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Abstract

This paper discusses the definition of the philbsogd term subjectivity made by Chinese philosoplraard
the application of the philosophical subjectivity Bubjectivity Education led by Dina Pei and her
associates. Subjectivity is the manifestation &f #ttributes of the subject in his objectificatiactivity,
mainly including autonomy, activeness and creativBubjectivity Education grafts the theories onto
educational theories and has conducted experinoengsnation-wide scale in the past twenty yearsadr
China. Subjectivity Education is leading EducatiimiChina from tradition to modernity.

Keywords: Subjectivity Education, philosophy, China, Dina Pei

1. Introduction

Towards the end of the #&entury, the American educational reformer Johmw@®einaugurated “New
Education” or “Progressive Education” in Americadatowards the end of the 2@entury, a Chinese
educational reformer named Dina Pei, a professdrragearcher at Beijing Normal University, initicite
“Subijectivity Education” or “Subject Education.” Asphilosopher, psychologist and educational reéosrm
Dewey (1963) saw the significance of personal erpee in the growth of an individual, and elabodate
theory of education, based upon the growth of cbiltd experience. The quality of education hingeshe
quality of personal experience. The two principtdsexperience “continuity” and “interaction” areeth
longitude and latitude of experience. An individgabwth is an on-going process. Every experience
changes the individual and potentially opens tharsléor further development. From this point ofwj¢he
principle of continuity of experience means thagrgvexperience both takes up something from thiose t
have gone before and modifies in some way the tyuafithose that come after. Experience is a moving
force. Its value can be judged only on the grouindtmat it moves towards and into. “Interaction”eef to
both the objective and the internal conditions. Amymal experience is an interplay of these tws sét
conditions. Taken together, or in their interactitrey form what we call situation (Dewey, 1963, p.42).

A qualified teacher should be able to design addéusituations and see to it that they are edueativ

Subijectivity Education does not fail to see the am@nce of children’s experience, but focuses an th
studies of the qualities of children that educatarght to develop in order to make them becomeilheas

of the socialist country, and on the approachdbdaealization of these qualities of children. Eation in
China in the 1980s was under the influence of threnér Soviet educational philosophy and system.
Dominant theories and principles of education wermulated upon Marxist theories. With the openim-
and reform of economy and society after the CultRevolution, Chinese philosophical and sociolobica
scholars and researchers found it necessary tasgisssues of humanitarianism and alienation. B&son

of Karl Marx’s theory of alienation involved disaisn of the relationship between the subject ard th
object. In the socialist mode of production andietyc people’s potentials should be fully develoedi
actualized. If so, educational institutions (maisthools) should assume the responsibility to dgveiese
potential qualities of school children which may foether developed in the society. Given this sbocia
background, the next question then is what poteqtialities a student is supposed to develop. tieoto
answer this question, educational researchers dodawrs turn to the philosophical discussion & th
subjectivity of the subject. It is, therefore, welly that Pei and her associates construct theiorthof
education on that of Dewey’s experience. Their thé® deeply rooted in ideology and Marxist philphy

in China.

According to the researchers of Subjectivity Ediscatexperiments (Education Department of Beijing



Journal of Education and Practice www.iiste.org
ISSN 2222-1735 (Paper) ISSN 2222-288X (Online)

Vol 3, No 4, 2012

Normal University & Renmindadao Primary School afyang, 1994) and Hua Guo (2010), the experiment
formally started in 1992 as one of the key prografrithe eighth Five-Year planned doctoral reseéuokl

of the Ministry of Education for humanities and isbsciences, applied by Dina Pei and her assaciadte
years has passed and it is burgeoning with thel rdpielopment of the economy and society. As Bao
(2001) puts it, Subject Education is leading thecation of China from tradition to modernity. Whsyii so?

In the following section, we will discuss the plséphical ideas of Subjectivity Education in the d&dbpat

we will have a better understanding of the undenipig ideas and principles of Subjectivity Educatéom
probably of the officially-launched quality-oriedteducation.

2. The Philosophical Background of Subjectivity Education

The idea of Subjectivity Education was formed apdedoped in the early 1980s, put into experimerth@n
early 1990s, and spread all over China at theatithe new millennium. No idea of educational refazan

be detached from the social, cultural and intellactmilieu where education functions. The term
“subjectivity” was borrowed from philosophy and leteated and elucidated in the conception of
educational theories. “Subject” and “object” areotwey concepts in epistemology, with the former
referring to the active, cognizing individual (whas motives, will, consciousness, beliefs, attifidalue
judgment, etc.), and the latter to that on whiah shbject acts. The subject interacts with his jghysand
social world around him and manipulates his intentinto the product of his activity. In the procedsis
interaction and manipulation, the subject himsglbbjectified and at the same time develops intaose
mature subject. Given this view of the shaping frching of the qualities and attributes of an indual
(the subject), teachers and students alike candveed as subjects, and the teaching and learnitingtes

as objects. In this teaching-learning communitg, tdacher manipulates his intention into the tewrhind
learning activities, and the student manipulates ihto his learning process. The student’s learning
activities, assigned and sometimes designed byetheher, are supposed to be held responsible éor th
formation and development of the student’s persgnalognitive abilities and other personal atttisi
such as initiative, self-reliance, self-controlygeverance, and strong will. All these attributesagated in
the process of teaching-learning activity are ablely termed as the “subjectivity” of the subject
Therefore, subjectivity is what a student as a ettbdemonstrates when he acts upon the object.
Obijectification is the function of the subject'stian upon the object. Different subjects with diéfat
attributes dealing with different objects and sitankously with other different subjects will comet as
different objectified subjects. Objects for thed&nt subject include whatever occurs that the siuide
confronted with in the space and time of his sclamivities. The teacher may be viewed as the olaec
the student subject from the perspective of thdestty as the teacher is the main element of that&n,
and also as a subject, since it is he who desigtisreanipulates the teaching-learning activities ifmolve

the student and it is he who actively interactdlite student. The complexity of the situatiorhattin the
process of objectification one student subject imieract with other student subject(s), and theraction
between the teacher and one student subject vidctabther student subjects in one way or another.
Therefore, education or instruction is regardedraBiter-subject process. Education ought to vigdents

as subjects and develop by inter-subject activitiesr subjectivity that they need to resort to dmdher
develop when they enter the real world outside scho

This view of education is in accordance with thansi@eam of philosophical discussion in China.He t
1970s and 1980s, immediately after the CulturaldRéion and the overthrow of the Gang of Four, the
“philosophy of man” became the hot topic among @bk philosophers (Yuan, 1988a). It was believed
among Chinese philosophers that philosophy had reexpeed ontological philosophy, epistemological
philosophy and philosophy of practice, and enteregw era of “philosophy of man,” which addres$es t
issues of man, such as man’s existence, life andlalement, including the development of his sulbyégt
The issue of “value” was also a hot topic at thatet Yuan (1988b) asserted that “value” has a
philosophical nature and is related to subjectivitiie subject’s activity is value-driven. In theucee of
activity, the subjectivity of the subject is reidién the object. This process is called “objectfion.”
Self-objectification changes not only the objecit the subject himself as well. Objectification ¢tions as
something that strengthens and further developsstihgectivity of the subject. The value of the salbj
activity hinges not only on the usefulness of thgot, but also on the quality of the developmédnthe
subject’s subjectivity. This is the main reason veupjectivity has been widely discussed in all sreh
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social sciences.

Yuan (1988c) ascribed the heated discussion ofliilesophical issues of subjectivity to the chan§éhe
society. He pointed out that subjectivity had beearbanner, a guiding principle and a slogan imas

of philosophy, humanities and social sciences. Wais not an accidental phenomenon, but a dematim of
reality. Reform and modernization was a worldwidentl. In developed countries, industrial and
agricultural modernization had brought a high degsEématerial civilization, but modern society haldo
caused the loss of human personality, split petggrend the loss of the subject. People had become
one-sided, or deformed. “Alienation” was viewed tmany philosophers as the basic characteristic of
contemporary Westerners. Restoration of human stitifg was seen as the only means to get rid of th
dilemma of modern Western civilization. In an ddion the relationship between human attributesmdru
nature and human subjectivity, Yuan and Han (19@8hed human subjectivity as follows.

“What is human subjectivity? Simply put, human sdhiyvity refers to the general and common
attributes of human as the subject of activity, &amdhe specific attributes of human that differ
from those of ordinary human and those of the dbgdcthe activity. Although subject in
philosophical conception has different sensesgiitegally means the dynamic, active and creative
attributes of the subject in an activity, apposegdssiveness of the object, and the consciousness
and autonomy of the subject, opposed to his instimcand blind activities. In sum, human
subjectivity refers to activeness, creativity andtomaomy that are manifested in subject’s
interactive activity with the object.”

Yuan (1991) further argues that the philosophy afrtitm differs from idealism and old materialism
regarding subijectivity. First, the philosophy of Miam contends that subjectivity is tied to praetidhe
subjectivity of an individual is not innate. Itfiermed and developed through his practice. Yuaaresghat
some people merely know that subjectivity is aguqeisite for practice, but are not aware that &l$o the
result of practice. Without interpretation of thebgectivity from the perspective of practice and
epistemology, it is naturally hard to interpret tbencrete characteristics and features of subjectiv
Second, subjectivity is related to objectivity. Hamactivity is interaction between the subject émel
object. The subject actively and dynamically actsttte object, and the object responds to the subjec
the object is the objective existence that caneathanged at the will of the subject, the subjégtiof the
subject is constrained in one way or another byothject from fully demonstrating himself, and tHere
the subject is forced to accept, understand andogntipe laws of the object. In this sense, the sctiyjity
and objectivity are opposed to each other and atsgime time complementary to each other. Third,
subjectivity is associated with intention. Humatiaty is one that contains a causal relationshig that is
done with human intention. Finally, the subjectivif an individual is related to that of a colleeti
Subject may refer to an individual, a collective asociety. Accordingly, subjectivity may indicates
subjectivity of an individual, a collective or acsety. Their relationship can be viewed from twepects.
On the one hand, there is no subjectivity of asmiVe or a society without the subjectivity ofiadividual,
since a collective or a society is composed ofviddials; on the other hand, an individual is alwhyisg

in a collective or a society, and the subjectidfyan individual is developed in a collective os@ciety.
Without a collective or a society, there will be subjectivity of an individual.

3. The Application of the Philosophical Subjectivity in Education

In the late 1970s, Guangyuan Yu (1978), a well-km@eonomist in China, stressed the necessity and
importance of scientific research of education,eesly educational psychology. He (1979) further
elaborated his view of education as an epistemcddgihenomenon. He stated that education condists o
triangle relationship involving the educator, tlteieatee and the object of environment. The educatbe
subject. The educatee is also the subject fronpesteenological perspective, but the object of theaator.

He (1980) then formulated the theory of the triangtlationship as a “three-bodied” relationship. He
compared the triangle relationship of the teactter, student and the environment to that of objects
bodies in the universe. The relationship betweem dbjects in the universe is always affected bytlzero
object in the environment. Likewise, the relatidpsbetween the teacher and the student is always
influenced by the environment. The idea of the éHvedied relationship was criticized by Mingyuan Gu
(1981, 1991), a famous educational theorist, ameret Gu maintained that the student is not ondy th
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object, but also the subject. His personality, dnitgy and dignity ought to be respected. Teacheghbto
raise their awareness of self-development. Instédlde three-bodied relationship raised by Yu, G&9()
postulated that there are three elements in theagidm process: the teacher, the student and fleetdor
cognition (mainly the content of teaching matejial$ere is actually no significant difference beén the
three-bodied idea and the three elements assumptias quite obvious that the two-bodied, two-way
relationship of the subject and the object canr®tfllly explained without some consideration of the
environment. Both the teacher and the student abgests when we view them form their respective
perspective. As a designer and organizer of thehteg activity, the teacher has to deal with thelsnt,
the content of teaching and the environment, andipotate his intention into his operation. In teense,
the teacher is the subject. On the other handsttigent has to deal with the teacher, the conteietaching
and the environment. In this sense, the studeheisubject. Since the overall aim of teachingigromote
the development and growth of the student, thehiragsubject should be held responsible for the tiraf
the student subject, and therefore, the studen¢sigkhould be placed at the center of the teaghiagess.
Although different theories of Subjectivity Educatiemerged in the 1990s, none went beyond thegtaan
relationship between the teacher, the studenttamdetaching content (including the environment)sphte
the differences regarding the complexity of theatiehship involved in the process of education, all
theorists in the field of education agree thatdbeelopment of the subjectivity of the student sabjs the
first and foremost task in education.

At this critical point in the history of Chinese wadtion, a group of educational theorists and pyma
school teachers led by Dina Pei started their o research, based on the theories of subjgctiv
They (Education Department of Beijimgprmal University and Renmindadao Primary Schoohnfang, 1993
claimed that their educational experiment was gresament of the application of theoretical ideagren
exactly the application of the philosophical cortcep subjectivity. This can be plainly seen froneith
definition of the core concept subjectivity. Theéfinition is an exact echo of philosophers’ staam

Subjectivity is the essential nature that man Es=s® as the subject in his objectification
activity, the functional manifestation of man whes as an epistemological subject, interacts with
the outside world, and the dynamic feature revealeein the subject interacts with the object. On
the one hand, the subject manipulates the objewtortd consciously and actively; on the other
hand, it consciously and actively creates the divjeowvorld. Therefore, man’s subjectivity is
mainly embodied in his autonomy, activeness andtisigy. (Education Department of Beijing
Normal University and Renmindadao Primary Schod\mfang, 1993

Autonomy is the subject’s ability to gradually umstand and realize himself; activeness serves @s th
ability to make judgment in order to actively adapnself to the reality; and creativity is the dilto go
beyond the reality. The development of studentbjesttivity would enable them to act as subjects tand
become socialized and individualized, and thus mbaization of the students’ active and vigorous
development. Subjectivity is a concept of cohetanity of the subject’s consciousness and performanc

According toPei (1999, the experiment was designed from three persgectiautonomy (independence),
activeness (including activeness in learning ditisiand social adaptation) and creativity, anch wiite
following considerations: (1) different levels aflgectivity development of primary school pupilstae
lower, intermediate and high stages, (2) subjdgtidevelopment in different teaching subjects; {8
general level of the subjectivity development a&f #iudents under experiment; (4) the educatioribie®d
of the parents; and (5) the levels of the subjégtilevelopment of the teachers involved in theezipent.

The aims of the experiment stated in one of thegiort article (Education Department of Beijing Natm
University & Renmindadao Primary School of Anyati§94) are: (1) to understand the basic structude an
behavioral performance of school children’s sulby@gtin order to analyze the influential elemeimsthe
development of their subjectivity and seek appreado the subjectivity development; (2) to estébls
system of objectives for the children’s subjeclivitevelopment and a system of evaluation; (3) tkema
special studies on the subjectivity-based educatimhactivity-based instruction; and (4) to explareew
approach to educational experiments.

The theoretical framework of the experiment isexduichical structure with the subjectivity attriesitof the
student being the first level, analytical units #ezond level and actual behavioral performanceghind
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level. Pei (1996) put it in a diagram as follows:

Objective subjectivity
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The Index System of Children’ Subjectivity Development (Pei, 1996)

The past decade has witnessed the discussion tfeartmasic attribute of subjectivity --- sociahilifThis
attribute was formerly put under the attribute cfiveeness and is now upgraded from the level ofsuior
analysis to the attributes level. According to F2£03), their consideration is that the psycholalyand
behavioral structures of middle school studentsehdeveloped and students at this level demand and
expect more socialization. It is necessary to upgra to a separate attribute for the analysis wfdie
school students’ subjectivity.

With the discussion of the role of social commuti@ain the development of man in Marxist philosgph
the practice of social communication has becomehtitetopic. Just as Zhang (2006) stated, educdtiona
research is a science for the development of hubpeémgs. The target of the research is not “a thing.
Educational activity forms “a human realm” of “|4ybrelationship, rather than “a realm of things heve

the “I-it” relationship is found. In educational tagties, the relationship between the teacher #nel
student is not the subject-object relationshipradwing and being known or creating and being crkdiat

an inter-subject man-to-man relationship of equalitd dialogue. The diagram below is the framewadrk
inter-subject communication. In the philosophy ohgtice, whatever the subject does is practice, and
therefore the teaching-learning activities are atlonal practice. Communication is also a spediadi lof
practice. Education is done through communicati@iwben the teacher and the learner. In this
communication process, both the teacher and théestuinteract with the “thing” for which they
communicate, i.e. the content of teaching, throaigiertain medium or media. It is clearly shown thair
objectification process involves the inter-subjemtnmunication.
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Relationship of Inter-subject Communication

media media
Teacher The Object of
(Student) Education Student
Objectification Objectification
Activity Activity
Subject-Object Relationship Subject-Chject Relationship

The Basic Structure of the Practice of Educational Communication (Zhang, 2006)

4. Conclusion

Educational research and experiments cannot betd=tafrom the ideology of the society. In China,
Marxist philosophy is the foremost philosophy tlgatides the Communist Party and all sectors of the
society, and therefore there is no wonder thatesibjty that is discussed in Marxist philosophysha
become the pursuit of educational research andriexpets. Full development and realization of the
subjectivity of individuals is an ideal. There isvays the value of “what” that underlies educatién.
burglar can be active, dynamic, creative and sdejdiut what he does harms society. That is thenmai
reason why Subjectivity Education has turned iren¢gears to social-cultural communication betwien
teacher and the student. Value judgment is antyabfilat is developed through value-judgment edoocati
activities of objectification. Subjectivity as timeanifestation of the attributes of the subject &hdanclude
morality --- the soul of the subject. China hasaalition of putting morality in the most importgmasition.
Subjectivity Education is carried out within thi®rality framework, and therefore morality educatisran
integral and important part of the educational expents. Twenty years is a generation, and Subjécti
Education was initiated by the elder generatios, ien practiced by the mature and will be takebyup
the young. It is no exaggeration to say that 8usjectivity Education that has led education inn@Hrom
tradition to modernity (Bao, 2001).
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