | have always emphasized the need to move
between the classical and the modern, the East and the West. He is no
stranger to the works of Dante, Shakespeare, Goethe, Hugo, Dostoevsky,
Spinoza, Tagore, Hu Shih, Lu Xun, Emerson, Kawabata Yasunari, and Ein-
stein. His life has long been marked by a global perspective.

The other author of A Youth’s Letters—Zhang He—is still preparing for

the gaokao. He aspires to study history and has a special affinity for the
National Southwestern Associated University. His ability to grasp new ideas
is excellent, and he can often see problems from perspectives that others
miss. Among the second batch of students, Chen Tianyue is currently in
the first year of high school at Hangzhou No. 2 High School, Ye Youran is
in the first year at Cangnan High School, and Yuan Zixuan is at the high
school affiliated with East China Normal University. If all goes well, they will
enter university in two years. When they left the Guoyu Shushu, they could
all write respectable articles. | sometimes read their articles in the small
journal Xiaguan, which they run themselves. They are well-written, inter-
esting, and have a certain depth. The heavy academic pressure has not
crushed them. | don’t know how far they will go or how high they will fly in
the future. | just believe that the foundation of humanities education laid in
their childhood and youth will always have an impact.
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Fu: The “children’s mother-tongue education” | have referred to is actually
just a fulcrum. The goal is the person, the exploration of the value of being
human, that is, humanistic value. Without a doubt, a person begins to
learn to dialogue with the world through their mother tongue. Considering
the receptive capacity of children, my entry point is aesthetics, because

a person’s aesthetic sense is the first step towards spiritual adulthood.

As Schiller said: “Aesthetic education is a necessary condition for man to
achieve spiritual freedom and human perfection.” And the mother tongue
is the starting point of aesthetic education. The kind of mother tongue a
person is exposed to in their childhood and youth determines their aes-
thetic starting point. | emphasize starting with aesthetics because | believe
that a child’s world is a world of pictures; they begin to understand the
world through images, but must eventually move from images to concepts.
The mother tongue is also the starting point of everyone’s thought life. A
German poet once said, “Where words break, there all things cease to be.”
The Czech intellectual Vaclav Havel also said that language is the begin-
ning of all things. Language is a miracle; because of it, we become human.
| engage in a dialogue with the world together with the children—by no
means a vague, empty dialogue, but one with a solid fulcrum. This fulcrum
is our mother tongue. With the mother tongue as the fulcrum, we continu-
ously enhance our ability to think, comprehend, and express ourselves in
the process of dialoguing with the world. Once a person gains this ability,
he possesses an indestructible fulcrum.

Fu: I’'m afraid there is no fundamental definition of “education” to date,

but the ancient and modern sages of both the East and the West have
described “education” in many different ways. Education is the channel
through which finite human beings, in their limited time on earth, inquire
into certain and unchanging values. Through education, it becomes more
possible for a person to transcend their own biological limitations and thus
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obtain a more certain and real understanding of people and the world they
inhabit. In short, education is simply to help everyone become “a person
among people,” to affirm the value of “being human.” The essence of edu-
cation is freedom, to achieve the self-liberation of life through education.

Fu: | am reminded of the American philosopher Will Durant’s words. He
believed that the three goals of education are: to control life through health,
character, wisdom, and technology; to enjoy life through friendship, nature,
literature, and art; and to understand life through history, science, religion,
and philosophy. Education involves two processes, and these two processes
are complementary. In one process, humanity passes on a rich heritage ac-
cumulated over generations to the growing individual, including knowledge,
skills, morality, and art. In the other process, the individual uses this legacy
to develop their own abilities and enrich their life. Education is the process
of making life more perfect day by day, that is, enriching the individual with
the heritage of humanity. If this important process of transmission and ab-
sorption is interrupted for half a century, then civilization will perish, and our
children and grandchildren will be more primitive than barbarians. | am very
fond of these ideas from Will Durant. Education, in the end, is about helping
people to better control, enjoy, understand, and enrich life, which is to say,
helping people move towards a “good,” “flourishing” life.

Fu: Not having the opportunity to receive such an education does not
mean there is no opportunity to enjoy such a life. Every person’s life experi-
ence and encounters are different. As long as there is an opportunity to en-
ter the chain of human civilization, to receive this civilizational legacy, and
to use it to understand and enrich life, it is not impossible. It just requires
greater effort and a more difficult path.

Fu: How an educator determines whether they are on the right path
depends on their understanding and grasp of the history of civilization, be-
cause every person lives within the context of the history of civilization, not
as an isolated being without precedent. The word “right,” if not qualified,
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can easily lead to ambiguity, so | am not very willing to use it. | only know
that since the times of ancient Greece, India, and pre-Qin China, the history
of human civilization has established certain fundamental values. Mei
Guangdi, who studied in the United States in the early twentieth century,
once said, “We must understand and possess all things true, good, and
beautiful that have stood the test of time.” | particularly admire this. This

is a different view from evolutionism; humanity does possess more deeply
enduring, unchanging values that have stood the test of time, fundamental
values that were formed independently in different contexts in the East and
West but are coincidentally similar. An educator is not a being who looks
down on the world from on high, but is just a member of civilized humanity
engaged in the ordinary yet magical work of education. In a stricter sense,
the teacher and the student are not two opposing sides, but stand together
to dialogue with nature, with people, and with the world. In other words, the
teacher and the student stand in the same direction, facing the authors of
ancient and modern times, from China and abroad. As a teacher, one does
not face the child with the total sum of one’s own knowledge, but connects
one’s own life with the child’s life. The process of education is also a pro-
cess of life meeting life. In terms of knowledge, no matter when, the teach-
er is always limited. In fact, the problem of “what we ought to know but

do not know” does not exist. From beginning to end, we should all know
our own limitations. But this limitation in knowledge does not prevent the
teacher from bringing the child before the legacy of human civilization. As

| said just now, the teacher and student stand on the same side; they are
also fellow travelers. | was once very frustrated by human limitations, until
one day | read a sentence by Brodsky and was suddenly enlightened —"In-
finity can only be comprehended through the finite.”

Fu: Of the one hundred “Dialogue with the World” lessons | designed, four
series of sixteen lessons have been published so far. The five lessons of
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the fifth series have also been submitted to the publisher, meaning twen-
ty-one lessons are now in book form. Each lesson is a small booklet, and
each booklet includes a transcript of the class, the reading texts, and the
children’s writings. The “reading texts” | compiled myself, about one to
two million characters, are our teaching materials. The way we have class
is through dialogue between teacher and students, and not only that,

but all of us together dialoguing with the authors of ancient and modern
times, from China and abroad. The classroom is a dialogue, and it is also a
weaving of a web. Centered around a theme, we weave a web of aesthet-
ics, a web of imagination, a web of thought. Besides asking and answering
questions and taking notes in class, children learn mostly through extra-
curricular reading. In addition to the ten to twenty thousand characters of
reading texts for each lesson, there are also designated classical Chinese
texts to memorize and recommended reading lists. So, for a child to get
into the swing of things and truly achieve the learning goals | envision, it
mainly relies on their work outside of class. If they cannot invest sufficient
time and energy outside of class, what they learn in the classroom will have
much less of an impact.

Fu: Over the past seven or eight years, | have seen that the children who
have grown well are all those who have invested a great deal outside of
class. One of my educational philosophies is to let the children be like a
tree—rooting downwards and growing upwards. This cannot be achieved
solely through their limited time in the classroom. Therefore, | constantly
emphasize “reading it out,” “memorizing it out,” “writing it out,” “walking

it out,” and “acting it out.” All these are to stimulate their passion and
awaken their inner strength. | have seen this hidden power in the children
time and again. Once awakened, they are like completely different people.
Drama performances and offline study tours are often the moments that
inspire them, because the time | spend with them is usually too short. Many
children are very shy and timid when they first encounter drama. Once they
get into character, they let their inhibitions go. In the process of auditioning
for roles, there seems to be a powerful driving force behind them, making
them learn to express themselves boldly and grasp the character’s person-
ality, which is also a blossoming of their own individuality.



Hr R R, TR HL 2 AR R e, FE TR B avrh
1 IR, TR BRI 2B NE AR 5 KB RENW, HEARE“F
IR

10 R A BMORETASE KA, (KO8 “F ARG, 0 TALL kR,
AATRES I, AT AR BE R IV, FE R BRI SR, TN — AR, 5
SURFRAF N — AR A A o SR AR L, SR A A 55 T A
AR, TRAERE B RENA M 138 BEHR T 2 BRI 3R RKARSE AN
RIS AR JUE RIS, RO AR R A, T RER % TR
ARG I FOFIE, HINFGHRAR R, TEE T &% T RIBER A 2 WG
TR E A AHE A KR BRR B KR, B0, AR, ) 20, 215
R\ BRRE, SRR R KA LN, #7013 ek LI T F s
TR, AR TE NS SO R 2 NS KA

Fu: | said one should read great works, not limited to works in the mother
tongue, but also including works from other peoples and languages of the
East and West. As long as they are translated into our mother tongue, they
should be encountered early on. This is to broaden their horizons, cultivate
their literary tastes, and develop a global perspective. The reading lists |
recommend take this factor into account. A child who encounters the Ho-
meric epics, Shakespeare’s plays, and of course, Chinese classical works
and the best vernacular works of the twentieth century early on will expe-
rience something truly special. | have always said that the books a person
encounters in their childhood and youth will have an immeasurable impact
on their entire life. For many children, shallow, juvenile children’s books
may be more pleasurable to read and more tempting, while good works
with depth may not necessarily attract them. | have also encountered many
children who could not adapt. As they grow older, they slowly abandon



juvenile books and mature into discerning readers. And some children are
quickly captivated by good books. For example, a fourth-grade child read
Thoreau’s Walden for the first time and could read it in one go.

Fu: The Guoyu Shushu has hired several tutors. My standard for choosing
tutors is, of course, that they are knowledgeable and accomplished, and
at the same time, love children and are willing to stand alongside children.
Those who have taught the children include Professor Jing Kaixuan from
Nanjing University, who is an expert in classical literature and a scholar
who translates and studies Eastern European literature and thought. He
has taught classes on classical poetry appreciation and Eastern European
literature for the children. Professor Huang Yuejie from Hangzhou Normal
University has dedicated his life to promoting drama education among
university students. The “Liuxia Drama Society” he founded has had a pro-
found impact and he is known as the “campus Shakespeare,” the “beard-
ed old Huang” in the eyes of his students. He has taught many drama and
recitation classes for the children at the Guoyu Shushu, rehearsing The
Ballad of Mulan, excerpts from Maeterlinck’s The Blue Bird, Shakespeare’s
The Merchant of Venice, Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound, Sha Yexin’s
Jesus, Confucius, John Lennon, Li Jing’s The Great Master, and Zhang
Xiaofeng’s The Man of Wuling. He has also taught recitation classes for
the children, including works from Hamlet, Faust, The Peach Blossom Fan,
Dream of the Red Chamber, and The Songs of Chu. His passion for life has
inspired many children.

There is also Professor Wen Zhong from the China Academy of Art, who

is dedicated to the study of Indian philosophy and has translated Tagore’s
poetry collections. He has taught a Chinese-English bilingual reading class
for the children at the Guoyu Shushu, using Tagore’s Stray Birds as course
material, and has also taught a class on Dante. Wang Xiaoqging is an expert
in English education and has compiled a very good set of English readers.
She has taught an English recitation class for the children. The involvement
of all these tutors has given the children of the Guoyu Shushu the oppor-
tunity to meet such accomplished teachers from a young age. The threads
they lay in their lives, what kind of role they will play in the future, is some-
thing we cannot see today, but | believe in the “surprise in the ordinary.”



Fu: The Guoyu Shushu has never pursued scale, because it is a “hand-
made workshop,” not an “industrial assembly line.” It cannot be replicated,
so it can only be a small, or even micro, experiment. From the very begin-
ning, | thought, this is just me and my one life, personally trying to help
the children of this era. My life is connected to their lives. Whether | can
truly influence them depends on many factors. Although it is not a deci-



sive condition for parents to be fully aligned and invested —because with
partial alignment and partial investment, they may also send their children
to dialogue with the world with me —insufficient agreement and investment
will inevitably lead to lackluster fruit for their children. This includes the
aforementioned Fu Runshi, Zhang He, Chen Tianyue, Ye Youran, and Yuan
Zixuan, as well as Zhao Xinyue, Liu Yiting, Jin Tianxin, Feng Yanzhen, and
others. It is because of the high degree of parental alignment that the chil-
dren have grown increasingly strong wings in their spirits and have begun
to take flight under the sky of human civilization’s history.
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Fu: Actually, from the very beginning, there have been no comparable ed-
ucational programs to the Guoyu Shushu, at least none that | have discov-
ered so far, so it’s impossible to talk about any differences— because the
Guoyu Shushu is not a school or an institution, but an “imagined commu-
nity,” “composed of all the children’s memories of the Guoyu Shushu.” The
practical approach of the Guoyu Shushu leans more heavily on spiritual de-
velopment. | wrote this on the sixth anniversary of the Guoyu Shushu: “The
Guoyu Shushu is actually a Peach Blossom Spring, just with a few peach
branches planted in the ground. It is not a physical entity, not a school, not
an institution. It is the connection of my life with the children’s lives after |
turned fifty, a connection in a spiritual space, established through the bond
of the mother tongue, with classic texts from ancient and modern times,
from China and abroad, as the medium. It is like a cloud that cannot be
grasped, yet it is a spiritual home that truly exists between heaven and
earth. | sow the seeds of the mother tongue in the children’s hearts and
water them with my heart’s blood, but it is up to them to gradually grow
into different forms. Whether they become towering trees, whether they will
be fruitful, depends on many factors, both external and internal. | merely
bring them together in an ‘imagined community’ or an ‘imagined republic,’
where they collide with each other, dialogue with each other, not only with
the visible people of today but also with the invisible people of the past. As
long as the timeless texts exist, the living water of civilization flows. One by
one, the lives of the long departed also live on in the history of civilization.”

Fu: Many years ago, | once said: how far a person can go, how vast a world
they can see, ultimately depends on the quantity and quality of the extracur-
ricular books they read from childhood and youth to young adulthood. Only
having high test scores and attending a famous university, but not having read
any decent books, one’s vision will be limited to the small gains and losses
right in front of them. Only by reading can one escape all that is imposed on
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you by an irresistible fate and reach a larger horizon. One can start with more
aesthetic reading. A person who has read the Homeric epics, Goethe, Tagore,
Tolstoy, Kafka, Brodsky... who has read Plato, Aristotle, Kant, Nietzsche, Rus-
sell... who has read Galileo, Newton, Einstein... enjoys greater freedom of the
soul. The best path to educational self-help is balanced reading of the classics.
It is parent-child co-reading that every family can carry out. This is the path
with the least risk and the lightest cost. Compared to monotonous test-drilling
and fighting for high scores, good reading is the way to truly connect a person
with the entire history of human civilization.

Fu: Other different explorations in the field of education each have their
own emphasis and direction. | have not paid enough attention to specific
cases, so it is difficult to make an accurate and objective evaluation. | have
always believed that exploring different paths is meaningful in itself. At the
very least, these small efforts from the private sector can open up different
possibilities. An open, diverse, rather than closed, monolithic educational
ecosystem is something to look forward to.

Fu: Due to practical limitations, the Guoyu Shushu has not yet considered
a full-time homeschooling format. The conditions required for full-time
education are very difficult to solve in today’s reality. There is also a lack of
good models among the “homeschooling practices” | know of.

Fu: In today’s institutional design in China, private schools, in fact, can
hardly achieve much. They cannot have much independence in their oper-
ating models, teaching content, or evaluation methods. In this macro-envi-
ronment, it is too early to talk about the significance of the existence of pri-
vate schools. “Private schools” must have institutional guarantees to have
a truly free space to operate and explore their own educational directions,
such as the private schools of the Republican era like Nankai and Nanyang,
which were products of that time period.
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Fu: At the tool level, the development of artificial intelligence will have
some impact, even a great impact, on the field of education. But | believe
that education is centered around people, for the sake of people’s lives,
and the richness and complexity of human personality, emotions, and
thoughts. Artificial intelligence is just a tool invented by humans. No matter
how advanced it becomes, it cannot replace humans themselves. “I think,
therefore | am,” “I love, therefore | am,” “l imagine, therefore | am.” Artificial
intelligence, at the end of the day, can only be a tool.

Fu: For decades, | have paid attention to the history of education since the
late Qing Dynasty, especially in the Republican era. When | was looking for
“six or seven young boys” and began the experiment of the Guoyu Shushu,
what inspired me were the cases of Tagore in India, Fukuzawa Yukichi in
Japan, and Tolstoy in Russia. They all had experience in running schools,
but | never thought of comparing myself to them, because the environment
I am in is completely different, and most of the conditions they had, | do
not have. | have edited books like Middle Schools of the Past and Primary
Schools of the Past, and have also written books like An Encounter with
Beauty and A New Record of Learning: Eight Lectures on the Origins of
Modern Chinese Education. | am familiar with the valuable resources for
later generations to draw upon from the experience of running middle and
primary schools in the Republican era, including Nankai Middle School in
Tianjin, Nanyang Middle School in Shanghai, and Chunhui Middle School
by Baimahu in Shangyu. But from the very beginning, | never thought
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of imitating any school from the Republican era. Not only is the Guoyu
Shushu not a school, but we are in a completely different era. So the path
| am exploring is just a personal one, me personally reading, walking, and
dialoguing with the world together with the children.

Fu: | have long focused on and studied the history of the Republican era,
and its education has influenced me unconsciously. My “Dialogue with the
World” course is not limited to vernacular Chinese; classical Chinese and
classical poetry also account for a considerable proportion. But | do not
agree with the paradigm of using single model essays, which has been
adopted in mother-tongue education since the Republican era. | want to
open up a new path. In the preface to my recently published book Seeking
Another Possibility for Mother-Tongue Education, | wrote this:

“l am trying to find and practice another path outside the mother-tongue
education paradigm that was practiced and established by masters like Ye

Shengtao, Xia Mianzun, and Zhu Ziging in the Republican era.

In the era of transition from classical to vernacular Chinese, they explored
a practical and feasible path for modern China’s mother-tongue education.

Their own foundation in the mother tongue and the efforts they put in, from

their frontline educational practice to the compilation of textbooks and
extracurricular supplementary readers, have all become unsurpassable
models in the history of education, their value proven by time. However, as

time goes by and circumstances change, how can we find a better path
to open children’s minds in a changed era, so that they can truly learn the
pure mother tongue and continuously enhance their ability to dialogue
with the world in their mother tongue, to stimulate their imagination and
cultivate their aesthetic sense—can this be accomplished merely with the
established paradigm? This becomes a question worth asking.

The teaching method pioneered by Mr. Ye, Mr. Xia, and others, which

is widely accepted and centered on single-text reading and words and
sentences, may be suitable for most children, but not necessarily for all
children. Moreover, in an era with the internet and search engines, it seems

passive to continue emphasizing fact-based knowledge as the center.




What | am thinking about is how to make a breakthrough and build some-
thing on the foundation they have laid. ‘There has never been a successful
attempt since ancient times,’ is a line from Lu You’s poem. What | seek is
not success, let alone to replace the old. What | seek is only new possibili-
ties, new creations, new values. The attempt itself is valuable. The ancient
nation of China has only broken free from ancient education for just over a
hundred years. Everything is still evolving, on a journey. How could we stop

striving toward a better way now, of all times?”

Fu: The intellectuals of the Republican era, in running schools, certainly
had their shortcomings. For example, the orientation towards nationalism
and statism was still very obvious, and there was not enough emphasis on
the individual spirit. They did not advocate that the state originates from
the individual, nor did they place the rights and dignity of each person first.
But to be honest, in my personal opinion, we are not yet at the stage to
discuss “how to overcome and surpass” their shortcomings. Instead, we
should sort through the past traditions of running schools and mine them



for wisdom. “Looking back” is sometimes the best way to “look forward.”
This is also my intention in compiling Middle Schools of the Past, Primary
Schools of the Past, and writing A New Record of Learning: Eight Lectures
on the Origins of Modern Chinese Education.

Fu: No special expectations, and no historical baggage. Everyone can only
strive under the conditions given by their own era; it is impossible to tran-
scend one’s own era and create out of thin air. | once said, “Three years,
one hundred lessons, one thousand people, ten thousand li, to lay the hu-
manistic foundation for a Chinese youth’s entire life.” This is an expectation
in a baseline sense. Historical changes always happen quietly and silently
in inconspicuous corners. The insignificant efforts made by an insignificant
individual in an insignificant corner may seem insignificant at the time, but
perhaps on a larger time scale, they will hold important meaning and value.
This is the wonder of the history of civilization.
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Fu: The space of the Republican era allowed intellectuals to have more
diverse choices. The fields of journalism, publishing, education, industry,
finance, literature, etc. all offered the possibility for one to settle down and
make a living. Such a space does not exist in contemporary China, so it is
also difficult to achieve much. Running an educational institution is an even
more difficult path. As | said before, what | am doing is just an insignificant
thing. | am walking a different path from those predecessors who had the
opportunity to run schools in the past, and it is even more impossible for it
to become a widely adopted model. The world always says, “people strive
to move upwards,” but | have gone against the current, choosing to “walk
to low places.” “Aiming ‘low’ for the long term” is how | position myself.
As a low-key idealist, standing with children is, in fact, standing with the
future. The future does not begin in the future.

Fu: The concept of “intellectual” is very general. In terms of educational at-
tainment, they are in fact mixed with other social groups and have no spe-
cific connotation. In terms of their profession, their faces have also become
blurred and they have no spiritual characteristics. Only by redefining this
concept in a spiritual sense can its social value be reflected, and that is to
act as the conscience of society, to maintain a sober critique of reality, and
to speak the responsible truth not only from a professional perspective but
also from the perspective of human civilization. This comes at a price. In an
era like today, talking about this topic, | feel it is a luxury, let alone playing
this role. As for “public intellectual,” the term has long been stigmatized

in the context of mainland China. In comparison, professional intellectu-
als find it easier to survive; true public intellectuals have almost lost their
place to stand. In an extremely complex and difficult social environment, to
achieve one’s spiritual pursuits and social value, the first thing, of course, is
to maintain independence in thought, not to give up independent thinking,
to have a deep understanding of history and reality, to be down-to-earth,
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to start from small and low places, but to look from high and far places,
and to adhere to the most basic human values that have stood the test of
time. If possible, one should transform one’s own thoughts and research
into spiritual achievements that can be shared with the world or left in time.
To overcome this era within oneself is not an empty phrase, but something
to be carried out in reality through the efforts of one’s individual life. The
efforts made in today’s imperfect world are the greatest realization of one’s
own spiritual pursuits and social value.

Fu: My small educational experiment is still ongoing. Perhaps we have to
wait for the children of the Guoyu Shushu to grow up to be able to more
accurately assess the value of this experiment. Education is a slow busi-
ness, not something that yields immediate results. It must unfold slowly in
time, like the growth of a tree, a long, subtle, and silent process. Before this
experiment began, | completed A New Record of Learning: Eight Lectures
on the Origins of Modern Chinese Education, explored the origins of mod-
ern Chinese education, and also thought about the “theory of educational
encounter,” publishing the book An Encounter with Beauty. But that was
just a collection of essays, not systematic research. The Guoyu Shushu has
allowed me to immerse myself in the practice of the “theory of education-
al dialogue.” | designed one hundred “Dialogue with the World” lessons.
Over the past few years, sixteen volumes of the “Dialogue with the World”
series have been published, and four volumes of the study tour course “A
Youth’s Journey Through China” series have been published, including A
Tale of Two Cities (Beijing, Nanjing), A Youth’s Journey Through Xi’an, and
A Youth’s Journey Through Jiangnan (Wuxi, Jiaxing, Haining). A Youth’s
Reading Tour of the West Lake and A Youth’s Reading Tour of the Fuchun
River will also be published. The study tour course “A Youth’s Journey
Through the World” has not yet been compiled and published. “Read ten
thousand books, travel ten thousand /i,” boils down to “dialogue with the
world.” At the same time, | have gradually formed the “theory of education-
al white space” (lid bai). Giving children “white space” in time is especially
important in an era of intense educational internal competition. Without this
white space, a child who is exhausted in their childhood and youth cannot
exercise their imagination. | call the “theory of educational encounter,”

the “theory of educational dialogue,” and the “theory of educational white
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space” the “three theories.” This is my basic view of education. | think the
“three theories” are very worthy of further exploration.

Fu: The experiment of the Guoyu Shushu is inherently a dance in shack-
les. Of course, there are limitations, and very great limitations. We are just
gazing at the world from within these limitations. Sometimes a sentence
comes to my mind, “Bodhidharma came to the East only to seek a person
who would not be deluded by others.” The environment around us is so
harsh. Day after day, we face irresistible forces. Seeing the harried figures
and tired eyes of one innocent child after another, | often feel powerless.
The school is not protecting their innocent childhood but is shaping them
according to an administrative, quantitative management model. The fam-
ilies of most children are not protecting their childhood but are passively
or actively cooperating with the school. What the Guoyu Shushu can do
is really too limited—to snatch a little leisure time from the school so that
the children can read, think, and have some white space. This little bit of
time is too much of a luxury. The result of being busy is the gradual loss



of innocence, which is the loss of their ability to grow and set down deep
roots like a healthy plant. | am convinced that this ability in childhood is ex-
tremely precious. The Czech novelist Kundera said that a person’s life grows
its roots in their first ten years. Childhood is a deep well of memory, and the
continuous living water from this well can nourish a person’s entire life. You
can see that kind of innocence in Einstein, a prime example of this potential.

The future is full of uncertain factors. What | can adhere to is to believe
in the basic values of the history of civilization that have stood the test
of time. They are contained in those timeless texts. | bring the very few
children who have the opportunity to read the world with me to these
authors and texts. Even in extremely uncertain times, we must pursue
and affirm such values.

Practical constraints prevent the Guoyu Shushu from expanding further.

| also do not want to deviate from my original intention and make com-
promises. | still deeply believe that the books one reads, the people one
meets, and the places one has been to at the prime of youth will enter the
depths of their being and become a spiritual source for their entire life. The
Guoyu Shushu is not about giving the children a ladle of water or a bucket
of water, but about leading them to see the surging rivers flowing into the
sea, to see the vast starry sky of the history of civilization, and to let them
become “children of civilization” in the words of Brodsky.



5P

BOOK REVIEWS



AR T SR HE I, wh PR 7 155 B0 YL

Jun Zhang, Map of Meaning, Call of Divinity, and Opportunity for
Education



B,
)45 M
SE/AELNE L))

oK ZE Jun Zhang

Maps

of Meaning,
the Call of

the Divine,
and the Kairos
of Education



BHE B E bR, AUET RIS

i, AR T JRAER R BE 1 B 57 T
BE RS BER, MAET ALY
IH3E AN SR B — R T R Ak

SEUBREZE E bR i SR R, A SR
IR —ANH A 3k HAH Y 55 26145,
R TP 1215 4% Jordan Peterson)
19994F5d 3 Routledge H i Y : (X
Ml A5 4) (Maps of Mean-
ing: The Architecture of Belief) 1] .
B T RIS AR BRI DI R, ARSOENF
PRI AR 5 B BUL S SO
MR FE NS Bk g, HE—20 B SRt
TR T BRARAMAEAIVE LR BN Y
PRI A T R I B 7R SRR S5 IAAE
— AR EE AR T, H AR A AR
RS ARSI RE,

R A HELUAZERY
Ho BRI BN AALE

The goal of education is not merely to transmit
knowledge, but to cultivate the ability to think

for oneself. Its highest goal, however, lies in the
shaping of character and the soul. This article
aims to reflect on how these deeper educational
goals may be realized, through an in-depth book
review. The text in question is an older and rather
unconventional one: Jordan Peterson’s Maps of
Meaning: The Architecture of Belief, published

by Routledge in 1999. 1| In addition to outlining
Peterson’s core arguments, this article will explore
the resonance or tension between his ideas and
certain core concepts in the Christian tradition,
and further reflect on the implications of these
discussions for understanding individual choices
of faith paradigms and contemporary spiritual life.
We will examine Peterson’s thoughts on meaning,
faith, and the human condition within a broad
academic perspective.

This is a book that defies categories. It is a
serious academic work by a serious scholar, with
nearly 600 notes and 300 references, and the
writing style is quite abstruse (Peterson is known
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for his pursuit of precision and rigor). The book
primarily took shape during the author’s time
teaching in the psychology department at Harvard
University, and parts of it were used as course
material. It is also a work of painstaking effort. The
author states that he spent three hours a day for
fifteen years meticulously choosing his words and
making repeated revisions. However, this book is
by no means a conventional or standard pursuit of
academic achievement. To many in the academic
world, the book is neither standard nor rigorous,
or perhaps it breaks taboos. The analysis of reli-
gion and myth is actually the focus of the book—
"God” (capitalized) and “god” (lowercase) each
appear about 250 times, and the name of Jesus
appears as many as 60 times. The book is also
highly “cross-disciplinary,” spanning psychology,
neurobiology, neuroscience, social anthropology,
Western philosophy, literature, biblical theology,
and Eastern religions, among others. In fact, after
its publication, the book received a lukewarm
response, if any at all. It is said that the hardcover
edition sold fewer than 500 copies. Peterson him-
self once lamented that for many years, people
simply did not know how to interpret this book,
and few attempted to review it seriously. In fact,

it was only after Peterson became a public figure
nearly a decade ago that the book began to re-
ceive significant attention. However, the author of
this article sees the unique value of this book and
will attempt to do it justice with a thorough review.

It is worth noting that the book did receive high
praise from a few prominent figures. For example,
Sheldon White, then the chair of the psycholo-
gy department at Harvard, called it a work that
“greatly broadens our understanding of human
motivation.” 2| Maxine Sheets-Johnstone pub-
lished a rare long review in Psycoloquy (2000),
calling it “a novel, thought-provoking, complex,
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and fascinating book, though at times conceptu-
ally confusing, repetitive, and irritating in format.”
However, “the book’s merits far outweigh its
flaws.”|2) For the general reader, the book may be
a difficult, even frustrating read. But ultimately, as
Sheets-Johnstone says, its strengths far out-
weigh its weaknesses, making it a rare gem.

Today, Jordan Peterson is a world-renowned
intellectual and influencer, with nearly 9 million
subscribers on YouTube alone. As a controversial
figure and a sharp-tongued right-wing thought
leader, he is both adulated and reviled. Peterson
was born in Alberta, Canada, in 1962. He attend-
ed the University of Alberta, earning bachelor’s
degrees in psychology and political science in
1984. In 1991, he received his Ph.D. in clinical
psychology from McGill University. From 1993

to 1998, he was an assistant professor in the
psychology department at Harvard University. In
1998, he moved to the University of Toronto as a
full professor, where he remained until he retired
in 2021 after a conflict with the university over
free speech issues. Today, in addition to writing
and speaking, he has also founded his own online
university: the Peterson Academy.

This work can also be seen as Peterson’s person-
al soul-searching over a large part of his life: it is
a search within his own inner world, as well as a
reflection on major social and historical issues.
Influenced by Jung, he believes that the answers
to the world’s problems are hidden in the secret
inner world of every individual. He states in the
book that although he grew up in a devout Chris-
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tian family and community and had a happy child-
hood, he was highly rebellious as a young man,
eager to cast off the spiritual wellspring that had
nurtured him, and urgently sought an “antidote” to
“the general social and political madness and the
world’s evil” (p. xv). But the thinking and writing of
this book largely foreshadowed his growing inter-
est in and positive evaluation of the biblical faith in
his later years.

As the title suggests, the author’s main pur-

pose is to question and explain the relationship
between the meaning of life and belief. The first
cornerstone of Peterson’s theoretical edifice is the
proposition that the world is a “forum for action.”
This is despite the fact that the world can also be
interpreted as a “place of things” (p. 1). The place
of things corresponds to the objective world and
the scientific narrative. The forum for action cor-
responds to the world of values and the non-sci-
entific narrative. The author argues that since the
Enlightenment, these two models have entered
into a state of confrontation that is both unneces-
sary and unavoidable.

If one is to live, one must act. Life is about acting
according to what one values, desires, and
believes ought to be. Therefore, where there is
action, there must be evaluation. Values are the
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precondition of action, or their implicit, uncon-
scious counterpart. Action demonstrates one’s
values because there are differences between the
available paths of action. Action is, in fact, the
expression of a preference for one set of options
over others. We always evaluate the present with
a preconceived “ideal future” as our goal. We
always act to transform the “place where we are”
into the “place where we want to be.” Therefore,
action follows a goal, and the goal determines
meaning and changes with it.

Peterson argues that values are about right and
wrong, good and evil. The distance between good
and evil gives meaning to action and life. For the
actor, the more valuable the path of an action,

the better, the more good it is. Without evil, good
cannot be defined. If one does not believe in good
and evil, action becomes meaningless because
there is essentially no difference in the array of
paths one may choose. The loss of meaning
signifies the collapse of the value hierarchy or
moral code that guides action—and more danger-
ously, the collapse of the underlying belief in the
existence of such a value hierarchy. This can lead
to depression, chaos, anxiety, and social con-
flict, even mass slaughter. Having lost a sense of
meaning, one inevitably falls into a fatal weakness
and turns from good to evil—succumbing to pain
and suffering, hating life, and even attempting to
annihilate it. This hatred leads people to identify
with, and even desire, the forces of destruction—
this becomes the root of human self-slaughter
and war. Therefore, the persistence of meaning is
crucial for both individual life and society.

Peterson offers a unique perspective and a
general interpretation of the meaning of life, also
providing a possibility for dialogue between differ-
ent standpoints. In summary, he argues that the
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complete meaning of life is inseparable from life
as a continuous process of “exploration,” which
includes three indispensable parts: 1) accept-

ing and practicing the meaning endowed by the
“known” that has already been explored, 2) believ-
ing that there is a transcendent or divine meaning
in the “unknown” that has not yet been explored,
and 3) affirming and enjoying the meaning of the
process of exploration itself. Similar to Descartes’
“I think, therefore | am,” Peterson’s emphasis on
exploration almost reaches the level of “| explore,
therefore | am,” although exploration and thinking
are inherently inseparable. Continuous explora-
tion means that meaning is never certain, but the
affirmation of exploration itself implies one is con-
victed of the existence of meaning. A meaningful
thing is desirable and pleasant. The affirmation

of the meaning of exploration already implies

that life is worth living—even through suffering,
there is light and hope at the end of the darkness.
But who defines good and evil? And where does
meaning come from?
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Michael Polanyi once said, “Modern thought in
the broad sense emerged as the human mind was
liberated from a mythological and magical inter-
pretation of the universe.” 5| Peterson believes
that one of the contributions of modern science
is to separate emotion from sensory perception,
allowing people to describe the empirical world
purely based on a consensus of what they per-
ceive, thus accelerating the process of scientific
exploration. In contrast, cultural traditions and
humanistic thinking are depictions of the world
represented by action. In this domain, we do

not have a verification process as powerful and
universally accepted as the empirical methods of
science. Before the advent of Descartes, Bacon,
and Newton, despite material scarcity, the human
spiritual world was vibrant. Sensory experi-

ence, moral beliefs, and transcendent faith were
integrated. The meaning of life was revealed and
passed down through “stories” or “myths” in oral
tradition—mysterious tales about the structure

of the universe and the origin of humanity. In the
eyes of medieval Westerners, the Bible revealed
the meta-story of humanity: all people are children
of God, all under the grace of the Most High. By
accepting God'’s revelation, people knew clearly
what they ought to do and how they ought to

do it. But after the Enlightenment, with the rise

of modern science and anti-traditionalists, more
and more people no longer believed in traditional
faiths and narratives. Ethics and morality were de-
nied by positivism, humanistic thinking was chal-
lenged by empiricism, and the mythical perspec-
tive was replaced by the scientific perspective. In
the modern era, more and more people no longer
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believe in the mystery behind the universe, but at
the same time are confused by excessive ratio-
nal skepticism and moral uncertainty. All modern
people who have lost their traditional faith must
live in an awkward predicament: in order to have
passion for life, they must believe that everything
they experience has meaning and value, but their
own reason tells them that everything is ultimately
meaningless and valueless.

According to the well-known “Hume’s Law,” what
“is” and what “ought to be” are two completely
different types of propositions. No amount of

“is” (descriptive truth) can put forth any “ought”
(normative truth). No matter how advanced our
scientific knowledge of the objective world may
become, it cannot provide any answers about the
goals, meaning, and value of life. However, an
individual cannot live without faith, because action
cannot be separated from values. And science
cannot provide these values. So-called naturalistic
ethical values are nothing more than self-decep-
tion. As Nietzsche perceived more than 100 years
ago, the ethical and moral views of Westerners
coexisted with their belief in God: when they no
longer believed in God, the values that came from
that belief were also shattered—they could not
reject God while retaining His values (p. 6).

What Peterson wants to emphasize is that, in fact,
all modern people still live by “myth” —whether
traditional or newly invented (such as the New
Age movement in the West). Those who verbally
claim to believe only in science and not in myth,
in fact, still derive meaning and value from some
possibly unstated myth (not science) in their lives.
Therefore, no one can proudly declare that they
live solely by the “laws of science” and can thus
draw a clear line between themselves and all
those who live by “religious superstition,” because
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such “laws of science” simply do not exist. Peter-
son argues that the function of history lies in its
connection to myth. History is usually constructed
as a kind of myth rather than an empirical fact or a
description of “objective events” —what is usually
emphasized is the psychological meaning of his-
tory rather than the facts themselves. Transmitted
beliefs, as “maps for action,” are used to explain
history and give it meaning, and also to provide
value guidance for people’s actions. It was so in
the past, and it is still so today. Peterson asks:
since the rise of science, are the myths we rely on
any less mythical than the ones we have rejected?
If the old belief systems are considered absurd,
are the ideological structures that replace them
not even more so?

Of course, science and myth are not diametrically
opposed. Science does not necessarily negate all
myths. Moreover, a Christian would believe that
among the various “myths,” there may be one
that is truly “the Word of God.” Science cannot
explain creation ex nihilo, nor can it put history

in a laboratory. Although a scientist as an indi-
vidual can confidently profess theism, “atheism”
and “theism” cannot both be true at the same
time. The conflict between “science” and “myth”
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becomes inevitable only when scientific reason is
bound to atheism. Peterson’s simple dichotomy
of science and myth oversimplifies the complex
relationship between reason and faith, ignoring
how science both provides many pieces of evi-
dence in support of faith and challenges it at the
same time, as well as the intersection and comple-
mentarity between science and faith as revealed by
the research of contemporary Christian scholars like
Stephen Meyer.

Michael Polanyi, on the other hand, explicitly
argues that science, art, and religion are all legiti-
mate human explorations of meaning. o] Polanyi’s
analysis of the history of science shows that sci-
ence, like myth, also needs to integrate fragments
of experience into meaningful patterns through
imagination. Similar to artistic or religious activi-
ties, scientific exploration also relies on personal
subjective judgment, inarticulable and unverifiable
tacit knowledge, and social recognition. Polanyi
therefore completely rejects the idea that science
produces value-neutral objective truth. What
Polanyi saw was that after the Enlightenment, the
anti-religious, anti-authoritarian, and skeptical
currents of thought that arose with scientism and
positivism cut people free from their obligations
to truth and justice, which was fatally destructive
to Western civilization. Individualism and nihilism,
which scorn all religious authority and treat all
traditional morality with doubt, also paved the
way for totalitarianism. The ignorance of scientism
relegates man to nothing more than a machine, a
beast, or a collection of desires, thus depriving us
of the possibility of taking personal responsibility
seriously, and even leading human moral passions
to a baser state.

Peterson and Polanyi’s concerns about the lack
of meaning and moral resources within the crisis
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of modernity coincide with the late intellectual
turn of another contemporary thinker, Jirgen
Habermas. Habermas, a former Marxist and a
representative of secular rationalism, also began
to profoundly reflect on the foundational role of
the Judeo-Christian tradition for (Western) modern
civilization after the 9/11 attacks. Like Peterson
and Polanyi, he came to the clear conclusion
that science cannot bear the weight of meaning
and morality. In particular, he affirmed that the
moral framework of Western modernity —freedom,
equality, democracy, human rights (so-called “uni-
versal values”)—is undeniably derived from the
ethics of justice in Judaism (the Old Testament)
and the ethics of love in Christianity (the New
Testament). Christianity is not merely a precursor
or catalyst for modernity, but a continuous force
that shapes the norms of modernity. He therefore
argues that the process of secularization in the
Western world is not, as many believe, a process
of de-religionization, but a “translation process”
of transferring moral norms derived from religious
faith to the secular world: for example, translating
the biblical concept of “humanity created in the
image of God” into the secular concept of “human
dignity.” But Habermas and Peterson both agree
with Nietzsche’s proposition—that attempting to
enjoy the moral norms derived from the belief in
God while abandoning the belief itself is noth-

ing but self-deception. So in 2005, he proposed
the concept of a “post-secular society,” further
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emphasizing the contemporary value of Christian
faith from a social and utilitarian perspective.

Therefore, the emergence of science indeed pos-
es a great challenge to traditional faith and has led
many people in the modern age to lose interest

in traditional belief systems, including Christian-
ity. But science has not disproven faith, let alone
replaced it in the “forum for action.” The so-called
“scientism” that is revered as a “scientific” value
system is nothing more than a beautiful lie and an
excuse. Many people reject faith out of misun-
derstanding or ignorance, or out of emotional re-
sistance, rather than a truly rational and scientific
spirit of seeking truth. Of course, it is also due to
the continuous output of radical liberal scholars
who have been anti-tradition and anti-faith for
centuries.|12] Therefore, it is necessary to conduct
a comprehensive reflection on the influence of sci-
ence and myth in the forum for action. The correct
approach is to compare the credibility of different
non-scientific beliefs or “myths” as guides for
action, rather than to assert that only science is
credible. In a contemporary society permeated by
scientism, this should also be the starting point
for promoting education in values and faith.
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In Peterson’s forum for action, everyone is and
should be an explorer. The world presents itself
to the explorer as two domains: explored territory
and unexplored territory. The former is the known
domain—cultural and mythical, protective and
authoritarian, the accumulation of the discoveries
of our predecessors. The latter is the unknown
domain—creative and destructive, the origin and
final destination of all certain things. The known
domain is also the domain we share in society
with those who have the same faith and belief
traditions. Peterson strongly emphasizes that the
coexistence of the known and the unknown is
foundational to human life. It can be said that the
basic state of an individual’s life lies in settling
the unknown and expanding the known. The map
of an individual’s “known world” is also a map of
action patterns. Its establishment is the interme-
diate result of a continuous, social, and creative
process of exploration.

The unknown can be a threat or an opportuni-

ty for people. People are naturally drawn to the
unknown and must face its challenges. When
humans suddenly encounter an unexpected shock,
they instinctively feel surprised—a mix of fear and
curiosity —followed by a shift in attention, emotion-
al fluctuation, and behavioral impulses. Peterson
believes that humans have an instinct to control
their frequency of contact with the unknown, which
is also an instinct to regulate their own interest:

too much contact leads to chaos and anxiety,
while too little leads to stagnation and regression.
Therefore, it is also in line with instinct for a person
to lack interest in certain unknown domains (such
as unfamiliar cultures and faiths), because hu-

man attention and cognitive resources are always
scarce. Of course, there is also the possibility of
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value misjudgment or treating the “unknown” as
“known” —it is actually quite difficult “to know what
you know and what you do not know.”

No matter how much knowledge humanity ac-
cumulates, in essence, we are still ignorant and
will continue to be so. “Unexplored territory is
eternally around us, like the sea around an island.
We can widen the area of the island, but we can
never drain the water” (p. 48). This means that
humanity must humbly accept coexistence with the
unknown, but at the same time, should retain the
interest and courage to explore it. The known world
with regards to meaning encompasses all cultural
cognition and mythical narrative formed within a
specific historical and geographical framework.

It necessarily contains some mysterious presup-
positions—including the biblical faith—therefore,
the known must still contain the unknown. So, if
we leave the “known,” both the individual and the
world will fall into chaos, but the “known” is only
a preconception and a shared belief, not god-like
omniscience, and may even be the opposite of
truth. The known—deep-rooted religious beliefs,
cultural traditions, behavioral habits, etc.—can
also stifle, mislead, and limit our exploration and
creation. Therefore, for humanity, the unknown

is eternal, uncertainty is eternal, plans can never
be perfect, mistakes are inevitable, and the tragic
nature of life is also inescapable, because man is
mortal. Accepting the unknown means acknowl-
edging human finitude and vulnerability, but it can
also open up a process of creation and renewal.
Conversely, exaggerating the known, denying the
unknown and mankind’s limitations, can lead to the
absolutization of some relative or even erroneous
belief, opening the road to hell and destruction.

The process of creative exploration can trans-
form the unknown from something fearful and
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overpowering into something known and ben-
eficial. The unknown and the act of exploration
themselves are important components of hap-
piness —people fear uncertainty, but they are
even less able to accept complete certainty. All
rationalist and totalitarian systems have failed

to fully consider this paradox in human nature.
Therefore, Peterson quotes Dostoevsky’s “piano
key” metaphor: “Man is man, and not a piano key!
And the whole work of man seems to consist in
nothing but proving to himself every minute that
he is a man and not a piano key! ... And how can
one not be glad that it has not yet come off, and
that desire still depends on something we don’t
know?” So, “even if you were to shower all the
earthly blessings on him, to overwhelm him in
happiness, ... it would still only make him mad”
(p. 12). But radical rationalism and totalitarianism
both attempt to impose certainty and “perfect
happiness” on people.

A Christian believes that the object of their faith
is absolute, the one true God. But this is not to
claim the absoluteness of the faith itself; rather, it
is to claim that every believer is a sinner saved by
grace. The emphasis on faith and original sin are
both an emphasis on human finitude. Accepting
faith as “known” is a new starting point for life’s
exploration, not its end. Christians gain hope and
certainty through faith, but this certainty does
not eliminate the unknown and uncertainty of this
life. It may even mean greater challenges, risks,
persecution, and suffering. Therefore, a Christian
would argue that taking risks in faith is the safest
path, and trying to control everything by oneself
is the most unsafe. And so, continuously facing
the tension between the known and the unknown
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is a lesson that no one can avoid, and it is also an
eternal theme that education must wrestle with.

A seeker of knowledge is an explorer of the
unknown and one who adapts to the world. Given
the relationship between the known and the un-
known, Peterson argues that there are three basic
ways humans adapt to the world: the “heroic ar-
chetype” affirms the meaning of life and continues
to explore and face challenges; the “totalitarian
archetype” denies the unknown with rational
arrogance; and the “decadent archetype” refuses
to explore and to face the unknown. Moreover, the
opposite of identifying with the hero is identifying
with the adversary (or the devil), who is proud,
lying, destructive, and foolish. Of course, such a
classification and definition may not be objective
or fair. This author believes it reflects Peterson’s
own special concern for individual psychological
iliness as a clinical psychologist, as well as his
lifelong profound reflection on human evil and the
disasters of totalitarianism.

In summary, the heroic archetype means facing the
unknown with an attitude of honesty, humility, pos-
itivity, optimism, and courage, accepting challeng-
es, and serving society. Identifying with the hero
helps individuals to bear the unbearable weight

of life and also provides them with the possibility
of simultaneously transcending group limitations
and defending the interests of the group. Peterson
presupposes that anyone can and should achieve
this “heroic identification” and “heroic character.”
And a person who lacks “heroic character” either
presents some psychological pathology (such as
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anxiety or depression), or becomes inferior and
cowardly, or engages in wrongdoing. Thus we can
infer that in order to become an ideal explorer who
truly makes an impact on society, an educated
person must embrace both “heroic identification”
and “heroic personality”.

Peterson believes that the essence of doing evil is
the denial or abandonment of the meaning of life,
the loss of the heroic personality. He believes that
Satan, the adversary, is the spirit behind the de-
velopment of all totalitarianism; its characteristics
include a rigid ideology dominated by rationalism
and perfectionism, a mode of adaptation based on
lies—refusing to admit mistakes, refusing to accept
imperfection—and a hatred of the self and the
world. The inevitable assumption of omniscience

in totalitarianism—replacing “God” with “reason” —
stems from “Luciferian pride” and will inevitably
give rise to a hellish personal and social state.
Fascism, in the name of protecting individuals from
harm with the promise of the collective, imposes a
certain absolutist collective identity on people, sac-
rificing the spirit of the individual to face life’s chal-
lenges alone. Peterson believes that fascists are
dominated by fear and arrogance, trying to deny
the unknown, mystery and divinity, and human
weakness, while trying to control everything, which
can only damage the population’s ability to adapt
and thus lead to its ultimate collapse. Fascists first
destroy everything they do not agree with, and

in the end they destroy everything. Fascists also
inevitably lose empathy, becoming both cruel and
rigid: because in the “perfect world” they advocate,
nothing imperfect is tolerated.

If the fascist is an inflated personality, the deca-
dent is a shrunken one. The fascist deceives him-
self into believing he can conquer all unknowns
and difficulties; the decadent deceives himself
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into believing that the unknown and difficulties do
not exist. The decadent personality also denies
the hope, power, and redemption that may exist in
the mysterious unknown. The decadent is undisci-
plined, avoids his own shortcomings, refuses to
integrate into society, and clings to his own ideas.
The decadent refuses to explore, thus weakening
the strength of his own character and his ability to
adapt, and may eventually fall into psychological col-
lapse due to his inability to bear the burdens of life.

The heroic archetype corresponds to the “heroic
personality.” Peterson is dually influenced by the
personality psychology of Jung, and the Christian
faith—although he argues that “heroic person-
ality” can be nurtured in any culture, he largely
takes Jesus, who suffered for righteousness, as
the ideal type of hero—"by his wounds we are
healed” (Isaiah 53:5). The hero, even in the face of
death, disregards the pressure of group conformi-
ty and still holds fast to the “true way.” The most
important thing about the heroic personality is to
overcome the fear of death and to uphold human
dignity. There is an antidote to the suffering of

life, but obtaining the antidote requires courage,
requires risk, requires hope. Identification with the
heroic personality makes the world bearable for
the individual, at least minimizing unnecessary
suffering. What Peterson is implying is that in an in-
terconnected society, my identification with the hero
and my bearing of suffering means the reduction of
your suffering and the increase of your happiness.

A Christian would ask: can a person who does not
know Jesus Christ, even one who is not interest-
ed in the Christian faith, still develop a Christ-like
“heroic personality”? Of course, as Peterson
explains in his book, every culture upholds its
own heroic figures and heroic spirit. But not

every culture is equally conducive to the shap-
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ing of a heroic personality. This writer believes
that Peterson’s proposition of a universal “heroic
personality” presupposes that everyone has some
kind of divine guidance, a divine hope, and an
instinctive sense of sanctity, dignity, and morality.
As long as a person can voluntarily and without
self-deception continuously explore the unknown
and pursue meaning, it is highly likely that the
endpoint of the heroic personality is some kind of
encounter with God. And the function of an ideal
education should be the affirmation, encourage-
ment, cultivation, guidance, and consolidation of
this “heroic personality.”

In connection with the heroic personality, Peter-
son particularly advocates for “the divinity of inter-
est” (p. 346). Within everyone’s interest, there is a
divine call from the unknown, a call from outside
the protective walls of group identity, a call of
some transcendent sense of dignity. For Peterson,
maintaining the divinity of interest is synonymous
with pursuing truth, following the guidance of the
divine call, developing true individuality, and build-
ing a heroic personality. Peterson believes that a
deep sense of meaning is obtained through the
bearing of deep responsibility; if you accept the
burden of responsibility and accept the deepest
suffering, you can discover inner meaning and
transcend suffering. Conversely, the loss of divine
interest means the closing of the soul or some
kind of psychological collapse, meaning the loss
of one’s sense of meaning and pleasure (a key
symptom of depression), and a further slide to-
wards “adversarial identification.” From a biblical
perspective, we can think of God’s election and
blessing through suffering: “I have chosen you

in the furnace of affliction” (Isaiah 48:10). Or the
teachings of the Sermon on the Mount: Blessed
are the poor in spirit! Blessed are those who hun-
ger and thirst for righteousness! Blessed are those
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who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake!

Of course, the premise of a sense of the divine

is the existence of the divine. Peterson does not
directly express his endorsement of the Christian
faith or belief in God in the book. He seems to
imply that even in a culture with an atheistic belief
system, an honest person should be able to feel
the call of the divine. His view of human nature can
be seen as consistent with the view of “general
grace” (or the traditional idea of natural law) as ex-
plained in Romans (1:19): “For what can be known
about God is plain to them, because God has
shown it to them.” Perhaps divinity exists in every-
one’s heart, but is often shirked and suppressed.
At the same time, Peterson presupposes that even
outside the Christian faith, people can perceive that
life is worth living, that there is hope, that there is a
way out of suffering, and that it is worth enduring
and waiting for. Of course, for a Christian, all of this
can only be obtained in Christ. Furthermore,under
the prevalent worldviews of materialism, ratio-
nalism, utilitarianism, nihilism, or other forms of
idolatry today, this presupposition cannot find
traction, or rather will be severely weakened and
rejected. Therefore, education in values and faith
must inevitably incorporate debate and analysis of
various worldviews and values.

From a biblical perspective, the establishment of
Peterson’s “heroic personality” and the mainte-
nance of “divine interest” require special divine
grace. Peterson also realizes that following “divine
interest” entails an internal struggle, similar to
“spiritual warfare” that is familiar to Christians.
This proposition is also consistent with the claims
of the 18th-century American theologian Jon-
athan Edwards on virtue. In The Nature of True
Virtue (1765), Edwards argues that human virtue
is the sincere assent of the human heart to God
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as the ultimate being and the ultimate reality

of truth, goodness, and beauty. So, if a person
can be honestly faithful to their divine interest,

to the guidance of their conscience, it is almost
inevitable that they will develop an interest in the
Christian faith, although Peterson’s book does not
explicitly express this meaning. But why, in reality,
do most people seem to have no interest at all?

One of Peterson’s answers can be summed

up along these lines: because people cannot
renounce lies and hold fast to honesty. The root of
social and individual psychological illness—"de-
nial” and “repression” —is lies. Peterson believes
that the proposition that the tragedy of life is
unbearable—that human experience itself is evil—
is a lie. Any proposition that denies the sanctity of
life, human dignity and responsibility, is also a lie.
A person who accepts such a lie becomes a liar
himself, voluntarily forfeiting his heroic person-
ality. Lying is a submission to fear, an escape
from the unknown, an abandonment of hope and
redemption. To refuse honesty is to refuse moral
truth, thereby rationalizing cowardice, deprav-

ity, indulgence, and destructive evil. Once one
compromises with lies, as fear increases, one’s
dependence on lies will also increase. And the
root of lies is the anxiety surrounding death and
the fear of the unknown. The ever-expanding hu-
man capacity for abstraction and our imagination
of death make us associate human vulnerability
with every unexpected encounter, deeply planting
the consciousness of death into the course of
everyone’s life. Fear also easily makes us cling to
our protective social identities. But group identity
often leads to pathological ignorance and evil,

as in fascism. Abandoning the heroic personality
easily leads to “blind obedience to the forces

of socialization” (p. 347), where one becomes a
slave to custom and habit.
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Peterson argues: “the consciousness of death”
can also “force us relentlessly upward, to a state
of awareness sufficient to bear the thought of
death,” “making us realize our ability to face
‘individual vulnerability’ directly” (p. 468), and to
discover the “moral truth” of our lives (p. 466),
and thereby discover our ability to seek meaning
in the face of the unknown—our “infinite capac-
ity for good” (p. 456), “our capacity for voluntary
acceptance of the terrible burden of death” (p.
454). In this way, we can bear and overcome the
“tragedy of existence” (p. 454), and our potential
for evil is defeated. Of course, for a Christian, that
moral truth that overcomes the fear of death is a
person/God, Jesus Christ. From an educational
perspective, what is worth deep thought is, how
can we guide the educated to pursue the “heroic
personality” and “heroic identification,” and help
them avoid “adversarial identification” or the “to-
talitarian archetype” and “decadent archetype”?
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Everyone’s interest and its evolution are controlled
by the brain. The discussion of neuropsychology
occupies a large part of the book. A fact that in-
terests Peterson in this regard is that the division
of labor between the left and right hemispheres

of the brain seems to correspond to the known and
unknown worlds respectively: the right brain is main-
ly used for “cautious response to novelty and the
rapid formation of global hypotheses,” while the left
brain dominates the detailed processing of known
things that have been clearly classified and are
proceeding according to plan (p. 32). Although our
knowledge of human consciousness is still very lim-
ited, and the existence of the soul is not recognized
by science, the progress of neuroscience is helpful
for all humans to better understand themselves.

We know that the human brain is capable of
extremely complex cognitive functions, including
emotion, perception, memory, imagination, deci-
sion-making, and thinking, with very low energy
consumption. Energy efficiency is an important
feature of the brain’s design and work. The hu-
man response to the unknown, the allocation of
attention, and the generation of maps of meaning
are first emotional and second habitual, and both
are related to memory. Emotion is controllable
because the neural networks of the brain have
plasticity. The brain is composed of three inde-
pendent groups of neurons: motor units, percep-
tual units, and emotional units. The emotional unit,
as an emotion amplifier and regulator, belongs to
the “limbic system,” hidden under the folds of the
neocortex, especially in the structure closely inte-
grated by the amygdala and the hippocampus. It
is responsible for processing signals with motiva-
tional significance or emotional salience, as well
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as the infusion and updating of memory. When
one suffers an accident or sudden shock, the lim-
bic system will be quickly activated, changing our
emotions, interpretations, and behaviors.

When we face the unknown, we will automatically
feel anxiety, fear, curiosity, excitement, or hope
before we can conduct a routine exploration or try
to classify the unknown entity. The amygdala is
responsible for confirming the emotional meaning
of unexpected signals. It is highly sensitive to

and preferentially processes stimuli with negative
emotional meaning (especially threat or fear-re-
lated), to help the subject identify and stay away
from dangers in their environment. The amygda-
la’s control over one’s attention depends on the
tension between the two emotions of anxiety and
hope. If the signal does not have emotional appeal
(neither threat nor reward), it will be considered
“uninteresting” and automatically suppressed or
rejected. When the stimulus is repeated without
significant consequences, the brain will habituate,
reducing the neural response and interest in that
stimulus. The amygdala also enhances the mem-
ory of emotional events through its connection
with the hippocampus, thereby indirectly affecting
subsequent attention allocation.

The hippocampus is like the cache of a computer,
mainly in charge of the brain’s temporary memory
and storage. The output of the hippocampus con-
nects to the cerebral cortex, and it can classify
and transfer temporary memories to the cerebral
cortex to form long-term memories. The hippo-
campus is good at comparing the current reality
with the ideal future constructed by the motor
units based on memory. When one encounters

an unexpected event, if the result interpreted by
the hippocampus does not match the expected
result, a corresponding emotion will be generated,
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and the hippocampus will switch modes, prepar-
ing to update the memory storage in the cerebral
cortex. The prefrontal lobe is like the central
processing unit (CPU) of a computer, containing
a “reward circuit,” and is the engine of rational
thinking in the human brain. The dopamine secret-
ed by the prefrontal lobe is called the “interest” or
“motivation” neurotransmitter and plays a role in
various high-order cognitive functions by regulat-
ing neural engagement. The rational thinking of
the prefrontal lobe and the emotional response of
the amygdala have a mutually inhibitory effect to
achieve a balance between reason and emotion.

Memory includes procedural memory, episodic
memory, and semantic memory. Peterson empha-
sizes that philosophy, religion, myth, drama, litera-
ture, ritual, games, stories, and various narratives
will all enter the brain and become memory with
time and experience, providing action patterns
for human adaptation to the environment. Moral
norms are usually represented, communicated,
and elaborated through episodic memory and
semantic memory. Imagination, through the
interaction of the hippocampus and the prefrontal
cortex, relies on episodic memory to construct
simulations of situations to participate in shaping
expectations for the future. All myths and narra-
tives, before being explicitly expressed in abstract
language as behavioral patterns, are also con-
structed by imagination. All disciplines within the
humanities are closely linked to imagination, but
imagination also plays a crucial role in science.

New, unexpected, or significant stimuli will bring
about an orienting reflex from the limbic unit,
causing an involuntary shift of attention, thus
allowing the event to enter one’s consciousness.
As the stimulus is repeated, the orienting reflex
will weaken or habituate, indicating that the
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brain has learned to recognize the stimulus as a
predictable learned response and no longer needs
attention. Emotion can also form memory and be
reinforced into habit through repeated input. The
neural network treats habit as the default option.
The formation and consolidation of new habits
require the use of the power of neuroplasticity for
constant repetition, and also need to compete
with the strong neural circuits corresponding to
old habits. So, from the perspective of an edu-
cator, a student’s interest in a certain piece of
information depends on when it is first recognized
by the brain as a novel stimulus and the value
assessment it receives. When similar stimuli are
repeated, the sensitivity of the brain’s response
will decrease. Once the brain has habituated to a
stimulus, it is not easy to change how it has been
classified as something of interest or disinterest.

The brain filters a massive amount of input
information through the attention system, con-
trolling neural engagement. In addition, during
cognitive overload, especially in tasks that require
sustained attention, the brain will reduce interest
or “go on strike” to avoid excessive fatigue. The
brain will automatically classify certain signals as
“irrelevant” based on past experience and cultural
background. Anxiety or depression can change
the allocation of attention, causing certain signals
to be particularly noticed or ignored. All these fea-
tures will affect a student’s interest and response
to the information transmitted by the teacher. The
way the information is expressed —whether it is
clear and easy for the recipient to understand,
and whether the mode of expression is novel

and interesting—will also directly affect the other
party’s interest.

Consciousness is the intelligent operator that
determines and controls our behavior, and the
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subconscious is the autopilot./ 14| Habit will cause
some behaviors to become conditioned reflexes,
often unconsciously. Freud described the human
mind as an iceberg, with one-seventh of its vol-
ume floating above the water. The importance of
the unconscious and subconscious often exceeds
our imagination. Kandel said: “Our conscious per-
ceptions, thoughts, and actions are all influenced
by unconscious mental processes” 15 (2018, p.
16). In addition to affecting habits, the subcon-
scious will automatically screen and process the
information that constantly floods into our minds.
Unconscious expectations and intentions will af-
fect one’s conscious choices and decisions. One’s
sensitivity to and preference for an idea also exist to
a large extent in the subconscious. Michael Polanyi
emphasizes that any learning exploration involves a
“from-to knowing” cognitive process: an subsidiary
awareness as the “from” and a focal awareness as
the “to” are integrated through the one’s personal
memory, intuition, imagination, and participation,
which naturally also involves the integration of vari-
ous conscious and subconscious processes.

So, being familiar with the way the brain works

is crucial for an educator. At the very least, we
should ensure that the way we transmit infor-
mation and communicate can arouse sufficient
interest in students. It should be understood that
the learner’s interest and position are greatly
influenced by preconceptions. The exchange of
language and logical reasoning have a very limited
effect on changing an adult’s deeply held beliefs.
A person’s interest in and response to a new
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cognitive or belief paradigm depends to a large
extent on the historical imprints hidden deep in
their memory, which are very likely unconscious.
Many times, presenting facts and reasoning
cannot change people’s hearts. Educators should
also think of ways to help the person they are
communicating with to dig out the cognitive or
emotional obstacles hidden deep in their memory
and subconscious.

The shaping of a person’s interest and the draw-
ing of their map of meaning begin in infancy and
need to be understood in the context of their life’s
journey and social environment. An infant is highly
dependent on its parents. A child cannot live
independently and must go through a childhood
“apprenticeship” (p. 216). A child is usually slowly
exposed to the “unknown” and integrated into the
“cultural structure” under the protection of its par-
ents. A baby’s learning begins with observing and
imitating the mother’s body language. The instinct
to imitate is also related to the ability to form ad-
miration and build trust. A child will observe and
identify the objects of their admiration and trust
(first and foremost, their parents), and actively
imitate their behavior, absorbing their values. Pe-
terson argues that “action precedes idea” (p. 415):
a child can learn how to act appropriately before
being able to provide an abstract explanation or
description of their behavior. Therefore, every-
one’s interest and map of meaning are established
before they begin to learn abstract thinking or
even language. A child can gradually establish
their own value system by observing the likes
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and dislikes expressed in their parents’ behavior
(for example, whether the parents love reading

or playing games). A child can form values of
honesty and integrity by observing whether their
parents lie and whether their words and actions
are consistent. The rewards and punishments that
parents give for a child’s behavior will also directly
affect the development of the child’s values. More
important than lecturing, the behavioral pat-
terns of faith that parents live out in front of their
children will directly affect the child’s evaluation
of and interest in faith. In addition, the prevalent
values in the surrounding culture gradually enter
the child’s heart from the parents’ bedtime sto-
ries. Growing up listening to Bible stories versus
growing up listening to stories of Nezha and Sun
Wukong will inevitably shape a child’s values
differently. Those who didn’t have the opportunity
to learn about a particular faith as children usually
show great interest when they first encounter it
later in life. But if multiple encounters only form

a negative impression, it will greatly reduce their
interest in subsequent encounters.

So, everyone carries the image of their parents in
their heart from childhood, and it has a profound
impact on their behavior throughout their life.
Culture is to an adult what parents are to a child.
A child entering adolescence will urgently need
new explanations and new ways of behaving. The
self-identity of adolescence will gradually replace
the dependence on parental authority, as adoles-
cents begin to face the unknown independently.
As one’s capacity for abstract reasoning gradually
develops over time, it will naturally enhance one’s
ability to imitate, and to reflect on and re-exam-
ine the “known” —the map of meaning they have
already learned. The ultimate shaping of one’s
worldview, philosophy of life, and values depends
to a large extent on what kind of information ado-
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lescents get from their family, school, and society
at this time, or what kind of “stories” they are
surrounded, attracted, and persuaded by.

Sociology and social psychology often use
primary and secondary socialization to describe
the process by which an individual learns social
norms, values, and behaviors. As mentioned earli-
er, primary socialization occurs early in life, where
children, in the family and at play, internalize
observed social norms and values, shaping the
basic patterns of their identity and behavior. Sec-
ondary socialization occurs later in life, through
school, peers, the workplace, and the media, etc.,
adjusting, refining, and expanding social skills and
value systems. Today’s socialization is increas-
ingly influenced by globalization and digitaliza-
tion (for example, the influence of various social
media, including online games), and even directly
intervenes in the process of a child’s primary
socialization. Primary socialization sets the tone
for interests and values, and secondary socializa-
tion will refine, reinforce, or challenge and subvert
it. 171 In the process of an individual’s growth,
there will be some windows of opportunity to
experience the deconstruction and reconstruction
of cognition and values. This is also a window of
opportunity for education in character and faith.
But such windows of opportunity will decrease
with age. Once a person is set in their ways, the
chances for significant change are few. No one
will frequently change their worldview.

The many stories in a culture can be encoded
and transmitted at different levels of abstrac-
tion. Our frame of reference for values also has a
“nested” or “hierarchical” structure. At a specific
moment, our attention only occupies one level of
this structure. The ability to limit attention, with
the support of the subconscious, allows people to
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HLamE. ultimate meaning. So, many people do not need to
think about the meaning of life, do not need a clear
belief system, do not need to understand philoso-
phy and theology, and can feel that they are living a
fulfilling life, without any interest in seeking change.
However, when necessary, a person can or has to
switch levels of abstraction or adjust their scale of
spatio-temporal resolution. When an unexpected
shock occurs, familiar categories of explanation
and patterns of action may fail, and people may be
forced to look at the big picture or focus on pre-
viously ignored details. People may then be more
willing to adjust their cognitive paradigms or switch
frames of reference. For example, when encounter-
ing a life crisis, or suddenly immigrating overseas
and experiencing culture shock, it is possible to
experience a sudden turn of interest. These will
also be rare windows of opportunity for changes in
values and faith.

17. Berger, Peter L., & Luckmann, Thomas 1966. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of
Knowledge. Garden City, NY: Anchor Books. Parsons, Talcott and Bales, Robert F. 1955. Family, Socialization and
Interaction Process. Glencoe, IL: Free Press. Parsons. Erikson, Erik H. 1950. Childhood and Society. New York: W.
W. Norton & Company. Giddens, Anthony 1991. Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern
Age. Stanford: Stanford University Press.
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Peterson’s Maps of Meaning is a challenging and
inspiring work. It forces us to confront the funda-
mental questions of existence and reawakens the
contemporary person’s attention to the meaning
of life, individual responsibility, and traditional
wisdom. He also provides a cross-disciplinary
research perspective and methodology that
challenges contemporary academic norms, and
offers a profound and unique reflection on and cri-
tique of totalitarianism, nihilism, and human evil.
Peterson’s deep concern for the spiritual predica-
ment of contemporary humanity and its historical
evolution, and his call to reclaim meaning and re-
sponsibility, are especially valuable in today’s era
of lost faith and spiritual confusion. Regardless of
cultural background and ideological standpoint,
we can all deepen our understanding of meaning,
faith, and humanity in a dialogue with Peterson.

Peterson’s thinking aims to build a channel
between the micro-individual and macro-history.
Each of us is a product of our family, our era, our
society, and our circumstances. History and so-
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ciety enter our hearts in some form, shaping our
personality, thoughts, and behaviors. History, in
the form of a forum for action, experiential trans-
mission, and narrative construction, shapes every
person’s personality and values. At the same time,
history is also the result of the interaction of each
individual’s process of exploring the meaning of
life. Each person is unique, finding meaning and a
place to stand in their own unique journey of ex-
ploration. The map of meaning as history is drawn
jointly by all individuals in this process. An indi-
vidual’s thirst for meaning, their attitude towards
the unknown, their unique growth experience,
and socio-cultural influences all leave their mark
on their own “map of meaning,” affecting their
personality and mental habits. It is perhaps the
most important function of education to play an
active supporting role in each individual’s explo-
ration of the unknown, cultivation of personality,
and search for meaning. In other words, the value
of an educator lies in helping each individual to
better read history and to draw their own unique
map of meaning.
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Confucius said: Ming bu zheng ze yan bu shun. (If names are not correct, language will
not be in accordance with the truth of things.)

Among living languages, Chinese is ancient. It is the most spoken language in the
world, with the largest number of native speakers.

Today, the Chinese language is besieged from within and without, caught in a dilem-
ma. Within China, it is constrained by strictly controlled freedom of speech; externally,
it faces the global hegemony of English. It is surrounded on one side by rigid mental
frameworks mass-produced by the education system, and on the other side by the
vulgar, crude pontifications of social media writing.

Logos Review promotes concise, elegant, precise, and truthful writing. For this reason,
we have established the “Deliberation Column” (Tuigiao Zhuanlan), in the spirit of Lu
Yanrang’s “Musing on a Poem”.

Speak not of matters within the poem, for in the poem, there are no greater
difficulties.

To settle on one word, I've twisted off several strands of my beard.

Seeking a perilous phrase would weary Heaven; a frantic search would dry up
the sea.

Unlike the ease of prose, this is the author’s toil with particles of speech.
We also take guidance from Jia Dao’s “After Writing a Poem”.
Two lines took me three years to write; when | recite them, my tears flow.

If a kindred spirit does not appreciate them, | will return to my old mountain to
sleep through the autumn.
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FHDR HAN Al ) S E 75 2K Rl 2 I
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PEABUER -5 DU BATE (Karl Ludwig
von Bertalanffy) T 19684E42H T
ARSI (General System
Theory), N KRR E A ERFFEELE
T H LAl (Bertalanffy, 1968) ; L
V2R 222 (Edgar Morin) H
19774 RERESL RSB AR EECT 1)
(La Méthode), MEHIE, 77145 5K
J55 T 2 S AR 2R M RN ik 2 AR
L HNRHI YT SRR X A2
[, B AL R IEMJE AT (Santa Fe
Institute, 1984) EHER) 1“4 4G
%%t” (Complex Adaptive Systems)
SRR R, IR, B T
it (emergence) S &5 | A E R
Fie,

IR AR “ B R R X 0 S
HR R, N RZAE 7R o B
Wik FHRR/R (Horst W. J. Rittel) $i2 Hi
T “wicked problems”—il, F LA
TRTHREEXE U E | R Z R TR, [l

From the late 1970s to the early 1990s, academia
underwent a profound reflection on existing sci-
entific paradigms. Researchers began to question
the past way of thinking that dismantled com-
plex phenomena into independent variables and
then sought to control them through mechanical
principles. In particular, a series of interdisciplinary
methods represented by systems thinking and
complexity theory gradually emerged. During this
period, Karl Ludwig von Bertalanffy, hailed as

the father of modern systems science, proposed
the “General System Theory” in 1968, laying the
theoretical foundation for later complexity studies
(Bertalanffy, 1968). French philosopher Edgar
Morin, beginning in 1977, successively published
his six-volume work La Méthode, comprehen-
sively elaborating on the profound significance of
complexity thinking for social ethics and the or-
ganization of knowledge. In the United States, the
newly established Santa Fe Institute (1984) further
promoted the development of theories such

as “Complex Adaptive Systems,” introducing
concepts like non-linearity, self-organization, and
emergence into mainstream scientific discourse.

It was against this backdrop of reflection on the
“rational planning paradigm” that University of
California, Berkeley professor Horst W. J. Rittel
coined the term “wicked problems” to describe
social predicaments that are difficult to define,
lack standard solutions, and in which the prob-
lem and solution are inextricably entangled. The
term was first introduced by philosopher C. West
Churchman in his 1967 editorial in Management
Science, where he noted it was a highly inspiring
concept he had heard from Rittel, revealing the
non-engineering nature of social problems (“Free
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5 R AN Wik X, AR
B R EFR C. West Churchman
TEH 1967 KR TCEERI ) it ie
PRI, H5 SR A R R AR T ]
—MREE R RN, #8781k
[ IE TAEPEA BT (“Free for Al
1967). 197 34E HLARF/R 5 3R i AR K1 27
& Mi/R3C-F1H (Melvin Webber) &
HCORRI— B I IR — L, 1IEX
%27 “Wicked Problem”—iil, /&
g5 H - SRHIE” (Rittel & Webber,
1973) o AEH TS B E LR
RO 1 T I R, 6 205 5 R R
8 R R RIS 5 o FL 0 DA

HHE RS

for All,” 1967). In 1973, Rittel and urban planning
scholar Melvin Webber co-authored the article
“Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning,”
officially publishing the term “Wicked Problem”
and summarizing its “ten characteristics” (Rittel &

Webber, 1973)

. As problems that “cannot be

divided or simplified,” wicked problems must be
understood through a holistic perspective and the
theoretical methods of complex systems.
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2005473 A FEIE AR G LR (FE b,
2005), CF 2R 3, G T
] B (FEAKRTE, 2005)., “H T [0 (A
Wi & #H7E1l, 2025; B & Rk,
2023; FRHER, 2017, 2020). “E 2%
(ST et al., 2019)” F“HifiE ) i
(KB & FhRIE, 2024)” 55, SR,
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“Wicked Problem” % &1
TN RS (AT & #75
1, 2025; £8 & Rk, 2023; FHER,
2017, 2020), 3X—PEEAE AR
T3 o 2 H Rl ) S PR 2R
PRI RE IR, HAI 20 T %2 W A
1 A4 PERIHE LURAS R DR (1R 1o S B
|, ISR 2 SRR AR R R R AR R
T, 1M JEH R G B A 5

B < (B i {E TR e st

55— R IE RN R R R IR
I (FERRHE, 2005), EHEA A
T “Wicked” =1 & o ST, 32—
BEEA 5 I NIRDON 8] 8 5
SRUME R IR PITER S, TR

Since the term “Wicked Problem” entered Chi-
nese academia in 2005 (Tang Lintao, 2005), it has
been translated in several ways, including “i£a]
g1” (huai wenti, bad problem) (Tang Lintao, 2005),
“BRFE R (jishou wenti, thorny problem) (Zhou

& Yang, 2025; Wang & Song, 2023; Guo, 2017,
2020), “SZ@” (fuza wenti, complex problem)
(Guo et al., 2019), and “}fRiEI " (kangjié wenti,
resistant-to-solution problem) (Zhang & Wang,
2024). However, none of these translations

fully capture its connotation and characteris-
tics. Through a horizontal comparison of these
different translations, this article proposes a new
translation — " &” (wangu wenti)—to more
accurately reflect its core qualities.

Thorny (#3): Urgent but Not Necessarily Complex

The most common translation for “Wicked Prob-
lem” is “BRFEIFR” (jishou wenti, thorny problem)
(Zhou & Yang, 2025; Wang & Song, 2023; Guo,
2017, 2020), which is particularly prevalent in
Chinese academia. It highlights the urgency of the
problem and the need for a solution, but it over-
looks the inherent complexity and the character-
istic of being difficult to resolve fundamentally. In
reality, “®kF" (thorny) emphasizes the operational
level of problem-solving rather than the essence
of it being a systemic predicament.

Bad (3%): A Value Judgment Lacking Description

Another more literal translation is “#f[a]g&” (huai
wenti, bad problem) (Tang Lintao, 2005), which
directly adopts the literal meaning of “wicked.”
However, this translation can easily lead one to
mistakenly believe that the problem carries a
moral or value-based judgment, thus blurring the
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WiIR 5 53 M A5 UK AR SRR P e
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JDVRFAE A PR,

P : AN ZE B [

“PUARRE” (KSR & ERlE,
2024) NF I b r] BRAF A “HiiE ok
HRIRE” —EFE R EX R T “Wicked
Problem” HF#E DUE AR HELL 75 N
DURDEIREE ZRTM, BRPRIRTE R A
BB R “figik” R BTE, Ze T BOR
FEifs, HIARE 7577 1 2 “Wicked Prob-
lem” FT LA 2 /5 Fll s b 2€, HARSE
R PR DR AR AT 5 B A5 S B P RHAE
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true meaning of “Wicked Problem” as a techni-
cal and practical term. While eye-catching, this
translation fails to meet the needs of rigorous
academic discussion.

Complex (EZ): A One-Sided Description

“SZrjEm” (fuza wenti, complex problem) (Guo

et al., 2019) is another common translation for
“Wicked Problem” in Chinese. Although this trans-
lation attempts to present the multidimensional
complexity of the problem, it becomes ambiguous
due to the polysemy of the word “€%” (complex)
in the Chinese language. Specifically, “&Z” can
refer to “complexity,” a quality that is difficult to
solve with a single method, or it can refer to being
“complicated,” which can usually be resolved
through sorting and analysis. This ambiguity may
weaken the reader’s understanding of the core
characteristics of a “Wicked Problem.”

Resistant-to-Solution (#i##): Highlighting Only the
Technical Dimension

“HifgE)En” (kangjié wenti, resistant-to-solution
problem) can be literally understood as “a prob-
lem that resists being solved,” which to some
extent corresponds to the difficulty of solving a
“Wicked Problem” with standardized methods.
However, this translation places more emphasis
on the resistance to a “solution,” highlighting
technical obstacles, and fails to fully encompass
the practical features of a “Wicked Problem,”
such as conflicts of interest among multiple
parties, ambiguous goals, and the non-replicable
nature of solution paths.
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BT LA DGR IS, E£H
FikIF “Wicked Problem”#i%
T [, TS AR i, A [l
R Z ARG 53 BEEAT e,

B T, EHSOEE A
—FFUETE FECQR SR H, A
Be TR S5 K, 6 HRIE A A2
AR XA R NAT A BARAS , SL fi
A R IEGUREL e,
PR S ER M AP 2 AL, s T3
v L P

TEZANEY |, ESwicked—id]

ZIE PR Y — i BB IE SR ——
wickedFH I FLUGT) “TRE B FEIR”,
TS 4E —Rh e AR ) ] R 28 33
TEAT 5 R /R A H s A B iR 7
8" (tame problem) 5K AT LU
iR T B 7] REUAH LR (Rittel &
Webber, 1973),

B A LA F A wicked
HELUIAR )8, A [a] L 7E
SCAGR AN, PR, 5L —

Based on the discussion of the existing Chinese
translations above, this author advocates for
translating “Wicked Problem” as “Hif#E " (wangu
wenti). The following will elaborate on the three
parts: “m” (wan), “/&” (gu), and “E&E” (wenti).

First, the character “mi” (wan), in the Chinese
context, carries a sense of resistance. In the
Shuowen Jiezi (the oldest comprehensive Chinese
character dictionary, compiled during the East-
ern Han dynasty), the original meaning of “ii” is
“foolish,” which later evolved into usages like “7ii
#t” (stubborn and dull), “mi%” (unruly and wicked),
“ME” (naughty), and “min” (stubborn resistance),
often used to describe behavior or a state that is
incorrigible, disobedient, and difficult to restrain.
This gives “mi” a flavor of “resisting governance,”
implying a nature that is averse to control and
reason, as well as a certain emotional rebellion.

In this sense, it creates an interesting semantic
resonance with the word “wicked” —wicked is not
simply “evil” or “wrong,” but refers to a problem
state that is difficult to tame. This corresponds
well with Rittel’s use of “tame problem” in his
article to describe simple problems that can be
solved (Rittel & Webber, 1973).

Although “ii” can express the “difficult to tame”
meaning of “wicked,” the phrase “ma]&” (wan
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HLEVEEAR, BB ELARAT, 1697 IR
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H%, JARE 4 B D RE LUK EI 165, 1
40, F I SE L AR A ARk
AL B, MU 5 R Y
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QR SCIR ) B RIHEALE Y™
TR AR A, AR, BIEE R
2R, B IR 2 K5 RRHETR Y
REME (I EE et al., 1963). 1E f #15L
Serp YRR S PR E R R, &
FREHARER, R KA. HELIIRIA R
HPR 5

FE A RERE A, " 2 M T4
TR HELURER I ERAR S, CHE
Zo- X I A SR ID 2L : R ks
IR, RS Ikipeh &, AT
ABURIEALE R, AR R4S A
JRAS B, J AN LI, 2 R FESA tho (%

HHE RS

wenti) does not flow easily in Chinese. Therefore,
for the translation “mi[&,” this author hopes to
borrow the sound of “FiE” (wangu, stubborn)
and the form of “J&#” (guji, chronic disease). The
inspiration for the change from “[&” to “/&” comes

from Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM).

Systems thinking emphasizes that problems

are embedded in the complex systems in which
they exist. To truly understand and respond to
these problems, one must start from a holistic
perspective, analyzing the multidimensional and
intertwined relationships of the problem. Unlike
traditional linear thinking, systems thinking can
discover the indirect connections between seem-
ingly unrelated elements, revealing how a change
in any one variable affects the entire system.
This mode of thinking shares many similarities
with the holistic concept of TCM. TCM considers
the human body as an organic whole, with all
parts interdependent. When treating a disease, a
TCM practitioner does not simply target a single
symptom but starts from the whole, adjusting the
functions of the entire body to achieve balance.
For example, TCM often stimulates acupoints on
the feet to alleviate pain in various organs, a line
of thought that coincides with the global view of
systems thinking.

In Duan Yucai’s annotated edition of the Shuowen

Jiezi, under the “sickness radical” (), he notes: “
J&, a long-standing illness,” referring to a disease
that has persisted over a long period of time and
is difficult to cure, emphasizing the length of its
course and its deep-rooted, intractable nature
(Xu Shen et al., 1963). In classical literature, “/&”
is often combined with “&” (ji, illness) to form “f&
#&” (quiji), specifically referring to chronic diseases
that have accumulated over a long period, recur
frequently, and are difficult to cure completely.
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AR JE IO, WA S A TR R
IEH R BIHE N, AT A A H
HELUARRR, A AR Z 07 589" o T R
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NG, BRE BB AR BRI, 5K
7 2 A —" PRSI RIS R 5t
H TR R 7 IR 8 A A SR
HOIN RIS, S8 58 R 5 SRt 2 [l
RAREI T HE M

PRI, 3% “wicked” BN “TE",
ARAETE L 2 B (R R 25 1 55
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RN B AR BRS “0R A% Rt
A EFE AR INAL

FEHSCIES D, TR — 1R
REAIE Y ERAETE: EREAT
Xt R 583 problem, BT SR
LIERSE, AT LU W question, EI
TP RS PRICHIHR M, IRTTAE 3 5
1, problem 5 question & #™ 1%
[X.53, Problem 3# # fi5 4 —flififi sk
PRI, B 78 “ RO B TE, BN
{815 wicked problem XFEFETEMIE
FRR DRI 2 e MERI, Hadin 44 7R B e vk
AR TR G IR AR,, R s Y T
B AR, B RIE S IR, 7R A
AL BRI AR TR R 32 5 BB I
QLIRSS IBIE S ii  1F

In ancient medical texts, “fE¥&” is often used to
describe a pathological state that is long-latent
and difficult to eliminate. The Nanjing (an ancient
foundational text of TCM) describes this con-
founding state in its eighteenth chapter: “If the
pulse is knotted and hidden, there are no internal
accumulations; if the pulse is floating and knotted,
there is no external chronic disease. If there are
accumulations but the pulse is not knotted and
hidden, or if there is a chronic disease but the
pulse is not floating and knotted, this is a case
where the pulse does not correspond to the
illness, and the illness does not correspond to the
pulse. This is a fatal illness.” (Qin Yueren, 2009).
According to TCM, this kind of contradiction
between the pulse and the iliness indicates that
the body has lost its normal ability to respond,
often presaging a critical and incurable condition,
thus dubbed a “fatal illness.” It is akin to a mobile
phone battery displaying a full charge when it is
actually dead, or displaying a black screen and
shutting down when it is fully charged. This state
of “the outside not matching the inside” often
means there is a major problem with the system.

Here, “/@#%” not only emphasizes the time span of
the disease but also reflects its complexity through
the relationship between appearance and the system.

Therefore, translating “wicked” as “mifE" (wangu)
not only reflects the stubbornness and chronic,
deep-rooted nature of the problem from a seman-
tic perspective, but also aligns, in its mental frame-
work, with the holistic understanding in TCM of a
complex pathological state as a “long illness that has
entered the collaterals, a system out of balance.”
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SRR, AT 145 A AR
5135, NS R, T ) A
U2 X} wicked problem F—Fhif##i%
SR, BERAEH SR R — S
A,

In the Chinese context, the word “|a]g&&”

(wenti) naturally has a semantic duality:
it can be translated as the English word
“problem,” a difficult issue that needs
to be solved, as well as “question,” an

inquiry that needs to be understood

HHE RS

and explored. However, in English, “problem”

and “question” are usually strictly distinguished.
“Problem” usually refers to an obstacle or a pre-
dicament, implying an expectation that it needs
to be solved. Even for a complex predicament like
a wicked problem, which cannot be completely
solved, that air of expectation hangs heavy over
the word. In contrast, the Chinese word “[a]g”

is different; its semantics are more open, allow-
ing people to call a phenomenon a “ja&” even
when they have not yet clearly understood it or
defined its boundaries. This provides a gentler,
more inquisitive perspective: when faced with a
wicked-chronic problem, we do not necessarily
have to rush to see it as a “predicament” to be
solved urgently, but can first make inquiries of it.
It has not yet been fully understood; perhaps it is
simply that our knowledge and experience are not
yet able to grasp it.

As Rittel and Webber (1973), the scholars who
coined the term “wicked problem,” pointed out,
understanding the problem and developing a
response happen concurrently. That is to say,

the so-called “response” is itself a part of “un-
derstanding.” The semantic interchangeability of
the Chinese word “[a]8” happens to provide the
linguistic basis for this concurrency. It not only
avoids the tendency to simply classify complex
phenomena as “problems to be solved” but also
encourages researchers to face the uniqueness of
such problems with a more open attitude, thereby
letting go of fixed models and preconceptions.
From this perspective, “HifEia " (wangu wenti) is
not just a translation choice for “wicked problem,”
but a deeper expression of this concept in the
Chinese context.
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Many problems in the real world do not have
simple, clear answers. Any single solution on its
own often brings about new social or environmen-
tal consequences. The existence of “7iJa &) "
(wangu wenti) reminds us that education should
not be limited to memorization of fixed, standard
answers, but should cultivate an ability to under-
stand and respond to these problems. In the face
of increasingly complex and diverse socio-eco-
logical challenges, cultivating an interdisciplinary
perspective and the ability to think systemically may
be more crucial than mastering specific knowledge.
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This sentence is not only the vision of our publication—it is also
the starting point of our visual and design strategy.

The weakening of a language does not merely mean a loss of vo-
cabulary. It marks a deeper erosion: the fading of a way of thinking.

Chinese today is facing this challenge. In the public realm,
evasive, half-spoken expressions are multiplying; direct, clear lan-
guage is in decline. The volume of information hasn’t decreased,
but its quality struggles to keep up. When confronted with press-
ing issues of our time, Chinese often feels inadequate —not be-
cause the language lacks power, but because we have gradually
abandoned its innate sharpness, restraint, and honesty.

In creating Logos Review, we kept asking ourselves:

As Chinese slips into hollowness, mediocrity, and fragmenta-
tion, can we still speak truthfully, with dignity, in this language?

We are not here to create cultural icons or visual gimmicks.
What we care about is this:

Can the destiny of a language still be reshaped by thought and
honest expression?

That is why our visual strategy does not aim to “grab attention”
first, but to assert a clear stance:

We believe that Chinese can still dissect reality, carry ideas, and
shine with its own light—even in the fog of our times.
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We chose silver as the primary color for Logos Review Issue 1,
not because it is trendy or eye-catching, but because it holds
a rare symbolic quality that resonates with the spirit of our
publication. There’s a saying in the editorial department’s con-
sensus: “We will use Chinese to dissect our chronic problems
and biases, change the way we think about important issues,
and keep the Chinese language ever-evolving.”

Silver best embodies both dissection and renewal.

It is quiet and unassuming, yet luminous; calm, rational, and re-
strained, yet sharp and powerful. It symbolizes the persistence
of clear thinking in a noisy age. The light of silver is not dazzling,
but it penetrates silence.

During the color selection process, we considered both blue
and silver. Blue represents honesty and reason, but it lacks edge
and feels too emotionally detached. In contrast, silver carries
sharpness with calmness, combining clarity with humanity.

In an age saturated with images and diminished language, we
believe Chinese can still carry depth and truth. Silver stands
for this belief: it is not blazing fire, but it can illuminate the
night; not loud, but capable of piercing silence. It is like a
blade, slicing through afflictions with subtle precision. Even

in the deepest darkness, it reflects the faint light of thought

— true thinking does not triumph through noise but through
insight. Silver is our commitment to intellectual depth and a
tribute to the sharpness of language.

Silver permeates not just our cover printing, but also accents
the inner layout and digital design. It is not merely a background
color, but a methodology: a visual technique that cuts through
noise and lets the language emerge.
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In our layout strategy, we adopt a clean, rigorous grid system
that supports textual clarity with minimal design intervention.

We researched other content-driven academic journals,
such as Harvard Business Review (2-4), Harvard Law Review
(5-6), Nature (7-8), and Harvard Design Magazine (9-11). The
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inner layout of Harvard Business Review is typical of com-
: mercial magazines—rich in color, abundant in illustrations,
NEAR HORIZON and filled with advertisements.

Harvard Law Review, by contrast, presents a starkly dif-
ferent tone: purely typographic, highly structured, with no
color use. Its layout conveys a sense of authority but lacks
emotional resonance.

Nature is closer in format to Harvard Business Review, also
using a commercial magazine structure. Among them, Harvard
Design Magazine is the one we look to for visual alignment.

— =

I think tis important to build : ,

relationships and there are Our own visual language must first and foremost reflect our

LS EoSy editorial tone—simplicity, authority, and authenticity. Harvard

(== B Ea Business Review and Nature suffer from visual over-saturation

= and standardized layouts, which compromise both clarity and
authority. Meanwhile, Harvard Law Review is authoritative, but
so much so that it loses a sense of human realism.

HARVARD flmn

DESIGN ‘ : , .

Mﬁ@Ale}{% Harvard Design Magazine, on the other hand, achieves a com-

ISYAS) <l

pelling balance. Its use of images and color is believable and
restrained. Paired with sharp layout design, clear information
structure, and high-quality tactile experience, it manages to be
both credible and authoritative.

/

Following this model, we want the layout to “disappear,” and
the text to come forward—not by removing style, but by let-

P%X%‘E;{?CE = ting style serve the logic and weight of language.
OF Pl =

In a world over saturated with visual tension, clarity is power.
We don’t attempt to capture attention with decoration. We
believe that authority comes not from visual volume but from
the logic of arrangement and the honesty of language.

In terms of visual rhythm, we avoid excessive stylization.
Instead, we emphasize a restrained space where content can
breathe. Through order, we restore a natural reading rhythm.
For us, restraint is not a lack, but a response to the current
state of language. Our goal is to help readers focus on the text
itself, not be distracted by form.
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Our typography strategy purposefully
juxtaposes Chinese Songti with English
sans-serif fonts. This decision is not only
aesthetic but philosophical.

Songti, rooted in classical Chinese print-
ing traditions, is a bearer of thought in
Chinese culture. It has brush-like strokes
and rhythm, offering a visual sense of
stability and continuity. In contrast, the
sans-serif font reflects contemporary
values of structure, clarity, and efficiency
— it is calm, clean, and direct.

We are not trying to unify these styles, but
to foreground their tension. Visually, they
are not symmetrical, yet this very asym-
metry creates intellectual tension and
allows for multiple pathways of interpreta-
tion. This pairing enables a deeply rooted
language (Chinese) to be rearranged

and re-read through a more minimal and
rational system.

Songti thinks quietly. Sans-serif speaks
clearly. This is more than a typographic
description — it is a philosophical stance.
It is both a visual strategy and a worldview.
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In today’s world, design is often reduced
to a visual strategy: packaging ideas,
attracting attention, and serving the de-
mands of traffic and algorithmic distribu-
tion. Designers are expected to produce
immediate impact and capture interest
quickly, adapting to the accelerating
pace of information and media. In such a
context, the role of the visual practitioner
is frequently diminished to that of an
“entry-point optimizer” —a facilitator of
the attention economy, sometimes even
its subordinate.

But with Logos Review, we hope design
can serve as a quiet counterpoint—a
reminder that design is not merely the
decorative shell of language, but the
very structure that bears its depth and
intellectual weight.

In a time where depth is scarce and
expression is overly simplified, we believe
the true role of design is not to please,
but to support—to support the kinds of
language that deserve to be heard, and to
hold up the voices that continue to think
critically in an agitated world.

Design can be sharp: it cuts through the
noise, brings focus back to the text.

Design can be gentle: it creates a space
where thought can rest and complexity
can be understood with enough patience.

To us, truly powerful design sharpens
language and gives thought a place to
dwell—this is not only our design aspi-
ration, but the deeper responsibility we
carry as visual practitioners.
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