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Abstract 

This thesis conceptually explores, compares, and searches for potential complementarities, hybridisations, 
and synergies of ideas concerning the public (good) of higher education in the Sinic and liberal Anglo-
American traditions. A common trope, particularly in the liberal Anglo-American tradition, is the notion that 
higher education produces public goods. However, there is a lack of clarity about what this means; and the 
dominant economic or political explanations of higher education’s public goods often fail outside Anglo-
American societies, especially in China where society follows a tradition of having a comprehensive state. 
Such a problem not only limits the understanding of the public (good) of higher education, but results in 
difficulties in cross-cultural understanding and cooperation in higher education. 

In order to establish a broader understanding of the public (good) of higher education, the thesis employs 
a two-step trans-positional comparative methodology, built on Amartya Sen’s trans-positional analysis. 
Following the account of the methodology, the study starts with an exploration of broad cultural and 
philosophical ideas underlying the public (good) of higher education in the two traditions. The exploration 
further reveals the social imaginaries of the two traditions, referring to the understandings of four primary 
spheres of social action – the spheres of individual, society, the state, and the world – and the relationship 
between the four spheres. It then compares the social imaginaries between the two traditions and examines 
how higher education interacts with the four spheres of social action. Five key themes of the public (good) 
of higher education are identified in this process, demonstrating the intersection between higher education 
and the individual, society, the state, and the world. 

The five key themes are: individual student development in higher education, equity in higher education, 
academic freedom and university autonomy in higher education, the resources and outcomes of higher 
education, and cross-border higher education activities and higher education’s global outcomes. Each of the 
theme is captured by a pair of terms consisting of a Chinese term and an English/Western term: xiushen (self-
cultivation) and Bildung, gongping (equity) and equity, zhi (the free will) and liberty, gong/public and 
si/private, and tianxia weigong (all under heaven belongs to/is for all) and global public/common goods. 
Bildung is a German term widely used in English-language education. The conceptual investigation of the 
public (good) of higher education in the two traditions centres around the five themes. The comparison and 
search for complementarities, hybridisations, and synergies, are also organised around the five themes. 

The comparison reveals both similarities and differences for each theme. In general, differences often 
lie in philosophical and cultural undercurrents of ideas, whereas similarities are embodied in more immediate 
manifestations of these ideas. On the basis of the comparison, the thesis identifies complementarities, 
hybridisations, and synergies. In turn, this leads to five trans-positional conclusions concerning of the public 
(good) of higher education. First, the thesis argues that theoretically the optimum situation for individual 
student development arises when individual agency is harmonised with the external environment. Second, 
social equity may be maximised when external conditions are harmonised with individual efforts – when 
social structure and agency are combined, collective conditions and the individual are combined, and the 
outer and inner self are combined. Third, although there is no universal idea of academic freedom and 
university autonomy, the two traditions agree that protecting these qualities in higher education (with various 
connotations embedded in the specific contexts) requires the efforts to build mutual trust, both between higher 
education and society, and between higher education and the state. Fourth, the comparative analysis suggests 
the need to be cautious about nationalist ideas underlying the concepts of global public/common goods. 
Cross-border higher education activities may benefit from thinking through a perspective of tianxia weigong. 
Fifth, higher education’s outcomes may be better captured by carefully distinguishing among a trans-
positional set of terms, including: the collective good, collective goods as common goods, collective goods 
as governmental-produced/owned public goods, collective goods as normative collective goods, and 
individualised goods. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Statement of the problem 

Higher education plays a public role and produces public goods. However, there is a 

lack of clarity about what this means, especially in the context of higher education 

undergoing multiple transformations amid globalisation and the changing role of the 

state (Naidoo, 2004; Naidoo & Ranchod, 2018). As the idea of public (good) derives 

historically from the formation of nation-states and political theories about the state’s 

responsibilities and obligations (Neubauer, 2008), connotations of the public (good) of 

higher education are closely related to political and educational cultures, including 

assumptions of governments’ responsibilities, state-university relations, and the 

relations between individualism and the collective good (Calhoun, 2006; K. Cheng & 

Yang, 2015; Pusser, 2006). 

Questions such as what public goods higher education produces have attracted 

wide attention, but still await a comprehensive and precise answer (Locatelli, 2017; 

Marginson, 2016c, 2018h; Pusser, 2006; Tian & Liu, 2018). Such an answer needs to 

consider higher education’s missions, its individualised and collective contributions, 

and how it is interwoven with local, national, and global contexts (Kehm, 2014; 

Marginson & Yang, 2019). While there is a wealth of literature that attempts to capture 

higher education’s contributions to individuals (for example, studies of human capital 

economics) (Belfield et al., 2018; Maringe, Molesworth, Scullion, & Nixon, 2010; Pike, 

Kuh, McCormick, Ethington, & Smart, 2011), more needs to be done in terms of 

understanding collective interests, especially at the global level (Chapman & Lounkaew, 

2015; Hazelkorn & Gibson, 2017; Locatelli, 2017; Marginson, 2016c, 2018h).  

Attempts to answer the questions above vary across contexts (Carnoy, Froumin, 

Loyalka, & Tilak, 2014). Nevertheless, arguably, the mainstream of the existing 

discussion mainly assumes the social imaginary of Anglo-American societies 

(Marginson, 2018h; Marginson & Yang, 2019). This thesis understands the social 

imaginary as the assemblage of important spheres of social action, including the 

individual, society, the state, and the world. The social imaginary concerns connotations 
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of these spheres of social action and the relationship between them. A distinctive 

example is the influential economic formula raised by Samuelson (1954) of 

public/private goods, which is based on the imaginary of capitalist societies. However, 

problems may arise when societies attempt to employ the Anglo-American based 

interpretations of the public (good) in higher education, particularly in contexts marked 

by alternative social imaginaries. For example, Samuelson’s formula assumes a 

minimal state that only steps in when the market fails. This assumption is at odds with 

the state/society/market relations as configured in, say, Nordic social democracies or 

Chinese socialist society (Carnoy et al., 2014). Meanwhile, Samuelson’s formula may 

hinder societies’ advancement of equity in higher education (Cantwell, Marginson, & 

Smolentseva, 2018; Marginson, 2006). 

Moreover, societies may use different languages and ideas to understand and 

interpret the ‘public (good).’ Furthermore, not all languages have the equivalence of the 

English term of ‘public (good).’ As Marginson and Yang (2019, p. 2) note, ‘the concept 

of “public” is not a universal notion and non-English language parallels to that term are 

often merely approximations to the English meaning.’ Varied understandings have led 

to distinct approaches to public policy and funding, university governance and 

autonomy, and quality and accessibility of higher education (Filippakou & Williams, 

2015).  

Despite these differences, national higher education systems are linked to each 

other across borders and in the same common global space. In an era marked by 

globalisation, the emphasis on international knowledge sharing, research collaboration, 

and mobility of students and researchers further deepens ties among national higher 

education systems (Hazelkorn, 2015; Marginson, 2018i). However, the existing 

divergences regarding the social imaginary not only limit the understanding of the 

‘public (good)’ in higher education from different perspectives, but also forms 

ideological and practical gaps that hinder international cooperation between worldwide 

higher education systems and institutions. 

Understanding similarities and differences among the national contexts in order to 

devise a cross-cultural approach to the public (good) in higher education is a possible 

means to better explain relevant higher education phenomena, facilitate cross-cultural 
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dialogue and understanding, and help each context to better understand themselves. 

Better mutual- and self- understanding will further assist in building closer cooperation 

between universities across the world. 

 Confronting the aforementioned problems and limitations, this study seeks to 

contribute to identifying a more comprehensive interpretation of ‘public (good)’ in 

higher education through focusing on similarities, differences, and potential for 

conceptual hybridisations, synergies, and complementarities between two different 

higher education-related traditions. The higher education-related traditions are those 

aspects, relevant to the public (good) of higher education, of the liberal Anglo-

American tradition (in which the state is separated from civil society and the market), 

and of the Sinic tradition (in which the state has a comprehensive role that takes in all 

aspects including higher education) (Marginson, 2018h).  

 Note that the study does not intend to engage in a comprehensive exploration and 

comparison between the two traditions. Instead, it limits its scope only to consideration 

of those ideas in the two traditions that are most directly relevant to the public (good) 

in higher education. Therefore, to be more specific, the traditions explored in the thesis 

are the higher education-related Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions, with 

particular emphasis on political theory and philosophy, and philosophy of higher 

education. 

 

1.2 Why a comparison between the higher education-related Sinic and 

liberal Anglo-American tradition? 

According to McCormick and White (2011, p. 1198), tradition refers to a ‘repeated 

pattern of behaviours, beliefs, or enactment passed down from one generation to the 

next. Traditions are culturally recognized and sustained.’ It emphasises the continuity 

and passing down of ideas, values, and customs (including implicit ones), throughout 

generations. Although these ideas, values, and customs were created in the past, their 

influence is maintained and still apparent in the present. Arguably tradition’s present 

influence is one of the main reasons why it is worth exploring. However, it can be 

challenging to try to fully capture traditions that have emerged and persisted over a long 

span of time.  
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For the traditions that have been passed down for hundreds or even thousands of 

years, the content of, and the present influence of, the traditions can be complex. Further, 

the ways that different traditions have progressed with engagements and contributions 

from multiple generations can vary greatly. For example, although there is a classic 

Greek foundation of liberalism, and there are liberal thinkers who frequently refer back 

to classic Greek philosophy, liberalism arguably can be understood as a post-

Reformation school of thought in the Anglo-American tradition (Ryan, 2012; see also 

2.4.2). Differently, the origin of the Sinic tradition, comprising of for example, 

Confucianism and Daoism, needs to be dated back to at least the Zhou Dynasty (around 

1046-256 BCE). In terms of Confucianism, the later revision and development of 

classic Confucianism such as Neo-Confucianism and New Confucianism still centre 

around the classic Confucian texts, and aim at renewing and reinterpreting those texts 

in the context of the day. Notably, in this thesis, the two higher education-related 

traditions are examined by focusing on these schools of thought, which embody 

important beliefs and tenets of the traditions. 

Therefore, while it is possible to examine liberalism without substantially 

exploring classic Greek philosophy, it is necessary to cover pre-Qin (pre-221 BCE) 

Chinese ideas in the investigation of the Sinic tradition. The differing kind of 

evolutionary pathway in each case provides a rationale for my decisions about the 

scopes of the two traditions examined in this research. While more details are presented 

in Chapter 2, here I briefly explain what I mean by the higher education-related Sinic 

and liberal Anglo-American traditions.  

The higher education-related liberal Anglo-American tradition in this thesis refers 

to the tradition of liberalism in relation to higher education, concentrating on the limited 

liberal state and individual liberty (see more about this in Chapter 4). In the English-

speaking world, there are various approaches to understanding the ‘public (good)’ in 

higher education that are sourced in economics and political philosophy/science 

respectively, but both draw on a common heritage: the political culture of the limited 

liberal state, civic republican tradition, and an emphasis on individual liberty 

(Marginson, 2018h).  
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The Sinic tradition of ‘the public (good)’ in higher education originated in China 

at an earlier time than the post-Reformation and Enlightenment period in England. The 

Sinic approach to higher education is grounded in the tradition of the comprehensive 

state that is often supreme in relation to the market and society (see more about this in 

Chapter 3). While leaving detailed discussions about the scope of the Sinic tradition in 

Chapter 3, here I highlight that in this thesis the term ‘Sinic tradition’ is used mainly to 

refer to the mainland Chinese part of the tradition, despite its influence in other Asian 

countries. 

Regardless of the differences in approach, both traditions have strengths as well as 

limitations in capturing and explaining the public (good) in higher education. They are 

facing conceptual and methodological difficulties. While being successful in terms of 

capturing economic benefits of higher education, the liberal Anglo-American tradition 

faces difficulty in explaining higher education’s non-pecuniary public goods such as 

social goods and public-related values (Marginson & Yang, 2020b). Meanwhile, it also 

shares with the Sinic tradition methodological difficulties in quantifying the amount of 

‘public goods’ of higher education (Marginson, 2018h). 

Another limitation of the liberal Anglo-American tradition lies in the global 

dimension. It under-recognises higher education’s contributions to the global public 

good (Marginson, Murphy, & Peters, 2010). This limitation, as the thesis argues, can 

be mitigated by taking into account the Sinic idea of all under heaven (tianxia), which 

anticipates a global ecological imagining. 

In contrast, the Sinic tradition is more comfortable with higher education’s social 

and cultural goods in addition to economic goods. It draws on a wide range of virtues 

that higher education may contribute to, such as public-related values, and social 

cohesion and harmony, though these are often visualised inside the state because of a 

long history of the state supervising and limiting the communicative social dimension. 

However, there is a longstanding neglect of the private good in the Sinic tradition – the 

public-private boundary is blurred (C. Huang & Jiang, 2005a, p. xi). Meanwhile, since 

the mid-19th century, the Sinic tradition has been experiencing changes and 

transformations, under the influence of Western ideologies such as (neo)liberalism and 
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Marxism-Leninism. The Sinic interpretation of the public (good) of higher education 

itself remains unclear.  

It seems that certain ideas from the two traditions may be complementary. For 

example, the Sinic idea of tianxia (all under heaven) may complement the liberal 

Anglo-American under-recognition of the global public good, while the Sinic 

inattention to the private good may be counter-balanced by the liberal Anglo-American 

emphasis on it. While the comparison can help the two traditions better understand 

themselves, it is also possible to derive new ways of addressing the existing problems, 

by combining ideas (in certain cases, combining complementary ideas) from the two 

traditions. Meanwhile, the two traditions are very different in many aspects, making the 

comparison likely to lead to more generative results than comparisons between those 

with more similarities (for example, between the Anglo-American and the French 

traditions) (Marginson & Yang, 2019).  

There is a further rationale for comparing the two traditions. Modern university 

models and higher education systems, which have been implemented in different 

societies, are largely shaped by the models of the Anglo-American research university 

and the Anglo-American ways of organising higher education (Altbach, 1989, 1991; 

Altbach & Balán, 2007). China, however, is developing at an extraordinary rate and is 

arguably a rising star in the global research system (Marginson, 2018f). Instead of 

entirely employing the Anglo-American or Western university models and higher 

education systems, China is exploring a new approach to developing higher education 

with ‘Chinese characteristics (zhongguo tese)’ (Qu, 2014). Arguably, the two types of 

the higher education system and university model are either already influential, or may 

become more globally important in the future. Comparing the two traditions is expected 

to have high relevance in worldwide higher education. 

Assembling a plausible and potentially more generative picture of the public (good) 

in higher education is essential. Recognising the similarities and differences between, 

and establishing combinations of, these two traditions is especially important to more 

comprehensively understanding the public (good) of higher education, and shaping 

potential cooperation between universities worldwide.  
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1.3 Research questions 

In light of the above analysis of existing problems and in recognition of the importance 

of comparing the two traditions, this thesis attempts to answer the following principal 

research question: What are the similarities and differences between notions of ‘public 

(good)’ in the Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions, in relation to higher 

education? Is there potential for hybridisations, synergies, and complementarities 

between the two traditions? 

Guided by the principal research question, six research sub-questions were raised 

(details of the process of raising the research sub-questions are provided in Chapter 2).  

w Research sub-question 1: What ideas do each of the two traditions hold in 

relation to xiushen (self-cultivation) and Bildung in higher education?  

w Research sub-question 2: How is gongping/equity understood in each of the 

two traditions, especially in relation to access to higher education and social 

outcomes of higher education?  

w Research sub-question 3: What are the connotations of the idea of zhi (the free 

will) and liberty in each of the two traditions in higher education, with special 

emphasis on academic freedom and institutional autonomy?  

w Research sub-question 4: What do gong/public and si/private refer to in the 

Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions in relation to higher education 

(especially in respect of the role of states, relationships between higher 

education institutions and governments, and the resources and outcomes of 

higher education)? 

w Research sub-question 5: How do each of these two traditions understand 

tianxia weigong (all under heaven is for/belongs to all) and global 

public/common goods in relation to higher education?  

w Research sub-question 6: What are the similarities and differences on each of 

the five key themes, outlined in Research sub-questions 1 to 5, between the 

higher education-related Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions? Are 

there possibilities for hybridisations, synergies, and complementarities of the 

two traditions concerning the five key themes, as ways to trans-positionally 

reconstruct related notions of ‘public (good)’ in higher education? 
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1.4 Thesis overview 

This thesis comprises 12 chapters, including an introduction (Chapter 1), a 

methodology (Chapter 2), two chapters summarising broad cultural and philosophical 

ideas underlying the public (good) of higher education in each tradition (Chapters 3 and 

4), one chapter presenting the outcome of the comparison of the broad cultural and 

philosophical ideas in Chapters 3 and 4 (Chapter 5), which also sets out the trans-

positional viewpoint used in the remaining chapters, six substantive chapters (Chapters 

6 to 11), and a conclusion chapter (Chapter 12). Each of the six substantive chapters 

responds to one research sub-question.  

Chapter 1 (Introduction) provides a brief overview of the research context, points 

out the research problem, and explains the rationales for doing the research. Responding 

to the research problem, the chapter asks one principal research question, and six 

research sub-questions.  

Chapter 2 (Methodology) elaborates on a two-step trans-positional comparative 

methodology that was designed for this study. Following an outline of the overall 

methodology, the chapter explains the process of doing the two steps – Trans-positional 

Analysis I and Trans-positional Analysis II. Then the scope of the exploration is 

articulated, defining what the higher education-related Sinic and liberal Anglo-

American traditions mean in this thesis. It also explains the techniques employed for 

conducting Trans-positional Analyses I and II. Finally, I close the chapter with a 

discussion of two main methodological limitations. 

Chapters 3 and 4 respectively elaborate on what is meant by the higher education-

related Sinic tradition and the higher education-related liberal Anglo-American 

tradition in the thesis. They present broad cultural and philosophical ideas underlying 

the public (good) of higher education in each tradition. These ideas further expound the 

social imaginary of the two traditions.  

Chapter 5 compares ideas about the social imaginary of the Sinic and liberal Anglo-

American traditions presented in Chapters 3 and 4, and explains the process of 

identifying the five key themes. The five key themes comprise five pairs of key terms 

from the two traditions, which are associated with the research sub-questions and 
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together draw a holistic picture of the public (good) of higher education. It also 

elaborates on the lexical basis for the comparison in this study. The aim of Chapters 3 

to 5 is to lay the foundation for the six substantive Chapters 6-11. 

Chapter 6 addresses the first research sub-question. It examines the first key theme 

in the context of higher education, which focuses on an individual’s personal 

development: xiushen in the Sinic tradition, and Bildung, which is used to unpack 

student development in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. Chapter 7 examines 

gongping in the Sinic tradition and equity in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. The 

emphasis is on social equity and equity in higher education. Chapter 8 examines a pair 

of notions that has been widely discussed but remains highly contentious – zhi (the free 

will) in the Sinic tradition and liberty in the liberal Anglo-American tradition in higher 

education. Chapter 9 explores the fourth pair of terms in the context of higher education: 

gong and si in the Sinic tradition, and the public and private in the liberal Anglo-

American tradition. Chapter 10 turns to unpacking the notions of ‘public/private’ at the 

global level, and rethinking the liberal Anglo-American concepts of global 

public/common goods through the perspective of tianxia weigong (all under heaven is 

for/belongs to all). Chapter 11 responds to the sixth research sub-question and presents 

outcomes of the substantial comparison between, and the combination of, the five pairs 

of terms. This is where substantial trans-positional reconstruction is carried out 

regarding the five key themes in higher education. 

I end the thesis with a series of conclusions (Chapter 12) based on the analysis from 

previous chapters. It includes a summarisation of the main findings of the research, a 

discussion of the contributions of the research, and recommendations for future 

research. 
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Chapter 2. Methodology 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This thesis attempts to answer the following principal research question – What are the 

similarities and differences between notions of ‘public (good)’ in the Sinic and liberal 

Anglo-American traditions, in relation to higher education? Is there potential for 

hybridisations, synergies, and complementarities between the two traditions? It aims 

to understand how ‘public (good)’ is understood in relation to higher education in each 

of the Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions. It also attempts to compare these 

two traditions, and identify the potential for hybridisations, synergies, and 

complementarities between the two traditions, concerning the public (good) in higher 

education. To clarify, there is no intention to comprehensively review and explore the 

broader philosophical and social traditions in this thesis. The aim is to confine the 

inquiry to what each says about matters bearing on conceptions of ‘the public (good)’ 

in higher education that may help explain relevant higher education phenomena across 

contexts (see more in 2.2). The scope of the conceptual exploration is elaborated in 2.4.  

The aims are achieved primarily through a scholarship-based exploration of 

relevant major ideas in political theory and philosophy in the two higher education-

related traditions, followed by a comparison that reveals similarities and differences 

between the two traditions concerning the ‘public (good)’ and relevant concepts in 

higher education. Based on the similarities and differences, the study then explores the 

potential for trans-positional reconstruction, including hybridisations, synergies, and 

complementarities, by combining the two traditions, albeit while leaving space for 

continuing diversity. As will be explained, the thesis pursues this programme, including  

scholarship-based exploration, comparison, and trans-positional reconstruction, 

through a two-step trans-positional comparative methodology.  

This chapter outlines the research methodology of the study. Section 2.2 maps out 

the two-step trans-positional comparative methodology, and explains why it is 

necessary to develop this methodology so as to meet the aims of the thesis. Section 2.3 

introduces the research sub-questions of the thesis. The scope of the conceptual 
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exploration is introduced in 2.4. Section 2.5 explains the use of critical literature review 

as the technique for exploring the relevant scholarship. It then elaborates on the 

techniques of lexical-based comparison and philosophical reconstruction for 

comparison and trans-positional reconstruction in 2.6. Lastly, 2.7 discusses the main 

methodological limitations of this study. 

 

2.2 A two-step trans-positional comparative methodology: Mapping out 

the methodology 

2.2.1 Rationales for developing a two-step trans-positional comparative 

methodology 

This sub-section explains the rationale for following a two-step trans-positional 

comparative methodology. It does this by stating the aims of the thesis and 

methodological difficulties and challenges that the thesis faces in conducting a 

scholarship-based comparison of conceptions of the ‘public (good)’ in higher education 

between the higher education-related Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions.  

Interpretations of the public (good) in higher education vary across countries. 

Relevant concepts of the ‘public (good)’ are culturally specific – they are shaped by the 

political and educational cultures of the society in which higher education is embedded. 

Unpacking the public (good) in higher education normally requires scholars/researchers 

to ground their analysis in a certain political and educational culture, while taking in 

relevant aspects that shape the public (good) of higher education, including the 

relationship between individualised and collective goods, the role of the state, the 

university-state and university-society relationships, and higher education’s missions. 

This embeddedness in a context, together with the variation between cultures, means 

that it is difficult to develop a set of interpretations that can work across contexts. The 

task then becomes to move beyond one specific context, but without losing 

embeddedness as such, by developing interpretations of conceptions of the public (good) 

of higher education that can help explain relevant higher education phenomena in more 

than one context, while also facilitating cross-cultural dialogue and understanding. 

Arguably, the most influential existing interpretations of the public (good) of higher 

education worldwide are those predominantly grounded in Anglo-American societies 
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(Marginson, 2018h). As will be shown in this thesis, the Anglo-American 

interpretations of the ‘public (good)’ in higher education may not work effectively in a 

Chinese socialist society. It could also be argued that they do not work as well in a 

Nordic social democratic society either, in which there is prominent acknowledgement 

of the collective benefits produced by higher education, such as its contributions to 

social equity and social tolerance (Marginson, 2018h). These considerations suggest, 

on the one hand, the need to explore the public (good) in higher education in multiple 

contexts rather than simply borrow concepts developed in Anglo-American contexts, 

and on the other hand, to develop a set of interpretations of conceptions, drawing on 

ideas from more than one context, that may effectively capture the public (good) in 

higher education on a cross-cultural basis. The two methodological steps mentioned 

here are linked, as the thesis devises interpretations of the public (good) in higher 

education that is common to the contexts of Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions. 

 For this thesis, a comparative methodology is needed that enables deep 

embeddedness in the scholarship of both higher education-related Sinic and liberal 

Anglo-American traditions. The comparative component of the methodology should 

not privilege one tradition over the other, and should contain the potential to derive 

combined views of the public (good) of higher education from both traditions. This 

methodology also needs to address the problems of comparing scholarly traditions, 

including the cross-cultural and lexical challenges. 

The comparison of scholarly traditions faces the challenge of finding a common 

template for cross-cultural comparison that is not guided solely by one scholarly 

tradition. Addressing this challenge is key in privileging one tradition over the other as 

little as possible. The fact that the ‘public (good)’ of higher education is essentially an 

Anglo-American concept and there only exists approximations of it rather than 

equivalence in the Sinic tradition (see details in Chapter 9) makes the cross-cultural 

comparison especially challenging.  

Relating to the cross-cultural challenges are lexical challenges. It is difficult for 

researchers to do comparisons without changing connotations and denotations of 

concepts after translation. This is especially the case when comparative studies concern 

nonmaterial traits and require language switches (Osgood, 1964). Not all concepts in a 
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language have direct counterparts in another language (Sadiq, 2010), and even when 

direct counterparts in another language can be identified, the original concepts’ 

functions can be different from those of the counterparts. Meanwhile, owing to different 

cultures underlying the different languages, many concepts in a specific language have 

unique connotations and denotative uses (Osgood, 1964). The uniqueness is lost in the 

process of translation into another language. Difficulties and problems in translation 

issues have long been studied by linguists (see for example Aissi, 1987; Lucy, 1994; 

Moindjie, 2006). However, they are often overlooked by researchers doing comparative 

studies. Moreover, when doing comparative studies involving English and another 

language, in cases when the research outputs are written in English, the other language 

is often underprivileged. 

To the best of my knowledge, there is no existing established comparative 

methodology that could serve the above needs of the thesis and effectively tackle its 

challenges. I have therefore developed a novel methodology specific for the thesis. The 

methodology developed is a two-step trans-positional comparative methodology, 

informed by Amartya Sen’s idea of ‘trans-positional’ assessment. 

 Observations are unavoidably position-based, but scientific reasoning need not, of course, be 

based on observational information from one specific position only. There is a need for what 

may be called ‘trans-positional’ assessment – drawing on but going beyond different positional 

observations. The constructed ‘view from nowhere’ would then be based on synthesizing 

different views from distinct positions. (Sen, 2002, p. 467) 

 Sen states that partiality is an outcome of the individual’s position from which 

observations and judgments are made. He seeks for ways to make ‘impartial 

observations.’ However, people’s observations are determined by their position vis-a-

vis the objects of observation, which relies upon sets of parameters that include physical 

conditions such as locations, and the observer’s personal perspectives.  

Nagel (1989, p. 5) argues that objectivity is in the form of invariance with respect 

to individual observers and their positions. It is a ‘view from nowhere.’ However, Sen 

(1993, p. 127) opposes this argument by stating that this conception could be in tension 

with observations that cannot escape positionality, especially those in dealing with 

objectivity of elementary observational claims. According to Sen (1993, p. 127), 
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objectivity is in fact a view from a ‘delineated somewhere,’ and that different people 

would have the same observations from similar positions. For example, people, As Sen 

notes, people, though with different background knowledge, would all agree that the 

African continent is located in the South if they stand in the Northern hemisphere.  

 However, by taking in more than one position, the scope for objective observation 

and judgment, in Sen’s sense, is enriched. Sen (1993) suggests the device of trans-

positional analysis. People’s observations depend on their locational positions and their 

knowledge. Sen (1993) argues that objective inquiry needs to begin with positional 

observation-based knowledge and then go beyond that, to achieve trans-positional 

objectivity. Trans-positional analysis entails ‘drawing on but going beyond different 

positional observations’ without negating the respective observations themselves (Sen, 

2002, p. 467). This allows the observer to move beyond cultural relativism without 

normalising one particular cultural viewpoint, by synthesising different views from 

distinct positions (Sen, 1993, p. 130).  

Although Sen does not set up a concrete methodology here, his ideas of trans-

positional analysis point out a methodological approach for this thesis. Drawing on 

Sen’s arguments, the thesis suggests that conducting a trans-positional analysis involves 

three reasoning procedures. The first procedure is to reject comparison based on 

benchmarking against one single cultural or contextual position. The aim is to make the 

comparison ‘symmetrical’ to the largest extent – that is to ‘equally’ treat the components 

being compared to the largest extent. The second procedure is to explore multiple 

positions separately. In this thesis, the multiple positions are the higher education-

related Sinic and liberal Anglo-American positions. The third procedure is to move 

beyond the multiple positions and engage in trans-positional assessment and 

combination. In this thesis, this means after comparing the two traditions’ ideas on the 

public (good) in higher education, the thesis develops a trans-positional combination of 

these ideas. The first reasoning procedure matches and supports the thesis’s objective 

in eliminating the privilege of one tradition over the other to the largest extent. The 

second enables in-depth and separate exploration of each tradition concerning the 

public (good) in higher education. Notably, the separate exploration should be made by 

deeply embedding in each tradition and borrowing concepts from the other as little as 
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possible. The third provides an approach for comparing the two traditions, and for 

developing a set of interpretations of conceptions that draws on both traditions, 

concerning the public (good) in higher education. 

This thesis is not claiming to reach ‘trans-positional objectivity’ by doing a trans-

positional analysis. The aim is more modest: to develop a set of interpretations of 

conceptions of the public (good) of higher education that can more effectively explain 

relevant higher education phenomena across the two contexts – in Sen’s words, ‘a 

broader understanding that make[s] sense of the respective (and possibly divergent) 

positional observations’ (Sen, 1993, p. 130). It is also important to acknowledge that 

there are limitations inevitably caused by my personal ‘positions,’ including my 

perspectives, that can hinder the attempt to make the comparison ‘symmetrical.’ This is 

discussed in 2.7.1.  

The direct employment of the three reasoning procedures in this study is 

challenging. The starting point of the thesis is ‘the public (good)’ in higher education, 

which has cultural undercurrents, and moreover, is Anglo-American. Therefore, in part, 

there is a need to establish a foundation, consisting of cultural and philosophical ideas 

underlying the public (good) of higher education in both traditions concerning aspects 

such as the state, society, individual, and individualism and collectivism, for further 

exploration of ‘the public (good)’ in higher education. To privilege the liberal Anglo-

American tradition as little as possible, it is important to ground in the Sinic tradition 

in relation to parallel ideas of ‘the public (good)’ in higher education. ‘Parallel ideas’ 

acknowledges that there are no exact equivalents of the liberal Anglo-American 

concepts of ‘public (good)’ in the Sinic tradition, though certain Sinic terms overlap 

with or correlate with heterogeneous liberal Anglo-American concepts. Seemingly this 

search for parallel ideas does not make the comparison totally ‘symmetrical,’ as the 

search still started with the Anglo-American concepts. Nevertheless, the thesis needs a 

starting point for practical reasons. To mitigate the practical limitations, I conducted an 

in-depth exploration of the Sinic tradition for relevant underlying ideas of the Sinic 

parallel concepts of the public (good) of higher education. These underlying ideas then 

became the Sinic starting point for the exploration of the parallel ideas of the public 
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(good) of higher education in the Sinic tradition – the gong of higher education (see 

Chapters 3 and 9).  

The two-step trans-positional comparison used in the thesis is as follows (see Table 

2-1). The first step is Trans-positional Analysis I, designed for explorations of cultural 

and philosophical ideas underlying the public (good) of higher education in each 

tradition and a tentative trans-positional assessment based on these ideas (see 2.2.2). 

The second step is Trans-positional Analysis II, which builds on Trans-positional 

Analysis I to explore and make trans-positional exploration of ideas of the ‘public 

(good)’ of higher education (or from a Sinic perspective, the gong of higher education). 

As will be shown in Chapter 5, trans-positional assessment in Trans-positional Analysis 

I (especially the lexical basis and the identified five pairs of key terms) forms the basis 

for Trans-positional Analysis II. 

Table 2- 1 A two-step trans-positional comparative methodology 

Three reasoning procedures for Trans-positional Analyses I 
and II 

Technique 

The first reasoning procedure:  
Rejection of comparison based on benchmarking against one 
tradition. 

/  
(supported by the lexical 

basis) 
The second reasoning procedure:  
Trans-positional Analysis I: Separate exploration of cultural and 
philosophical ideas underlying the public (good) of higher 
education in each tradition; 
 
Trans-positional Analysis II: Separate exploration of the public 
(good) in higher education in each tradition, based on Trans-
positional Analysis I. 

Critical literature review 

The third reasoning procedure: 
Trans-positional Analysis I: Tentative trans-positional assessment 
based on the separate explorations (primarily comparison); 
 
Trans-positional Analysis II: Trans-positional assessment based 
on the separate explorations (including comparison and trans-
positional reconstruction). 

Lexical-based comparison 
(for both I and II) 

& 
Philosophical reconstruction 

(only for II, supported by 
my epistemological 

position) 

 

The rest of the sub-section 2.2 will explain in detail how the two-step trans-

positional comparative methodology was conducted. In 2.2.2 I first introduce my 

epistemological position, which is fundamental to the third reasoning procedure of this 

methodology. Then 2.2.3 and 2.2.4 respectively, describe how Trans-positional 

Analyses I and II were carried out.  
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2.2.2 My epistemological position: Chinese Yin-Yang philosophy 

The choice and employment of a methodology is associated with a researcher’s 

epistemological position, the researcher’s understanding of how to obtain knowledge 

that enables the researcher to know the nature of reality (Pring, 2002, p. 44). My 

epistemology is manifested in Chinese Yin-Yang philosophy. It is foundational to the 

third reasoning procedure of the trans-positional exploration, in a sense that it is 

possible to make trans-positional reconstruction of (even contrasting) ideas from the 

two higher education-related traditions. It also implies how the trans-positional 

reconstruction may work. 

Chinese Yin-Yang philosophy is a fundamental way to know the nature of reality 

in the Sinic tradition. According to Yin-Yang philosophy, the nature of existence is 

made up of yin and yang, as the two halves of the whole. Everything in the universe 

can be explained and understood by yin and yang. For example, heaven is yang while 

earth is yin, sun is yang while moon is yin, positive is yang while negative is yin.  

All things stand, facing yang and against yin. The interaction between yin and yang creates a 

state of harmony.1  

Yao asked Shun: ‘In Under-heaven, what is the most valuable?’ Shun replied: ‘Life is most 

valuable.’ Yao said: ‘How can life be cultivated?’ Shun said: ‘Investigate yin and yang.’2 

Yin and yang need to be used in combination. They are interdependent on one 

another. ‘Ultimately, yin and yang do not mean anything in themselves at all, being only 

employed to express a relation; one notion is the opposite of the other, the one is 

positive, the other negative’ (Forke, 1925, p. 214). The interplay between yin and yang 

determines the formation and existence of all things. The yin-yang progression is in 

constant rotation following cyclical patterns (see Figure 2-1) – the two concepts exist 

simultaneously and are in constant dynamic with one another. In Figure 2-1, the black 

 

1 万物负阴而抱阳，冲气以为和。– Chapter 42, Daodejing. 

2 D. J. Harper (trans.) (1998). Ten Questions in Early Chinese Medical Literature. The Mawangdui Medical 

Manuscripts. London and New York: Kegan Paul International, p. 399. 
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half represents yin and the white half yang, reflecting the inescapably intertwined 

duality of all things in existence (Perkins, 2019). 

 

Yin and yang are independent, yet they are also in contradiction and opposition. 

The tension and difference between them allows for interactions whereby dynamic 

energy is created (R. Wang, 2012, p. 8). However, although yin and yang are contrasting, 

they are at the same time complementary (Allison, 1998; Perkins, 2019; Raphals, 2017). 

In other words, the contrasting and interdependent yin and yang supplement each other, 

which is the key to the achievement of harmony and balance between them (R. Wang, 

2012, p. 11). For example, in Zhouli (The Rites of Zhou), ancient Chinese people argue 

that in making a wheel, the key is to supplement softness (yin) with hardness (yang), 

and vice versa, to achieve the balance between the two. The craft of wheel-making 

suggests that on certain occasions, people may need to exert effort in order to make the 

two contradictory sides – yin and yang – achieve a complementary balance.  

The way of making the hub of wheel must be measured according to yin-yang. Yang is densely 

grained and thus is strong; yin is loosely grained and thus is soft. Therefore, one uses fire to 

nourish its yin, making it even with its yang. Thus, even if the wheel is worn, it will not lose 

its round form.3 

Enlightened by Chinese Yin-Yang philosophy, I perceive the ideas of public (good) 

in higher education in the two higher education-related traditions as potentially 

 

3 凡斩毂之道，必矩其阴阳。阳也者，稹理而坚；阴也者，疏理而柔。是故以火养其阴，而齐诸其阳，则

毂虽敝不藃。–Kaogongji, Zhouli. 

Figure 2- 1 The Yin-Yang symbol or taijitu 
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complementary, despite their being different or even contrasting. As contrasting 

concepts may be mutually complementary and completing, there is space for diversity 

in unity (heer butong) through their combination. In this thesis, combination is the 

primary means for trans-positional reconstruction, in order to reach the aim of 

developing a set of interpretations of conceptions of the public (good) of higher 

education that can more effectively explain relevant higher education phenomena 

across the Sinic and liberal Anglo-American contexts. 

From time to time the combination necessitates reinterpretations of the 

concepts/ideas, and/or using one concept/idea to complete another, in order to reach a 

complementary balance between yang and yin. Ideas and concepts from both higher 

education-related traditions are regarded as heuristic tools to explain higher education 

phenomena. For example, as will be discussed in Chapter 7, Amartya Sen’s idea of 

equality of freedom to achieve, which emphasises providing all individuals with a 

desirable environment for their development while assuming the existence of varying 

natural talents of individuals, can be complementary to the Confucian idea of equality 

of potential to achieve, which assumes all individuals’ equal natural talents and 

potential to self-develop. These two seemingly opposite ideas (in the sense of opposite 

assumptions of individuals’ natural talents) are re-interpreted as not antagonistically 

opposite but mutually complementary. It is thus possible to combine ideas to form a 

complementarity: equality of potential and freedom to achieve. Indeed, the idea of 

complementarity is already manifest in certain Sinic concepts such as Confucian 

individualism and collectivism. Different from the contrasting liberal individualism and 

collectivism, Confucian individualism and collectivism are mutually complementary 

and enhancing (for further discussion, see Chapter 9). 

 

2.2.3 Trans-positional Analysis I 

This thesis is essentially a comparative study between two human traditions in relation 

to the public (good) in higher education. However, prior to the comparison of the public 

(good) in higher education, it is necessary to explore the political and educational 

cultures of the two traditions, especially ideas underlying the public (good) of higher 

education. This exploration is the primary content of Trans-positional Analysis I. 
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 The study started with a principal research question that was broad and ambiguous. 

As a comparative study, it was not ‘neat’ from the very beginning, in the sense that there 

was not a clear set of measurements or dimensions for comparison. Nevertheless, 

according to the first reasoning procedure of a trans-positional exploration, from the 

start of this study, I confirmed my position in privileging either tradition or 

benchmarking one against the other as little as possible.  

To proceed with the second reasoning procedure of the trans-positional exploration, 

I investigated scholarship in each of the two higher education-related traditions, using 

the technique of critical literature review (for further discussion on the technique, see 

2.5). The scope of the exploration of scholarly works is explained in 2.4. The 

exploration focused on political and educational cultures that shape the public (good) 

of higher education in each tradition, including ideas of the world, the state, society, 

family, individual, collectivism, and individualism. These ideas centre around the social 

imaginary of each tradition, including interpretations of certain spheres of social action, 

that are important in unpacking higher education’s position in the social imaginary, and 

in terms of the relationship between these spheres of social action, which include the 

individual, society, state, and world. The findings are presented in Chapters 3 and 4.  

The exploration of scholarly works started with certain key concepts for the 

purpose of identifying relevant works. The first key concepts were the public (good) 

and the private (good) of higher education. In addition, in 2015, the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) highlights another 

concept – the common good, defined as the good that is ‘characterised by a binding 

destination and necessary for the realisation of the fundamental rights of all people, 

irrespective of any public or private origin’ (UNESCO, 2015, p. 77). The concept of the 

common good provides an alternate approach to understanding ‘the public (good)’in 

higher education, intending to go beyond the public/private dichotomy (Szadkowski, 

2018; Tian & Liu, 2018). Therefore, I added the concept of the common (good) as 

another key term, together with the public (good) and the private (good). 

Based on the exploration in the two traditions, I made a tentative trans-positional 

assessment. The technique I employed for this tentative trans-positional assessment was 

lexical-based comparison (for further discussion, see 2.6). In this step, I compared the 
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social imaginaries between the two traditions that are essential in shaping the public 

(good) of higher education. The comparison firstly established a lexical basis, 

consisting of interpretations of important terms in discussing the public (good) of higher 

education that move between the Chinese and English language in both direction (see 

below). Drawing on the lexical basis, the comparison summarised similarities and 

differences between the two traditions with regard to their social imaginaries.  

In conducting the comparison, five key themes emerged, consisting of five pairs of 

key terms, with one term from each tradition in each pair. The five themes were 

identified by investigating the interaction between higher education and the four 

essential spheres of social action – the spheres of individual, society, the state, and the 

world – in the social imaginary. The five themes touch the ‘public (good)’ of higher 

education in significant ways. Further, as will be shown in Trans-positional Analysis II, 

the five themes taken together enable the development of a holistic picture of the ‘public 

(good)’ and related phenomena in higher education (see Table 2-2). 

The five themes, comprising of five pairs of terms, are:  

1) xiushen (self-cultivation) in the Sinic tradition, and Bildung, which is used 

to understand the liberal Anglo-American tradition on individual student 

development. Both focus on individual development in higher education, 

and connect higher education with the sphere of the individual;  

2) gongping/equity, each concerning the relationship between higher education 

and the sphere of society, and particularly emphasising higher education’s 

role in enhancing social equity;  

3) zhi (the free will) and liberty, which turn to the relationship between higher 

education and the sphere of the state, and enable discussion of academic 

freedom and university autonomy in higher education; 

4) gong/public and si/private, which centre on individualism and collectivism, 

and explore the resources, and individualised and collective outcomes of 

higher education;  

5) tianxia weigong (all under heaven belongs to all/is for all) and global 

public/common goods, which move to higher education’s cross-border 

activities and collective outcomes at a global level. 
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The five themes then became the new starting point for Trans-positional Analysis 

II (see 2.2.4 below). They were taken into the research sub-questions (see 2.3), and 

guided the Trans-positional Analysis II. The cross-language pairings also head up each 

of Chapters 6-10 of this thesis. More details about how the five pairs of terms were 

identified are provided in Chapter 5. 

Table 2- 2 How the five themes relate as part of a holistic picture of the ‘public (good)’ and 

related phenomena in higher education 

Public (good) in 
higher education 
and related 
phenomena 

Higher education 
and the 
individual 

Xiushen (self-cultivation)and Bildung in higher 
education 

Higher education 
and society Gongping/equity in higher education 

Higher education 
and the state Zhi (the free will) and liberty in higher education 

The resources 
and outcomes of 
higher education 

Gong/public and si/private in higher education 

Tianxia weigong (all under heaven belongs to all/is for 
all) and the global public/common good of higher 
education 

 

2.2.4 Trans-positional Analysis II 

Trans-positional analysis II built on the findings of Trans-positional Analysis I, to 

explore, compare, and combine the ideas relevant to the public (good)/gong of higher 

education.  

 At this point the two higher education-related traditions were explored via the five 

key themes. The process of exploration was similar to that of Trans-positional Analysis 

I, but was guided by a more specific aim. The aim was to unpack how each tradition 

approached the five key themes. The technique of critical literature review was again 

employed to explore scholarly works in each tradition. At this stage, the exploration of 

each tradition was largely independent from each other – there was no substantial 

comparison involved. However, I made sporadic and minor references to comparative 

issues between the two traditions, which helped lay the foundations for trans-positional 

assessment as the third reasoning procedure. The findings from this more specific 
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exploration of each tradition are presented in Chapters 6 to 10, with each chapter 

focusing on one key paired theme. 

I then moved beyond the two traditions’ ideas to conduct the substantial 

comparison and explore the potential for combination (trans-positional reconstruction), 

searching for potential conceptual complementarities, hybridisations, and synergies. 

The substantial comparison was to unpack the similarities and differences between the 

two higher education-related traditions, in relation to the five key themes. 

 Hybridisation and synergy served as two ways to combine (trans-positional 

reconstructing) ideas from the two traditions in relation to the five key themes in higher 

education. Underlying these methods is my epistemological position guided by the Yin-

Yang philosophy. This suggests that it is possible to re-interpret and combine two (or 

more) different and even contrasting ideas/concepts into new explanations of higher 

education phenomena. 

i. Hybridisation takes distinct parts of two (or more) concepts or ideas, and 

brings them together in a ‘hybrid’ concept or idea. The hybrid is made of parts 

or all of the original concepts or ideas. In certain hybrids, the origin of the parts 

can be discerned. In others, the hybrid is distinct from its origins. 

ii. Synergy combines two (or more) separate and distinct concepts or ideas to 

make them work cooperatively. Unlike hybridisation where the two (or more) 

concepts or ideas stay separate and do not necessarily combine into one new 

form, synergy worked in parallel with a certain kind of relationship between 

the concepts. Therefore, the concepts or ideas become more effective than if 

they worked in a high degree of isolation. 

Hybridisations and synergies are made by combining two (or more) concepts or 

ideas. Some of these ideas, though not all, are contrasting but also mutually 

complementary. I describe combinations of those complementary ideas as 

‘complementarities’ to highlight that the parts being combined are complementary to 

each other. Therefore, the number of the ways for combination became three: 

hybridisation, synergy, and complementarity.4 

 

4 Special thanks to Thomas Brotherhood for his input in developing the three ways of combination. 
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The exploration of the potential for combination is not designed to diminish 

differences, nor to make arbitrary generalisations. It is a tentative attempt to develop a 

set of interpretations of conceptions that can more effectively explain the public (good) 

and related phenomena in higher education, and enhance mutual dialogue and 

understanding between the two traditions. The outcome of this trans-positional 

assessment is presented in Chapter 11. 

 

2.3 Defining research questions 

This study started with a principal research question – What are the similarities and 

differences between notions of ‘public (good)’ in the Sinic and liberal Anglo-

American traditions, in relation to higher education? Is there potential for 

hybridisations, synergies, and complementarities between the two traditions? – but 

with no well-defined research sub-questions. The five key themes identified in Trans-

positional Analysis I were then taken into developing research sub-questions. These 

research sub-questions guided Trans-positional Analysis II, and thus played an essential 

role in framing the whole inquiry.  

Research sub-question 1: What ideas do each of the two traditions hold in relation 

to xiushen (self-cultivation) and Bildung in higher education?  

Research sub-question 2: How is gongping/equity understood in each of the two 

traditions, especially in relation to access to higher education and social outcomes of 

higher education? 

Research sub-question 3: What are the connotations of the idea of zhi (the free 

will) and liberty in each of the two traditions in higher education, with special emphasis 

on academic freedom and institutional autonomy?  

Research sub-question 4: What do gong/public and si/private refer to in the Sinic 

and liberal Anglo-American traditions in relation to higher education (especially in 

respect of the role of states, relationships between higher education institutions and 

governments, and the resources and outcomes of higher education)? 

Research sub-question 5: How does each of these two traditions understand 

tianxia weigong (all under heaven is for/belongs to all) and global public/common 

goods in relation to higher education?  
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The above five research sub-questions guided the separate exploration of the five 

key themes in each of the higher education-related Sinic and liberal Anglo-American 

traditions, but not the trans-positional assessment of these key themes. I therefore 

developed a sixth research sub-question. 

Research sub-question 6: What are the similarities and differences on each of the 

five key themes between the higher education-related Sinic and liberal Anglo-American 

traditions? Are there possibilities for hybridisations, synergies, and complementarities 

of the two traditions concerning the five key themes, as ways to trans-positionally 

reconstruct the related notions of ‘public (good)’ in higher education? 

Table 2- 3 How the research questions were answered by employing the research 

methodology mapped out in Section 2.2 

The research 
sub-
questions 

Focus Technique 

Research sub-
questions 1-5 

Separate exploration of the five key themes in the 
scholarship of the two traditions in relation to the public 
(good) in higher education (separate exploration in 
Trans-positional analysis II). 

Critical literature 
review 

Research sub-
question 6 

Similarities and differences of relevant ideas on the 
public (good) in higher education between the two 
traditions, and the potential for complementarities, 
hybridisations, and synergies, as ways to do trans-
positional reconstruction. (Trans-positional assessment 
in Trans-positional Analysis II) 

Lexical-based 
comparison and 
philosophical 
reconstruction 

Table 2-3 summarises how the research sub-questions were answered by 

conducting Trans-positional Analysis II. Research sub-questions 1 to 5 were answered 

by separate exploration of the five key themes in Trans-positional Analysis II, using the 

technique of critical literature review, and research sub-question 6 was answered by 

trans-positional assessment in Trans-positional Analysis II, using the techniques of 

lexical-based comparison and philosophical reconstruction. 

 

2.4 The scope of conceptual exploration 

This section articulates the scope of the separate exploration of the two higher 

education-related traditions. Table 2-4 provides an overall account of the scholarship 

material included in this study. The material was used in both Trans-positional Analyses 
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I and II, though Trans-positional Analysis II draws more heavily on works concerning 

the five key themes in the field of higher education. 

Table 2- 4 The scholarship examined in this thesis 

The tradition The scholarship examined 

Sinic tradition 

Confucianism (including classic Confucianism in the pre-Qin period, pre-221 
BCE), Neo-Confucianism (mainly in Song and Ming Dynasties, 960-1644), and 
New Confucianism (since the Republican period of China, post-1912), 
supplemented by Daoism and the Law School, as relevant, especially to higher 
learning. 

Encounters between Confucianism, liberalism, and Marxism-Leninism 
between the 19th and 20th century, as relevant, especially to higher education. 

Mixed influence of Confucianism (and Daoism), (neo-)liberalism, and 
Marxism-Leninism in the People’s Republic of China (1949-), as relevant, 
especially to higher education; works on the five key themes in the field of 
higher education studies. 

Liberal Anglo-
American 
tradition 

Scholarship of liberalism in the UK and the US (as relevant, especially to higher 
education): including the work of John Locke, Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, 
John Dewey, John Rawls, Amartya Sen; critiques of neo-liberalism (as relevant, 
especially to higher education); works on the five key themes in the field of 
higher education studies. 

 

2.4.1 The scope of the higher education-related Sinic tradition 

The term ‘Sinic tradition’ is often used in the literature to represent the tradition that 

has been greatly influenced by ancient Chinese civilisation, especially Confucianism 

(Reischauer, 1974). I use the notion of Sinic tradition in an abstract and idea-centred 

way, rather than as a geopolitical designation. It emphasises a shared cultural heritage 

of ancient Chinese thought among many (East) Asian countries (e.g., China, Japan, 

North and South Korea, and Vietnam) (for the cultural heritage in these countries, see 

for example, S. Lee, 2014; Scalapino, 1988; B. I. Schwartz, 1987; Tu, 1989).  

Early Chinese ideas (especially pre-Qin ideas, pre-221 BCE), in particular 

Confucianism, spread among numerous East Asian countries mainly during the Tang 

and Song Dynasties (618-1279) (for the spread of ideas, see for example H. Chang, 

1997; Y. B. Zhang, Lin, Nonaka, & Beom, 2005). The common tradition has far-

reaching influence on those (East) Asian countries. But each of them has adopted its 

unique way to develop and interpret the ancient Chinese thought in the context of its 

local traditions and there is evident diversity among these countries. Nevertheless, even 
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after continuous encounters with, and different strategies of, learning from the West 

since the 18th century, countries influenced by the Sinic tradition still share a certain 

common cultural heritage. For example, the Sinologist de Bary (1984, p. 9), argues 

against the equation of East Asian countries’ modernisation with Westernisation. He 

succinctly describes how the common cultural heritage has left an imprint over the 

course of East Asian countries’ modernisation: 

Such a foreshortened view of history may also come from too ready an equation of 

modernization with Westernization. It fails to recognize that East Asia had earlier experiences 

of modernization on its own, apart from any Western influence – Japan, in the sixth to ninth 

centuries, when it strove to catch up with the advanced civilization of China, or Korea when it 

sought to do the same in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. … however, there is still a 

tendency to think of tradition as all of one piece and of modernization as having nothing to 

learn from the past. (de Bary, 1984, p. 9) 

In these countries, higher education especially is a field that has demonstrated 

evident common features, largely influenced by Confucianism. Despite different 

development trajectories of higher education in these countries, influences from 

Confucian political and educational cultures have left attributes among their higher 

education systems. For example, in a comparative study between college students in 

mainland China, Korea, Japan, and Taiwan, Y. B. Zhang et al. (2005) discover the 

existence of a set of Confucian values shared among the students, including 

interpersonal harmony, relational hierarchy, and traditional conservatism. Furthermore, 

Marginson (2014b, p. 91) highlights four common features among East Asian countries 

that facilitated the take-off of their higher education: ‘the comprehensive Sinic state, 

Confucian education in the home, an effective response to Western modernization, and 

economic growth sufficient to pay for educational infrastructure and research.’  

However, despite the shared heritage, I do not include in this thesis discussion of 

the higher education of all of the countries influenced by ancient Chinese civilisation. 

The Sinic tradition considered here primarily refers to the Chinese tradition, specifically 

the mainland Chinese tradition. However, the term ‘Sinic tradition’ draws attention to 

the cultural and civilisational domain of the ideas that are discussed here. These ideas 

are not co-terminal with, or determined by, the modern nation-state of China or its 
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boundaries, or any of the previous definitions of the country in the Imperial era. Like 

the liberal Anglo-American ideas also under discussion in the thesis, they have a larger 

presence than one nation alone, and might be capable of broad influence. 

In this context, it is important to consider also the time period of the ‘Sinic tradition.’ 

The Sinic tradition gradually evolved since at least the Shang Dynasty, around 1600-

1046 BCE, and has been influenced by many schools of thought, some of them more 

than two thousand years old. For discussions of these Chinese schools of thought and 

how they have influenced China, see for example, de Bary and Lufrano (2001), 

Kirkland (2004), Yao (2000), and Zürcher (2007). Connotations of the Sinic tradition 

have developed and changed over time, and there have been various interpretations of 

the main or dominant Sinic tradition in different time periods. For discussions of the 

change of the connotations of the Sinic tradition, see for example, Birdwhistell (1989), 

Bell (2010), and W. Chang and Kalmanson (2010).  

In the pre-Qin period, the Sinic tradition reflected multiple schools of thought, 

including Confucianism, Daoism, and the Law School. These schools of thought have 

since remained fundamental to the evolution of the Sinic tradition since then. Among 

them, Confucian ideas, especially those regarding ethical, social, and political order, 

became the roots of Chinese people’s moral imagination, guiding the way of 

governance in Imperial China and shaping social relationships in Chinese society until 

today (Chan, 2013, p. 2). Confucian thoughts on learning have been a foundational 

pillar of the Chinese educational culture (T. H. C. Lee, 2000). From the West Han 

Dynasty (206 BCE-25 CE) onwards, when Confucianism became the only official 

ideology in Imperial China, the term ‘Sinic tradition’ has become largely associated 

with Confucianism (R. Yang, 2018a).  

The Sinic tradition in this thesis mainly considers indigenous Sinic ideas – and 

especially Confucianism – as the ideological foundation. These ideas continue to be 

essential in shaping the public (good) of higher education in China. However, the 

primary focus on Confucianism is also supplemented by Daoism and the Law School. 

The thesis also considers the influence of Western knowledge since 1840.  

The thesis does not cover the whole scope of Confucianism, nor does it provide a 

comprehensive account of it. Instead, I select high points in the formation of 
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Confucianism that have exerted far-reaching influence on Confucian arguments in 

relation to higher education. These high points often represent changes concerning how 

Chinese people regard the state, society, government, and higher education.  

The main high point is classic Confucianism, or Orthodox Confucianism, in the 

pre-Qin period. During this period, fundamental Confucian arguments were raised by 

early Confucian scholars, represented by Confucius (551–479 BCE), Mencius (around 

372–289 BCE), and Xunzi (around 316-237 BCE). Classic Confucianism, formed 

around 2,500 years ago, has been the core basis for interpreting Confucianism 

throughout history and is still highly relevant to contemporary higher education practice. 

However, I also pay special attention to important refinements and amendments of 

classic Confucian arguments made by later scholars, for example, Neo-Confucianism 

in the Song and Ming Dynasties (960-1644) and New Confucianism in the 20th Century. 

These discussions of later developments of classic Confucianism also highlight that 

Confucianism is ever-evolving as a school of thought, with an immense capacity to be 

reconstructed, partly through hybridising with other schools of thought, to re-present 

itself in the contemporary world. Nevertheless, the primary emphasis of the thesis is on 

classic Confucianism. 

In addition, as noted, Confucian discussions are supplemented by consideration of 

Daoism and the Law school, which emerged at much the same time as classic 

Confucianism, and were also influential over the course of Imperial Chinese history 

(for discussions on these schools of thought in Imperial China, see for example, Tang, 

2015). The reasons for this are twofold. Firstly, Confucianism developed itself and 

experienced changes by learning from other schools of thought, particularly Daoism. 

Daoism has played a determining role in shaping Chinese epistemology. Examples 

include the yin-yang philosophy. The important Confucian notions tiandao (heaven’s 

way) and rendao (humanity’s way) were developed based on the Daoist concept dao 

(the way) (see further discussion in Chapter 3). Secondly, while regarding 

Confucianism as the official ideology, the Law School, though in an opposing position 

to classic Confucianism in many respects, was adopted by many Imperial Chinese 

dynasties in order to help them tackle real social and political problems. Examples 

include the legislation and institutionalisation of Confucian moral hierarchy and values 
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(which in classic Confucianism were not seen as compulsory) by the Imperial authority. 

Supplementing Confucianism with Daoism and the Law school is important in helping 

to interpret Confucianism, as well as in explaining political, social, and educational 

institutions in both Imperial and contemporary China. 

 

2.4.2 The scope of the higher education-related liberal Anglo-American tradition 

Similarly, the conceptual exploration of the liberal Anglo-American tradition does not 

aim to include all of its connected origins and schools of thought. Consideration of the 

higher education-related Anglo-American tradition only includes theses in liberalism, 

and this study’s conceptual exploration mainly draws on works from liberal scholars. 

Although both the UK and the US have been influenced by many other countries’ 

philosophical ideas, especially those from France and Germany, I mainly examine 

works in the UK and the US.  

Scholars sometimes discuss the ancient Chinese ideas of the Spring and Autumn 

and the Warring States periods when sages such as Confucius, Mencius, and Xunzi 

lived alongside Greek ideas from the classical era when philosophers such as Plato and 

Aristotle lived (see for example Hartnett, 2011). The two groups overlapped in time. 

Classic Greek philosophy has influenced today’s liberal Anglo-American tradition in 

fundamental ways. The Anglo-American texts that I examine in the study also have 

roots in classic Greek philosophy. For example, the central value of liberalism – 

freedom – attracted attention from classic Greek philosophers such as Plato and 

Aristotle (for the roots of liberalism in classic Greek philosophy, see for example, 

Manent, 1996; Strauss, 1959). However, although liberalism draws on classic Greek 

philosophy, it has departed from classic Greek philosophy and has developed into a 

new school of thought. Higher education, especially American research universities, 

gradually developed into contemporary systems from the 19th century onwards. 

Typically, the ideas of von Humboldt (2000)5 and Newman (1852/1992) concerning 

the university greatly influenced Anglo-American universities today. In addition, the 

 

5 Note that the specific written year of Theorie der Bildung des Menschen by von Humboldt was unclear, around 

1793. 
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political culture in contemporary Anglo-American societies is also largely shaped by 

the post-Reformation schools of thought represented by liberalism (see for example 

Hobhouse, 1911/1964 for discussions of the lineage of liberal thought).  

Therefore, while I refer back to classic Greek philosophy from time to time, the 

primary focus is on the work of modern liberal scholars. Specifically, the study’s 

exploration includes works of John Locke, Adam Smith, and John Stuart Mill, John 

Dewey, John Rawls, and Amartya Sen. To have a specific emphasis on higher education, 

I also include contemporary higher education studies, particularly those on the five key 

themes outlined above. 

The selected liberal scholars all belong to the post-Reformation period, and have 

contributed greatly to the development of liberalism (see for example Hobhouse, 

1911/1964; Ryan, 2012). Some of their works are frequently discussed and referenced 

still today. Arguably, their contentions not only influence scholarly works but have 

largely shaped aspects of higher education practice. Investigating their works is 

enlightening in depicting the public (good) in higher education. Nevertheless, the 

exploration unavoidably omitted some other scholars’ work. These necessary omissions 

are considered and discussed as a methodological limitation in 2.7.2. 

 

2.5 The technique for separate exploration of scholarly works: Critical 

literature review 

As indicated in Table 2-2, I implemented a critical literature review to explore scholarly 

works in each of the two higher education-related traditions (in both Trans-positional 

Analyses I and II), as well as to answer the research sub-questions 1 to 5 (see Tables 2-

3). I also employed it to establish the substance of the lexical parallels. The processes 

of employing critical literature review in Trans-positional Analyses I and II were highly 

similar, though the scholarly material used for exploration and the focus of the 

exploration were slightly different. I shall come back to this later. 

The technique of critical literature review highlights the significance of the ‘critical’ 

component (Grant & Booth, 2009). Although it is argued that any good literature review 

should be critical (Jesson & Lacey, 2006), critical literature review as a research 

technique highlights the capacity of researchers to introduce an original interpretation 
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of the existing body of literature. Through a process of evolution and accretion, with 

each successive version adding to its predecessors, a critical literature review can 

generate conceptual innovations (Grant & Booth, 2009). Critical literature review 

provides an opportunity to evaluate key works from the previous body of scholarship 

with the objective of providing a ‘launch pad’ for a new phase of conceptual 

development and subsequent ‘testing’ (Grant & Booth, 2009). 

As noted, I focus on works that have helped to shape contemporary higher 

education systems, especially in relation to the aspects of those systems that are 

engaged with the research questions. To reiterate, the selection includes key texts in 

political philosophy and social and economic theory that were used to conceptualise the 

public (good) of higher education. The selection started with the key concepts discussed 

in 2.2.3, including the public good, the private good, and the common good. In the 

process of scholarship exploration, new material was added, especially with regard to 

individual student development, the relationship between higher education and the state, 

higher education and social equity, and higher education’s role in generating the (global) 

public/common good. 

While Trans-positional Analysis I particularly concentrated on philosophical 

studies that have shaped the respective political and educational cultures, works 

generated from the field of higher education studies were primarily explored in Trans-

positional Analysis II. 

For Trans-positional Analysis I, I started with works that focused on ‘public (good)’ 

in higher education. I found that certain works were repeatedly referenced, most of 

which did not address higher education directly but were part of the cultural foundations 

from which understandings of higher education have been built. For example, in the 

Sinic tradition, pre-Qin Confucian classics and Neo-Confucian works were constantly 

referred to by scholars/researchers in their studies. For the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition, works by John Locke, Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, and John Dewey were 

frequently discussed. For example, in relation to the liberal Anglo-American tradition, 

John Stuart Mill’s work On Liberty is central to the discussion of the idea of liberty, 

associated with academic freedom and university autonomy in higher education. These 

works were explored for Trans-positional Analysis I, and continued to play an important 



 43 

role in the whole study. However, I included more higher education studies, especially 

those on the five key themes, in Trans-positional Analysis II. Thus, the list of material 

was not entirely fixed in the process of exploration, and was able to subsume new 

material to be identified and included throughout both Trans-positional Analyses I and 

II. 

I then used critical literature review to explore the selected materials and derive 

ideas from them. I started with a broad reading programme. For Trans-positional 

Analysis I, I firstly read the original materials and took notes from them, with a focus 

on the notion of the ‘public (good)’ and the purpose of identifying its conceptual 

network within each particular philosophical proposition. While directly quoting from 

the texts, I would highlight ideas that had affected the higher education literature and 

political projects of higher education reform. The aim was to prepare for Trans-

positional Analysis II. For Trans-positional Analysis II, the process of reading and 

quoting was similar, but the primary focus turned to the five key themes. While 

frequently referring to the material explored in Trans-positional Analysis I, as noted I 

focused on the field of higher education studies in relation to the five key themes. In 

relation to both Trans-positional Analyses I and II, I also developed notes with 

preliminary comments and questions. This helped me to build a general account of the 

works, including their key points, analytical frameworks, and relations with other works.  

Then, I went through my reading notes again, trying to develop deeper critical 

understandings of the works. I also went back to the original texts iteratively. At this 

phase, I would critically integrate each thinker’s different works together and 

sometimes critically reference the thinker’s works in relation to other thinkers’ relevant 

works (Trans-positional Analysis I), or critically integrate different works on the same 

theme together and refer back to relevant underlying cultural ideas (Trans-positional 

Analysis II). For example, Amartya Sen references many of John Rawls’s thoughts in 

his own works in a critical way. So in my analysis of Sen, I attempted to integrate some 

of Sen’s works with that of Rawls. By the end of this phase, I produced several extended 

essays critically reviewing the reading materials. Meanwhile, in this process, some of 

my own ideas started to emerge more clearly, including my trans-positional 

understandings, holding the two sets of works (in each tradition) in my mind. 
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Finally, I further developed ideas based on my reading notes and essays. For Trans-

positional Analysis I, I attempted to generate overall accounts of the social imaginary 

for each tradition, by combining and analysing all of my notes and essays. Key themes 

that are relevant to the public (good) in higher education started to emerge in each 

tradition. For Trans-positional Analysis II, I combined all of my notes and essays 

(including those made in Trans-positional Analysis I), and conducted an in-depth 

exploration centring on the five key themes in higher education. This was the phase in 

which I critically evaluated the two traditions in relation to the key themes in higher 

education, although still largely separate. I also foregrounded certain points for later 

comparison; and when studying one tradition, from time to time I referred to the other 

tradition. 

 

2.6 The techniques for trans-positional assessment: Lexical-based 

comparison and philosophical reconstruction 

Lexical-based comparison and philosophical reconstruction were employed for 

comparing and trans-positionally reconstructing ideas relevant to the five key themes 

in higher education between the two traditions. 

2.6.1 Lexical-based comparison 

The comparison in both Trans-positional Analyses I and II was based on a lexical basis 

developed in Trans-positional Analysis I. As discussed in 2.2.1, there were language 

constraints in conducting a comparison of scholarship. Attempts at overcoming the 

language constraints were made by establishing a lexical basis.  

For linguists, a lexical basis consists of semantic units of analysis for exploring 

languages, particularly for investigating connections between different languages (see 

for example R. E. King, 2000). It can be fundamental in studying and comparing 

different languages. In this thesis, I use the term ‘the lexical basis’ to represent a list of 

key terms in the Chinese and English language as a foundation for mutual 

understanding and comparison. Specifically, the lexical basis is grounded in in-depth 

explorations of the semantic domains of the key concepts relevant to the notion of 

‘public (good)’ in each of the two traditions. Investigating the two traditions’ 
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scholarship was the first step of developing the lexical basis. Connecting the two 

traditions using the examined key terms further led to linguistic bridges, which were 

essential to comparison and search for trans-positional reconstruction. 

 Specifically, drawing on materials derived from the separate examination of 

scholarly works in the two traditions, I looked for parallel concepts of the Anglo-

American terms in Chinese, and parallel concepts of the Sinic terms in English. This 

process went farther than direct translations by considering the cultural backgrounds of 

the concepts. Two tables (Table 5-1 and Table 5-2 in Chapter 5) were created that 

contained lexical interpretations of key terms associated with the public (good) in 

higher education, moving between the Chinese and English language, in both directions. 

By giving the terms more comprehensive interpretations, cultural ideas underpinning 

the key concepts in the two traditions were illustrated. Special attention was paid to 

different evolving ideas relevant to the social imaginary of the traditions or the public 

(good) of higher education, including ‘the state,’ ‘individualism/collectivism,’ ‘self,’ 

‘equity,’ and ‘liberty.’ See more about this in Chapter 5. 

This lexical basis further became a foundation for comparison in both Trans-

positional Analyses I and II. Comparison in Trans-positional Analysis I focused on the 

two traditions’ perceptions of the social imaginary, regarding four primary spheres of 

social action (spheres of the individual, society, the state, and the world), especially the 

scope of the spheres and the relationship between the spheres. Based on the comparison, 

I explored the interactions between higher education and the four spheres of social 

action. The interactions pointed to five themes of the public (good) of higher education: 

student development in higher education, equity in higher education, academic freedom 

and university autonomy in higher education, the resources and outcomes of higher 

education, and higher education’s cross-border activities and global outcomes. Further, 

five pairs of terms were selected from the two traditions to guide the exploration of the 

five themes: xiushen and Bildung; gongping and equity; zhi and liberty; gong and si, 

and public and private; and tianxia weigong and the global public/common good (see 

more discussion on this in Chapter 5).  

The five themes also served as the common template for comparison in Trans-

positional Analysis II. For each theme, I compared the relevant ideas in the two 
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traditions with an aim to reveal similarities and differences between these ideas. While 

the search for similarities and differences concentrated on higher education issues, the 

underlying cultural and philosophical ideas were also considered, with the support of 

the lexical basis, to reflect cultural commonalities or differences and prepare for trans-

positional reconstruction.  

 

2.6.2 Philosophical reconstruction 

The position-based observation in Sen’s trans-positional analysis relies on a set of 

parameters, including the observer’s locations and perspectives. In this thesis, the 

parameters of the observation of the public (good) of higher education from the position 

of each tradition include cultural and philosophical ideas underlying relevant concepts 

of the public (good) of higher education, which are associated with the location of the 

observation, and also my own perspectives. While it was scarcely possible to 

completely eliminate potential subjectivity caused by my perspectives (see also 2.7.1 

for the discussion on this), I attempted to assume each tradition’s underlying cultural 

and philosophical ideas as much as possible to think from the tradition’s perspective 

when making positional observations, in order to maximise the mitigation of my 

individual subjectivity. The cultural embeddedness of these perspectives was also key 

to the unpacking of the underlying cultural ideas.  

I then moved beyond the positional observations to do a trans-positional 

observation, drawing on observational outcomes from the Sinic and liberal Anglo-

American positions. As discussed, the intention was not to realise ‘trans-positional 

objectivity’ in a final or absolute sense, but to develop a set of interpretations of the 

conceptions relevant to the public (good) of higher education that can effectively 

explain relevant higher education phenomena across the two contexts.  

Trans-positional reconstruction was used to develop such a set of interpretations, 

via the technique of philosophical reconstruction. Philosophical reconstruction is a 

research technique for studying and reconstructing the work of philosophical thinkers 

(Chan, 2013; Miller, 1997). It enables researchers to follow the thinkers’ own concepts, 

ideas, and way of thinking, while leaving room for reconstruction by drawing on and 

adding other materials (Chan, 2013, p. 207). The primary aim of this technique is not 
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to present the thinkers’ arguments authentically in their own contexts. Instead, it 

highlights the room for reconstructing the thinkers’ ideas for certain purposes – in this 

thesis, to explain the public (good) and relevant phenomena in higher education across 

the two contexts. Along with my epistemological position, I attempted to realise 

reconstruction by combining ideas from the two traditions. 

Specifically, among the similarities and differences revealed in comparison, many 

differences suggested the limitations of either or both traditions in explaining or dealing 

with specific higher education issues. For example, as will be discussed in Chapter 6, 

whereas the Sinic tradition underestimates the importance of the external environment 

as a factor in the individual’s personal development, the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition strongly emphasises the environment without taking into account the 

importance of an individual’s agency. Each tradition is limited – neither is able to grasp 

the importance of both environment and individual agency in explaining an individual’s 

development. Therefore I suggested to re-interpret and combine the ideas on individual 

development from the two traditions, as a way of reconstruction to take in both 

environment and individual agency in explaining individual development in higher 

education. Three different ways of combination, including complementarity, 

hybridisation, and synergy, were possible (see 2.2.4). This approach of reconstruction 

was attempted in each theme when appropriate. Outcomes of the reconstruction are 

presented in Chapter 11. 

 

2.7 Methodological limitations 

2.7.1 My position in conducting this research 

Trans-positional Analyses I and II, including separate exploration of scholarly works, 

comparison, and trans-positional reconstruction, are all affected by my own 

perspectives, understandings, and interpretations of the existing scholarship. These 

perspectives can make my positional observations less ‘positional’ in the sense that for 

example, when conducting liberal Anglo-American observations, I may find myself 

unconsciously observing through a Sinic lens because of my own formation in the Sinic 

tradition. It is important to minimise the extent of observing either of the tradition 

through the perspective of the other, by avoiding the privileging of one tradition over 
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the other to the extent possible, and to step back and try to make critical articulations 

of both of them. This was a continuing challenge throughout the thesis work. There are 

two points I shall highlight in this process.  

Firstly, as a Chinese researcher who was raised and educated in mainland China 

for more than 20 years, my understanding of, and identification with, the Sinic tradition 

is strong. But this is partly mitigated by my studying and living in an Anglo-American 

country in the last three and a half years. On the one hand, my previous weaker grasp 

of the liberal Anglo-American tradition has been strengthened by a large-scale 

programme of reading the liberal Anglo-American works throughout my doctoral study. 

On the other hand, my understanding of the Sinic tradition provided me with access to 

resources for a detailed analysis of this tradition, which is still under-studied in the field 

of higher education. Further, acknowledging that there is more than one well developed 

tradition helped me to gain critical distance from each of them. 

 Secondly, efforts to keep the two traditions balanced were complicated by the fact 

that the thesis is written in the English language. I worked throughout the preparation 

of the thesis to find ways of describing the concepts in each tradition, instead of simply 

reading the Sinic tradition through the liberal Anglo-American cultural and political 

assumptions that are embedded in the use of English. This was supported by the lexical 

basis. 

I should note that in addition to letting the Sinic tradition speak through the medium 

of English, the way I present the themes also implies the conceptual distance between 

the two traditions on that certain theme. For example, I argue that the distance identified 

between xiushen and Bildung is farther than that between gongping and equity. This 

argument is made according to the degree of the similarity between the two concepts’ 

meanings. For xiushen, the nearest translation in English is self-cultivation, which does 

not equal Bildung; but gongping can be largely understood as equity. Therefore, 

although the thesis is written in English, it was prepared with full regard for the other 

tradition in my own language. I trust that the discussion of the Sinic tradition has not 

been overwhelmed by assumptions drawn from the liberal Anglo-American tradition. 
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2.7.2 The scope of this research 

Another methodological limitation concerns the scope of this research. Although I have 

emphasised repeatedly that this research does not aim to give a comprehensive account 

of each tradition, I am aware that my selection of research materials is open to debate, 

even in relation to the specifically higher education-related materials. Arguably, any 

and every change of the research scope could potentially alter the research outcomes. 

Further, scholars in different theoretical disciplines and with different backgrounds, for 

example scholars of post-colonialism, would perhaps have strong opinions regarding 

the limitations of solely using the perspectives of the dominant or mainstream scholars 

in each tradition. 

 I made the selections for many reasons, but primarily in relation to the research 

questions, which highlight the public (good) in higher education, in the context of the 

length of a doctoral study. The appropriateness of materials was explained earlier in 

this chapter. Due to time and capacity limitations, I have focused mainly on a selection 

of key scholarly works. I hope that by conceptually exploring them, at least certain 

aspects of the two traditions in relation to the public (good) in higher education have 

been unpacked. More comprehensive exploration of the rich scholarship of the two 

traditions is a life-long research topic. The end of this doctoral study does not mean the 

end of this exploration. I shall continue this exploration in my post-doctoral life. 

 

2.8 Summary 

This chapter has outlined the methodological strategy of this thesis in light of its 

research questions and the challenges that they have generated. A two-step trans-

positional comparative methodology was employed to answer the research questions. 

In the following chapters, I shall first provide a general account of the two traditions in 

relation to higher education in Chapters 3 and 4, based on which I made the tentative 

trans-positional assessment in Trans-positional Analysis I (Chapter 5). Chapters 3 to 5 

lay the foundation for the detailed exploration on the five key themes in Chapters 6-10. 

Each of Chapters 6-10 explores one pairing of the five key themes. The pursuit of trans-

positional assessment in Trans-positional Analysis II is discussed in Chapter 11.
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Chapter 3. A summary of the higher education-related Sinic tradition  

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter elaborates on the higher education-related Sinic tradition and lays a 

foundation for further discussion of the five key themes, and the comparison of these 

themes between the two traditions, in Chapters 6 to 11.  

The Chapter is presented with reference to the three main historical stages of 

mainland China: Imperial times before the collapse of the Qing Dynasty in 1911, the 

Sino-Western encounters between 1840 and 1949, and contemporary China since 1949. 

There is an overlap between the first and second stages. This is because the Sino-

Western encounters developed before the collapse of the last Chinese Imperial dynasty.  

I am not attempting to provide a comprehensive description that includes all 

arguments at each historical stage. Rather, I examine primary schools of thought, their 

higher education-related key concepts and arguments, in conjunction with review of 

important social, political, and higher educational institutions. By doing this, the 

chapter also reveals the social imaginary of the Sinic tradition. Discussion of the first 

stage centres on the Sinic tradition in Imperial times, represented by the Confucian 

tradition, including ideas regarding higher education. The second stage examines the 

Sino-Western encounters since the mid-19th century. It highlights the influence of 

Western liberalism and Marxism-Leninism, and the appearance of modern universities 

in China. The last section describes how the contemporary Chinese higher education 

system draws on the Confucian heritage, Western liberalism and Marxism-Leninism, 

and the capitalist influence since 19786.  

Specific ideas from Chinese traditional thoughts are not always consigned to an 

exact period. There is no intention to provide a detailed historical account of the 

evolving Sinic tradition or Confucianism. Past thoughts are often still present. Rather, 

the aim is to interpret traditional thoughts, including Confucianism, in a way that is 

relevant to contemporary higher education. In any case, it is not easy to clearly classify 

 

6 In 1978, the Chinese government implemented the Reform and Opening-up policy. 
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arguments according to a time of origin. The Sinic tradition, including Confucianism is 

a constantly evolving tradition; and even in the same period, there often existed a wide 

range of ways to interpret certain thoughts. Presenting the ideas on the basis of a time 

period classification does not benefit the analysis and may result in misinterpretations.  

 

3.2 The higher education-related Sinic tradition in Imperial times 

3.2.1 The whole and unity 

The notions of ‘whole’ and ‘unity’ reflect the fundamental anthropocosmic worldview 

of the Sinic tradition (Tu, 1998b, p. 122). This view highlights a harmonious 

equilibrium state between human beings and nature (T. Lin & Zhou, 1995). This is a 

state where all things organically belong to a unity – the ‘one body.’ This view illustrates 

the Sinic way of viewing the world, state, society, family, and individual. As Ying Lu 

and Jover (2018, p. 428) argue, this anthropocosmic worldview is one of the Sinic 

tradition’s biggest contributions to a balanced and sustainable development of the world 

in the 21st century.  

The ‘one body’ represents variant things. Essentially, it implies that all things under 

heaven, despite their multitude, compose one body (D. Zhang, 1996, p. 81). It may also 

represent collective entities in smaller scales. For example, the family is one body 

composed of all family members, and society is one organic whole consisting of all 

social members. Organically composing ‘one body’ requires all constituent units to 

have the same end and maintain harmonious mutual relationships. 

The idea of ‘unity’ originated in Daoism, and was later adopted and re-interpreted 

by Confucianism. It was initially proposed by Hui Shi (around 370-310 BCE) and his 

friend Zhuangzi (around 369-286 BCE). All under heaven, according to Hui Shi, 

constitutes a whole body.  

May love flood over the myriad things: heaven and earth are one body.7 

 

7 泛爱万物，天地一体也。–Tianxia, Zhuangzi, translated by Edmund Ryden. (See Zhang, D. (2002). Key 

Concepts in Chinese Philosophy (translated by Edmund Ryden). Connecticut: Yale University Press. p. 103) 
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Heaven and earth are the father and mother of the myriad things. Uniting they form into one 

body; separating they return to their beginning.8 

In the Sinic tradition, one essential kind of unity is ‘the unity of heaven and 

humanity’ (tianren heyi). In the Chinese lexicon, ‘humanity’ may represent renlei, 

human beings, or the core Confucian virtue ren that highlights human beings’ 

benevolence and human-heartedness9. In the phrase ‘the unity of heaven and humanity,’ 

‘humanity’ is understood as all human beings together as a whole. Similarly, ‘heaven,’ 

as an essential philosophical notion in the Sinic tradition, also has a twofold meaning. 

It is ‘an objective infinite reality, the “sky”,’ as well as a symbolic representation of the 

supreme (D. Zhang, 2002, p. 3). In Imperial times when the knowledge about the world 

was limited, Chinese people appealed to heaven for explanations. They understood the 

world as all under heaven. Moreover, heaven has its own way (tiandao) that has 

absolute power and regulates the world. To reach the ideal end of ‘the unity,’ people 

would attempt to grasp the will of heaven and abide by the way of heaven.  

This heaven is now only as much as what shines here, yet taken as without limit, the sun, moon, 

and constellations are bespangled on it, the myriad things covered by it. Now this earth is only 

as much as a handful of soil, yet taken in its breadth and depth, it supports Mounts Hua and 

Yue without being weighted down, holds rivers and seas without their seeping away. The 

myriad things are supported by it.10 

 

8 天地者，万物之父母也，合则成体，散则成始。–Dasheng, Zhuangzi, translated by Edmund Ryden. (See 

Key Concepts in Chinese Philosophy (translated by Edmund Ryden), p. 103) 

9 Because the term ‘humanity’ have both abstract and concrete meanings (refer to people), in this thesis, I use 

‘human beings’ instead to refer to people. When the term ‘humanity’ is used, in most cases, I am only referring to 

its abstract meaning. 

10 今夫天，斯昭昭之多，及其无穷也，日月星辰系焉，万物覆焉。今夫地，一撮土之多，及其广厚，载

华岳而不重，振河海而不泄，万物载焉。–Doctrine of the Mean, translated by Edmund Ryden. (See Key 

Concepts in Chinese Philosophy (translated by Edmund Ryden), p. 48) 
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Those who obey the will of heaven, …, will surely obtain a reward; those who oppose the will 

of heaven, …, will surely obtain a punishment.11 

Mirroring the Daoist notion of the way (dao), Confucianism employs a pair of 

concepts: way of heaven (tiandao) and way of humanity (rendao). The way originally 

means people’s traveling pathways. In the Sinic tradition, it often represents the norm 

and law that should be respected (Kalton, 2010, p. 198). Thus the way of heaven is to 

be respected by all creatures under heaven including human beings. Similarly, the way 

of humanity is the norm and law governing human beings’ daily lives.  

In the Sinic tradition, human beings ought to abide by both the way of heaven and 

the way of humanity. According to Confucianism, the two ways – the way of heaven 

and the way of humanity – are essentially the same because the latter is originally 

derived from the former (D. Zhang, 1985, pp. 3, 4). However, as the Daoist classics 

Daodejing states, ‘the way (dao) that can be put into words is not really the way.’12 It 

is not possible to articulate the way in a Daoist perspective.  

In contrast, Confucianism claims that it is possible to understand the way by 

staying true to human beings’ natural dispositions – that is to understand way of heaven 

by understanding way of humanity, and to understand way of humanity by going back 

to natural dispositions. It is believed that when human beings behave in accordance 

with the way of humanity, the way of heaven is simultaneously respected. Such a claim 

is based on the assertion of the sameness of the way of heaven and the way of humanity. 

‘The heaven’s way is distant; the human way is close. There is no access to the former 

[unless by accessing the latter].’13 When both ways are respected, the harmonious unity 

of heaven and humanity is achieved. This view partly parallels with the idea of 

equilibrium in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. But the Anglo-American 

 

11 顺天意者，…，必得赏；反天意者，…，必得罚。–Tianzhi, Mozi, translated by Edmund Ryden. (See Key 

Concepts in Chinese Philosophy (translated by Edmund Ryden), p. 48) 

12 道可道，非常道。 – Daodejing 

13 天道远，人道迩，非所及也。–Zuo’s Commentary, translated by Edmund Ryden. (See Key Concepts in 

Chinese Philosophy (translated by Edmund Ryden), p. 52) 
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equilibrium is more often discussed in the field of economics and politics (see for 

example Arrow, 1974; Kirzner, 1967; Lindbeck & Weibull, 1993; Perotti, 1993). 

Confucianism regards the realisation of ‘the unity of heaven and humanity’ as a 

gradual process. It starts from human beings’ own dispositions and ends at an 

understanding of the way of heaven. Knowledge of both humanity and the world are 

pursued. Confucianism describes the pursuit of knowledge as the Confucian self-

cultivation process (Tu, 1998a, p. 12). Human beings are supposed to be sincere in the 

process of realising the unity through self-cultivation (Bol, 2008, pp. 48, 231). This 

means learning to understand their naturally authentic dispositions, derived from 

heaven, through continuous self-cultivation. According to Mencius, ‘he who has 

exhausted all his mental constitution knows his nature; knowing his nature, he knows 

heaven.’14 

Certain Greek philosophers, writing at much the same time as Confucius, were also 

interested in exploring knowledge of human beings. In Plato’s eyes, the chief 

knowledge is ‘knowledge of the ends of man and civil society’ (Plato & Bloom, 

1968/1991, p. 391). This is because ‘justice necessarily and primarily demands a 

knowledge of what is good for man and the community; otherwise the knowledge and 

skills of the arts are in the service of authoritative myths’ (Plato & Bloom, 1968/1991, 

p. 321). Nevertheless, there exist fundamental differences between the ancient Chinese 

philosophy and classic Greek philosophy. For example, while the Chinese objective in 

knowing human beings and the world is to realise a harmonious and ordered all under 

heaven, the Greek aim, as argued by Dewey (1916/2011, p. 152), is ‘bringing the mind 

to a realisation of the supreme purpose of existence as the law of human action, 

corporate and individual.’ In the Sinic tradition the end is the good of the collective. In 

the classic Greek tradition the end is the full development of individuals, although there 

is also advocacy of the common good. Liberal Anglo-American tradition is 

foundationally influenced by the classic Greek philosophy. Arguably, the divergence 

between these two different notions of ‘the end’ leads to a corresponding variation 

between the Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions in other ideas. This is 

investigated further in the following chapters. 

 

14 尽其心者，知其性也；知其性则知天矣。–Jinxin, Mengzi 
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There is another essential point implied in the sameness of heaven’s way and 

humanity’s way – that all human beings equally share the same way. They are born 

equal in virtue. Every individual has equal potential to grasp the way through self-

cultivation, which lays a foundation for the idea of social equity in the Sinic tradition 

(more is discussed in Chapter 7). 

Heaven and earth give birth to human beings, who are largely identical but with minor 

differences. The differences lie in human beings’ bodies, while their minds are identical; the 

differences lie in human beings’ lust, while their dispositions are the same. It is the indulgence 

and enjoyment of human bodies that is lust…, while men’s dispositions lie in their minds 

including filial piety, fraternity, loyalty, honesty, benevolence, justice, righteousness, and 

wisdom.15 (Qian, 2005/2016, p. 184) 

Therefore, when the way of humanity is respected by human beings, people 

continually go back to, and stay true to, their natural dispositions through the process 

of self-cultivation. When people are self-indulgent they become different. Such 

differences undermine the ‘one body’ made up of all human beings. As Qian 

(2005/2016, p. 184) remarks, ‘cultivating virtues makes individuals similar; with filial 

piety and fraternity, families resemble; royalty and honesty make different communities, 

countries, and even all under heaven similar.’16 

 

15 天地生人，大同而小异。异者在其身，同者在其心。异者在其欲，同者在其性。色声嗅味衣食住行在

身，为欲。孝悌忠信仁义礼智在心，为性。 

16 养性则于人同。孝悌则家与家可同，忠信则乡与乡，国与国可同，通天下亦可同。 

 

  Individual/Self 

 

Family 

The state/society 

 

All under heaven  

Figure 3- 1 The broadening process of the individual (after C. Huang, 2010; Tu, 1985) 
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The realisation of the harmonious unity is illustrated by the nested circles in Figure 

3-1. More is discussed in the next sections. 

While the way of humanity originates in the way of heaven, there is also the vice 

versa. Arguably, the Sinic tradition delineates a picture of heaven’s will and heaven’s 

way according to Chinese people’s interpretations of human nature and the way of 

humanity. Similarly, while Christians might argue that God created humans in his/her 

own image, commentators may say that humans made God in their own image. 

 

3.2.2 The Imperial Chinese state: The civilisational state and the family state 

The idea of unity is embodied in the organisation of the Imperial Chinese state. The 

Imperial Chinese state was part of the ever expanding series of entities. Different from 

the modern nation-state, the Imperial Chinese state was a ‘civilisational state.’ As A. Y. 

King (2018, p. 111) points out, ‘ancient China, of course, was a nation, but in a sense 

very different from the modern “nation-state”.’ 

The term civilisational state has been used by many scholars to refer to the Imperial 

Chinese state (see for example Jacques, 2012; A. Y. King, 2018; Levenson, 1968; 

Weiwei Zhang, 2012). The civilisational state has two distinctive attributes. Firstly, the 

longevity of Chinese civilisation (Jacques, 2012; Xia, 2014). Despite the frequent 

vicissitudes of dynasties, Chinese civilisation remains consistent. In this sense, China 

as a civilisational state lasted for more than two millennia, until the 20th century (as will 

be discussed, the turbulence between the mid-19th and mid-20th centuries changed the 

situation and China is now no longer solely immersed in its ancient civilisation, but 

also in Western knowledge) (Xia, 2014, p. 46). 

Secondly, there is a lack of explicit boundaries, reflecting the comprehensiveness 

of the Imperial Chinese state (Jacques, 2012; A. Y. King, 2018). When immigrants 

brought in their different traditions and languages to Imperial China, Chinese 

civilisation embraced these heterogeneous traditions. These traditions were thereby 

assimilated into the Chinese civilisational order. The key to the embrace of 

heterogeneity was to reach a mutual understanding, well described as ‘value your own 
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value, and that of others. With the shared value, we will share the world peacefully.’17 

However, arguably, the assimilation process resulted in a homogenous Chinese culture 

united by language, as well as a stagnant political system cemented by homogenous 

ideas (B. Wang, 2017, pp. 8, 19). This final outcome of homogeneity and refusal to 

change may have undermined the potential for diversity of the Sinic tradition in 

Imperial times.  

In Imperial China, the civilisational state was an organic unity composed of family 

units. The intrinsic nature of the state was essentially the same as that of the family. 

Human beings’ feelings and attitudes towards the state were an extension of those 

towards their families. Scholars/researchers call this understanding of the Imperial 

Chinese state ‘the family state’ (jiaguo tonggou). Using Mencius’s words, ‘the root of 

all under heaven is in the state, the root of the state is in the family, and the root of the 

family is in cultivating oneself.’18 Family, the state, and all under heaven constitute a 

continuum centring on the self (Jilin Xu, 2017, p. 2).  

This continuum is paralleled with the Confucian moral system. The system starts 

with the aim of maintaining a harmonious family by reconciling relationships between 

individual family members. It ends with maintaining a harmonious all under heaven by 

reconciling relationships between individual human beings. The realisation of harmony 

requires moral values, including filial piety (xiao), fraternity (ti), benevolence (ren), 

loyalty (zhong), and righteousness (yi). In other words, individuals ought to be loyal to 

their country, love other people, and strive for maintaining the justice of the whole state.  

Gradually, the Confucian tradition, especially the Confucian moral system, 

moulded Imperial China into a civilisational state. The state’s rule largely relied on 

Confucian order in local communities, especially the family. Dewey provides an 

insightful description of this. In Imperial China, the state ‘rules but it does not 

regulate. … Duties are within the family; property is possessed by the family’ (Dewey, 

1927/2016b, p. 89). Rather than regarding people’s identification with the state as a 

central issue, the Imperial Chinese state expected their approval of the Confucian 

civilisational order, especially the Confucian moral system (Hwang, 1999; A. Y. King, 

 

17 各美其美，美人之美，美美与共，天下大同。— Fei Xiaotong 

18 天下之本在国，国之本在家，家之本在身。–Lilou, Mengzi 
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2018).The state was one entity, but not the central one. As the proverbs state: ‘Heaven 

is high and the emperor is far away – it cannot be helped’ and ‘One with great power 

[the dragon] cannot defeat a local villain [snake].’19 

Dynastic vicissitudes were more or less irrelevant to common people. The Chinese 

people engaged almost exclusively with their family and local communities. Local 

gentry and kinship systems could survive most turbulent periods, so that ordered 

grassroots society was often maintained in spite of dynastic vicissitudes. Meanwhile, 

within the Sinic tradition, the entity of all under heaven was considered more important 

than the state, at least so before the mid-20th century (S. Liang, 1990; Jilin Xu, 2017, p. 

4). According to Liang (1990, p. 163), ‘in the minds of the Chinese people, what is 

close to them is family, and what is far from them is tianxia. The rest [including the 

state] they more or less ignore.’20  

 

3.2.3 Individuals and society: Smaller self (xiaowo) and larger self (dawo) 

In Imperial China, the unit of political, social and economic life was the family rather 

than the individual. In general, Chinese ‘families’ did not refer to nuclear units in 

Imperial times, but to much broader groups of agnates that could number in the 

hundreds or even thousands (Fukuyama, 2011, p. 97). Individuals were not independent 

agents in society. The self was regarded as the starting point of the expanding entities 

(the self, the family, the state, and all under heaven). The importance of the individual 

lay in its identity with the larger entities (Jilin Xu, 2017, p. 5). Correspondingly, there 

emerged a pair of conceptions: the smaller self (xiaowo) and larger self (dawo) (K. 

Cheng & Yang, 2015; R. Yang, 2011).  

The absolute ‘self’ in the Western sense did not exist in the Sinic tradition (K. 

Cheng & Yang, 2015, p. 127). In political and social affairs, individuals were tagged as 

members of the family. The success of an individual would lead to interests of the whole 

family, and vice versa. The family that one belonged to had great influence on one’s 

career as well as smaller matters. The ‘smaller’ and ‘larger’ selves were relative 

 

19 天高皇帝远 & 强龙压不过地头蛇。 

20 中国人心目中所有者，近则身家，远则天下，此外便多半轻忽的。 
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concepts that operated simultaneously at multiple scales (see Figure 3-1 and Table 3-

1). The individual was easy to conceptualise as a version of the ‘smaller self,’ and the 

family could be understood as the ‘larger self’ that operated around this smaller self. 

This type of relationship also existed at larger scales. The family unit might be 

understood as a ‘smaller self’ in relation to the ‘larger self’ that is the broader society 

or the state. Furthermore, the state represented the ‘smaller self’ in relation to the ‘larger 

self’ of all under heaven, or the world in a modern sense. Note that there existed other 

entities between either two. For example, there were local communities between the 

family and the state. This is still the case in China today. 

Table 3- 1 Smaller self and lager self in the Sinic tradition 

Smaller self/Private Larger self/Public 

The individual in family The family 

The family The state/society 

The state/society All under heaven/the world 

 

3.2.4 Higher learning in Imperial China 

In the Sinic tradition, ‘nothing is more honourable than learning.’21 Literatus, as one 

social status among the four statuses in Imperial China (literatus, farmer, artisan, and 

merchant), enjoyed the highest status (Elman, 2000, p. 251). Education was a priority 

in which people should invest resources and effort. Legacies of this value are still 

tangible among contemporary Chinese people (Marginson, 2011c). For example, when 

Asia was facing an economic crisis in the late 20th century, the Chinese government 

expanded higher education in order to stimulate consumption (T. Liu, 2009). 

The long emphasis on education is a result of Imperial China’s residence system as 

well as its higher learning system (L. Yang, 2017). In Imperial China, people were 

officially classified into four groups (see above)22 and social mobility between these 

groups was not easy to achieve (Q. Lu, 2007). Many literati served as state officials and 

 

21 万般皆下品，惟有读书高。 

22 Besides the four divisions, people could also be divided into literati and non-literati (commoners). 
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had the highest status, followed by farmers. Outstanding farmers could enter the literati. 

It was only after the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) that people from the artisan and 

merchant groups began to have opportunities to enter the literati (Elman, 1991, 2000; 

Q. Lu, 2007).  

People’s rights were defined by their status. Becoming a member of the literati was 

very appealing as in many dynasties, only the literati had the right to avoid corvée 

requirements, including tax, labour contributions, and military service. Literati also had 

high prestige, political power, and salary (Elman, 2000; Z. Fan, 2004). As the prevailing 

Confucian ideology gradually built direct connections between Confucian scholars and 

the literati, receiving higher learning and passing the keju (the civil service examination) 

became almost the only way of joining the literati (Elman, 1991, 2000). There were 

numerous examples in Chinese literature about how delighted a student was when he 

passed the keju (e.g. Fanjin zhongju23). Correspondingly, for the family of the literatus, 

higher learning was one of the main ways whereby they achieved or maintained social 

status (Q. Lu, 2007).  

Families, especially relatively wealthy ones, provided family members with 

financial and spiritual support in their education. For instance, they established family 

schools to educate younger members of the family, and provided material and spiritual 

awards for members who did well in the keju (Ouyang, 1992; L. Wu, 2005). 

Correspondingly, family members who passed the keju were expected to repay the 

family based on the family’s standard criteria (Ouyang, 1992; L. Wu, 2005). The legacy 

of education-mediated relationships within the family is still evident in contemporary 

East Asian countries, embodied in families’ large investment in shadow education 

(Marginson, 2011c; Wei Zhang & Bray, 2017).  

Confucius was himself an educator. On the one hand, Confucius advocates that 

higher learning should be open to the public. He calls for higher learning opportunities 

for all people regardless of their family background or social status, as long as one 

wants to learn and has the ability to learn. As Confucius notes, ‘make no social 

 

23 See Wu, J. (1998). A collection of Rulin Waishi: Fanjin zhongju (Rulin Waishi ziliao huibian: Fanjin zhongju) 

(Vol. 6). Tianjin: Nankai University Press. 
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distinctions in teaching (youjiao wulei).’24 This was a pioneering idea at that time. It 

highlighted Confucius’s concerns with equity in higher education. This is discussed in 

Chapter 7.  

On the other hand, higher learning was a way of spreading state-supported values 

by focusing on students and teaching them to internalise the values (L. Yang, 2017, p. 

7). One primary public aim of higher learning was to socialise people to internalise 

moral principles, thereby supporting the legitimacy of the state. This was good for 

maintaining social order, especially the state’s rule. However, this public function of 

education has led to undesirable results. For example, one outcome that has often been 

criticised is the suppression of individual autonomy (Chan, 2002). This intersects with 

the homogenisation of the Chinese culture, as noted above.  

In his discussion of education’s social function in Democracy and Education, 

Dewey, an Anglo-American scholar, develops certain ideas that parallel the Confucian 

emphasis on society as a community. Dewey views education as ‘shaping, forming, 

molding activity – that is, a shaping into the standard form of social activity’ (Dewey, 

1916/2011, p. 10). However, the social function of education in Dewey’s theses is 

fundamentally different to the public function of education in Imperial China. One 

difference lies in whether education can be used to maintain the legitimacy of the state. 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that while Confucianism emphasises the public 

role of higher learning, it also stresses the cultivation of the free will (C. Cheng, 2004). 

Confucian higher learning is not only about socialising people and supporting the state, 

but also about developing the self, as the Chinese title of T. H. C. Lee (2000) – Learning 

for the self – suggests. These aspects will be further explored in Chapters 6 and 8. 

 

3.3 The Sino-Western encounters between 1840 and 1949 

From the late Ming Dynasty onwards, China’s Imperial dynasties adopted a seclusion 

policy. Being separated from the rest of the world for centuries, China gradually 

became a closed and conservative state with rigid systems and institutions (Q. Qi, 2012, 

pp. 29, 37). This policy lasted until China was defeated by Britain in the First Opium 

 

24 See Analects: Weilinggong. 
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War (1840-1842). Forced to open its door, China hereafter experienced great challenges 

and changes imposed by the West, Japan, and Russia. Due to constant encounters 

between China and the Western powers, Western knowledge and ideologies became 

available in China and this triggered the evolution of Chinese ideas (Xie, 2018; R. Yang, 

Xie, & Wen, 2018). 

  

3.3.1 The influence imposed by the West25 

Learning from the West 

The advanced military technology of the West demonstrated its strengths and awareness 

of those strengths undermined the Chinese imaginary of China as the Celestial Empire 

(Lisheng Zhang, 2008, p. 109). Chinese intellectuals started to seriously reflect on 

China’s own traditions and to consider learning from the West. The practise of this 

awareness was associated with constant struggles. There was fierce resistance from 

conservatives, who believed in the superiority of Chinese civilisation and refused to 

learn from the West (Q. Qi, 2012, pp. 131-133). However, military defeat was decisive 

in forcing China to accept Western knowledge. Conservative resistance was alleviated 

but conservatives still insisted on the preservation of Chinese ideology (Q. Qi, 2012, p. 

240).  

The first attempt to learn from the West was confined to Western technology (G. 

Zhang, 1979). It began after the First Opium War. Slogans were raised including 

‘Learning advanced technologies from Europeans to fight against them,’ and ‘Chinese 

studies as essence, Western-learning for practical use.’26 These slogans soon became 

the ideological basis of the Self-strengthening Movement (ziqiang/yangwu yundong) 

(Feng, 1897; Wei & Chen, 1998; M. Zhang, 1992). In this formulation, in spite of the 

effort made to learn Western technology, Chinese traditions still enjoyed an essential 

status. Western values were blocked at the doors. Chinese intellectuals insisted on 

retaining China’s own ideology. 

 

25 There was also influence from Japan and Russia. But the thesis primarily concentrates on that from the Western 

countries, especially the European countries and the United States. 

26 师夷长技以制夷 & 中学为体，西学为用。 
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China’s strength lay in preserving rites and righteousness, and the three cardinal guides and the 

five constant virtues. So these should be the essence. As the West is good at techniques, they 

should be a supplement, which is certainly nonessential. (Q. Qi, 2012, p. 251)  

However, the blockage of Western values was soon broken by the failure of the 

Self-strengthening Movement, as indicated by China’s defeat in the first Sino-Japanese 

War in 1895. Merely learning technology did not lead to the expected result of national 

salvation. Chinese intellectuals then turned to Western values and ideologies. It became 

widely believed that political systems and cultures were key to Western countries’ 

success (X. Huang, 2000; Qin, 1981). Values like democracy, liberty, equality, and 

individualism were introduced to China via translations of Western classics, including 

An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith, On 

Liberty by John Stuart Mill, and The Spirit of Laws by Montesquieu.  

The influence of Western values became apparent in intellectuals’ proposals for 

educational and political reforms (X. Huang, 2000; Q. Liang, 1989b; Qin, 1981). 

Intellectuals highlighted the importance of educational reform for its capacity to 

enlighten the populace to give up the ‘backward’ Chinese civilisation (Q. Liang, 1989a, 

1989b) and replaced them by Western traditions. Liang Qichao (1989a, p. 14) argues 

that ‘the most urgent thing of self-strengthening is to enlighten Chinese people.’27 The 

best way to enlighten people was to establish new forms of schools, ‘[which] required 

the reformation of the civil service examination’28 and the addition of Western learning 

to curricula (Q. Liang, 1989a, p. 21), so that Chinese would learn Western ideologies 

and values.  

Concurrently there were proposals for political reform to deal with the existing 

system’s maladies, including severe corruption, weakness, and the apathy of the state 

towards its people. For example, Liang Qichao (1989a) attributes Western countries’ 

success to their parliaments. Influenced by the idea of democracy, equality, and liberty, 

intellectuals proposed political reform to turn the Imperial court into a democratic 

 

27 故言自强于今日，以开民智为第一义。 

28 学校之立，在变科举。 
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government. The underlying aim was to transform the civilisational state into a modern 

nation-state.  

Influence posed by the value of liberty 

Whether Chinese traditions value liberty or not requires detailed explorations, and will 

take place later in this thesis (see Chapter 8). Briefly, there was an existing idea of 

liberty, although different from the Western idea, in Confucianism and Daoism. But in 

reality, Chinese Imperial authority never stopped restraining people’s freedom in order 

to maintain its rule. The introduction of the idea of Western liberty gave the already 

shaky Qing Court another shock and accelerated its collapse. However, it failed to free 

individuals from the restraints of collective entities, especially the family. 

Holding sovereignty over people and restraining their liberty were deemed by 

Imperial authority as necessary measurements in order to maintain Confucian order and 

Imperial rule. Restraints on individuals did not originate only from state authority, but 

also, and more importantly, from the family. It was widely believed that individuals as 

members of the family ought to follow family rules and prioritise the good of the whole 

family. Sacrifice of the individual will for the sake of the family good was not only 

preferred, but often required. This family first principle embodied the primary 

incompatibility between Chinese traditions and liberalism and individualism. One 

important appeal of liberalism in the West was to ‘enable individuals to picture 

themselves as being independent of church and government.’ (Hahm, 2006, p. 479); 

and while the collapse of the Qing Court made it possible to liberate individuals from 

the Imperial state, liberation from the family failed. The family survived as an 

institution through all the turbulence (Zang, 2011a), not only because of deep-rooted 

tradition, but also because of people’s deeply felt affections and bonds. The influence 

of liberal ideas of freedom was primarily confined to intellectuals rather than being 

expanded to common Chinese people. I shall come back to this in Chapter 8. 

Influence posed by the value of equality 

Compared to liberty, Western ideas of equality encountered less resistance in China in 

this turbulent period. Equality was already an intrinsic principle of the Confucian 
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tradition, although Confucian equality, mainly manifested in moral equality, was and is 

different from the Western idea of equality (see Chapter 7).  

When the concept of giving people equal status and rights was introduced from the 

West to China via the Self-strengthening Movement, this was a massive shock to the 

existing political order and the ruling emperor’s legitimacy. If the masses enjoyed equal 

status and rights with the emperor, one pillar of the emperor’s ruling legitimacy would 

be broken: the emperor would no longer enjoy the power of guiding the people because 

he was not the ‘son of heaven’ and did not enjoy a higher status than the masses. This 

concept made it possible to overthrow the emperor’s rule and establish a democratic 

system, in which people all enjoyed equal status and political rights. This idea of 

equality, in fact, acted as one rationale for overturning the Qing Court.  

With the collapse of the Qing Dynasty in 1911, unequal relationships among people 

were gradually replaced by nominally equal ones. After 1949, equality was officially 

enforced into policy by the Chinese Communist Party. The introduction of equality in 

those years of Sino-Western encounters laid a solid foundation for rebuilding the 

political order and implementing the Marxist-Leninist collectivism in China. Rather 

than not being completely compatible with collectivism and potentially generating 

conflict with authority, as in the case of liberty, equality was more readily accepted by 

authority, and was able to be operationalised as a fundamental principle of the modern 

political system and of Marxist-Leninist collectivism. 

Influence posed by the idea of Western individualism 

For Confucianism, ‘human beings can only be understood relationally, never as isolates, 

and are thus best accounted for as the sum of the roles they live, with no remainder or 

consequence’ (Rosemont Jr, 2015, p. 4). This relational and role-bearing individual 

constitutes the core idea of Confucian individualism. Bodde (1957, p. 66) summarises 

Confucian individualism: ‘Confucian “individualism” means the fullest development 

by the individual of his creative potentialities – not, however, merely for the sake of 

self-expression but because [they] can thus best fulfil that particular role which is [their] 

within [their] social nexus.’ The responsibilities and constraints that correspond to the 

roles of individuals are ethical requirements. As Rosemont Jr. (2015, pp. 95, 104) states,  
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[Individuals] are basically constituted by the roles [they] live in the midst of others… 

constraints on roles are very much like constraints on language. There are many ways to be a 

good friend or teacher…, and it is through the unique way each of us lives these roles that we 

express our creativity. But there are limits: friends won’t betray friends, teachers don’t 

propagandize students. (Rosemont Jr, 2015, pp. 95, 104) 

Role-bearing Confucian individualism constitutes a foundation of the Confucian 

order, and endows the public good with a superior status in relation to the private good. 

There is a core incompatibility between liberal individualism and Confucian 

individualism in relation to how they regard individuals; whether individuals are seen 

as solitary and free from collective obligations, or are seen as role-bearing and 

belonging to various relational nexuses (see Chapter 9).  

When liberal individualism was introduced to China, Chinese families tended to 

resist its spread, because of the threat to not just the welfare but the existence of the 

family. Opposition from both the family and Confucian literati weakened the scope for 

liberal individualism to change China in those years. However, this opposition did not 

wholly block the widespread influence of Western individualism in China. As Geng 

(1994, p. 44) points out, ‘the discovery of the “individual” was the most important thing 

of the New Cultural movement, in which lay the most distinctive difference from the 

Chinese culture in Imperial times.’ In calling for a transition from the old family-based 

society to an individual-based society, intellectuals argued for the advantages of 

developing individualities (Hu, 1918) such as the individual’s role in keeping society 

vibrant and making continuing progress (D. Chen, 1919; S. Wang, 1915).  

 

3.3.2 The establishment of modern universities in China 

Between the first Opium War and the establishment of the People’s Republic of China 

in 1949, China lacked a strong state able to either uphold the traditional political and 

social order or build one. A wide array of parties played roles in shaping China’s future, 

including Western colonial and neo-imperial powers. Against this backdrop, the 

Chinese people continually sought for ways to realise their national salvation. 
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Developing higher education was one fundamental way to do this (Xie, 2018; R. 

Yang et al., 2018). Supporting national salvation became the primary principle guiding 

the establishment of China’s modern higher education system. New universities and 

curricula appeared in place of Imperial higher learning institutions and Confucian 

classics (see Chapter 2 of Hayhoe, 1996). In order to advance the development of 

national military power, science and technology subjects became core components of 

higher education. In establishing its own modern universities, China imported Western 

models.  

China abolished the keju in 1905. Modern Western knowledge gradually became 

the content of university curricula. Western ideas of equality became widely spread and 

influential in higher education. From 1912, previous social classes were abandoned 

legally in the Republic of China, so that theoretically speaking, all persons, regardless 

of gender and social backgrounds, had an equal right and opportunity to receive higher 

education (Y. K. Chu, 1933; W. Yang, 2011). In the meantime, liberty received emphasis 

in higher education. 

Modern universities emerged in the late Qing Dynasty. The first modern Chinese 

university was Beiyang Gongxue, established in 1895, which later became Tianjin 

University. Until the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, Chinese 

higher education interacted closely with Western universities. The interaction was made 

partly through Japanese higher education system, which served as an intermediate agent. 

Certain Western university models emerged on Chinese soil (Hayhoe, 1989). However, 

due to wars and the disorder, the higher education system was not stable and 

experienced great change (Xun, 2002). In the aftermath of the Qing Dynasty’s collapse, 

the government of the Republic of China became only one among various players in 

establishing and developing the higher education system (P. Sun, 2001; Xun, 2002). 

Diverse bodies were playing important roles, including the governments of colonial 

powers, Chinese intellectuals, and Western missionaries (Hayhoe, 1996). In China’s 

Universities 1895-1995, Hayhoe (1996, p. 19) nicely sketches the Sino-Western 

encounters in higher education over this period by highlighting  

the complexity of the interconnections among diverse cultural and educational patterns, and 

the economic and political interests of the various colonial powers on the one side, and the 
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Chinese ideas of their own practical needs, their pride in their own culture, and their distrustful 

respect for Western intellectual traditions on the other. (Hayhoe, 1996, p. 19) 

Different players had varied intentions and aims. The Chinese Republican 

government and Chinese intellectuals attempted to use higher education as a tool to 

realise national salvation (Xie, 2018; R. Yang et al., 2018). There was an enduring 

attempt to integrate traditional Chinese knowledge and higher learning with those of 

the West. Japan, during this period, was an important medium for Chinese to know the 

West. Chinese translations of Western literature largely relied upon corresponding 

Japanese translations. Many Chinese intellectuals had studied in Japan, such as Sun 

Yat-sen and Lu Xun. Moreover, the establishment of the Jingshi Daxuetang, the 

predecessor of Peking University, followed Japan’s establishment of the University of 

Tokyo, which inherited the German model of the university (Hayhoe, 1996, p. 18). 

Correspondingly, Chinese intellectuals took advantage of the place of universities 

to engage in knowledge inquiry (K. Zhang, 2016). They debated the future of China at 

universities (J. C. Wang, 2012; K. Zhang, 2016). Influential intellectuals including Hu 

Shi (1891-1962), Cai Yuanpei (1868-1940), and Chen Duxiu (1879-1942) were all 

university faculty. They not only used their knowledge and expertise to educate students 

and influence the organisation of the university, but also undertook the public 

responsibilities of public intellectuals in serving the nation. Some of their intellectual 

contributions have left lasting legacies in the political, social, and higher education 

systems. Chen Duxiu was among the founding fathers of the Chinese Communist Party. 

He contributed intellectually to the introduction and spread of Marxism-Leninism in 

China. Cai Yuanpei was once president of Peking University and founded the tradition 

of free academic inquiry of the University (L. Cai, 2007). 

However, the intentions of the colonial powers were more diversified (see Chapter 

2 of Hayhoe, 1996). Some colonial powers, such as Germany, had economic interests. 

Some others cared more about their ‘soft influence’ in China, including the United 

States (Bertelsen, 2014; Hayhoe, 1996, pp. 18, 19). The colonial powers implemented 

different policies that led to a range of types of universities. Tsinghua University 

benefited from the American Boxer Indemnity fund and was initially founded as a 

language school preparing students to study in the US. It later became a flagship 
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university in China. American-trained intellectuals played important roles in 

developing the University (Hayhoe, 1996, p. 19; Xie, 2018). The University was built 

largely according to the American model of the university. In contrast, given the 

German emphasis on economic returns, most universities supported by the German 

government centred on engineering education, paralleling the German Technische 

Hochschule (Hayhoe, 1996, p. 19). In contrast with Britain’s great economic and 

military influence in China, the British model of the university had very limited 

influence. Hayhoe (1996, p. 17) attributes this to the low educational level of English 

missionaries in China, compared to their American counterparts.  

This also indicated the importance of Western missionaries in developing Chinese 

universities at that time. Missionaries were among the earliest arrivals in China and 

became actively involved in the Chinese higher education system (J. S. Chen, 2004). 

The UK and the US were the two main countries sending missionaries to China 

(Hayhoe, 1996, pp. 17-19). The objective was to spread the religion and cultivate 

Chinese local people for religious purposes. Some missionaries, with generous support 

from governments or churches or both, established Chinese universities with religious 

elements (Bertelsen, 2014; J. S. Chen, 2004; Xian, 2009). For example, Shanxi 

University, founded in 1901 with the support of the British Boxer Indemnity fund, was 

a university established with the help of an English Baptist missionary (A. Li, 2012). 

One indication of the diversity and disorder of the years prior to 1949, and in 

contrast with the Imperial period and the post-1949 period, was the absence of a 

comprehensive power that regulated the higher education system (C. Xu, 2013; K. 

Zhang, 2016). Authority imposed limited restrictions on universities, facilitating the 

various experimentations in transplanting Western university models in China (Xiao, 

2012). The Chinese higher education system became a hybridity of different ideas and 

approaches.  

 

3.4 Contemporary China since 1949 

3.4.1 New China in the Mao era 

The wars and revolutionary movements between the mid-19th and mid-20th centuries 

largely undermined the old Chinese civilisational order, but did not establish a new 
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order in its place. With the aim of realising national salvation and bringing order back 

to China, individuals debated about the new civilisational order and how it could be 

established (X. Huang, 2000).  

Huang Xingtao (2000) identifies two dominant streams of thought that contended 

during and after the New Culture movement commenced in 1915. One stream of 

thought proposed a path guided by liberalism. The other was inspired by the Russian 

October Revolution and favoured Marxism-Leninism. Ardent debates between the two 

groups lasted until 1949 when the Communist Party’s army defeated the forces of Kuo 

Min Tang (see for example Hu, 1918; D. Li, 1919). In 1949, Marxism-Leninism became 

the official ideology of mainland China. 

 Arguably, the element of collectivism that was shared between Confucianism and 

Marxism-Leninism was one of the primary reasons for the success of Marxism-

Leninism in China (see for example, Chapter 1 of A. Y. King, 2018). Influenced in their 

own formation by Confucian collectivism, many Chinese intellectuals were not 

interested in Western-style individual freedom. Marxist-Leninist collectivism was 

closer to their understanding – ‘Western liberalism with validity based on 

individualistic reason was considered by radical intellectuals not as powerful a 

candidate for a total change as Marxism which couched its validity in collectivist reason’ 

(Fu, 1974, p. 84). 

The Marxism-Leninism that the Chinese Communist Party implemented was 

neither authentic Marxism nor Leninism, but the Sinicised Marxism-Leninism, 

represented by Maoism. The notion of Sinicised Marxism-Leninism was initially 

proposed by Mao Zedong (2004, p. 539) in 1938. It inherited from both Marxism-

Leninism and the Chinese traditions especially, Confucianism. 

The Sinicisation of Marxism – that is to say, making certain that in all its manifestations it is 

imbued with Chinese characteristics, using it according to Chinese peculiarities – becomes a 

problem that must be understood and solved by the whole Party without delay. (Mao, 2004, p. 

539) 

As a Chinese Marxist, Mao has inherited willy-nilly the philosophical and moral legacy of the 

Confucian tradition, in which is deeply rooted in the basic pattern of ethic-social norms (li) 

governing everyday living in traditional China. (Fu, 1974, p. 357) 
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Maoist collectivism, including altruism and group-centred tendencies, reflected a 

Confucian heritage, one that is other-concerned. But the primary collectives changed 

from the family to the communist collective (see below). In the Mao era, the Party 

officially sought to reduce the influence of Confucian practices among the Chinese 

people. This approach became radical during the ten-year Cultural Revolution. Slogans 

initiated in the New Culture movement were revived, such as ‘Down with 

Confucianism.’29 After the ‘radical ten years,’ more rational means were employed by 

the Chinese Communist Party to restrain Confucian influence.  

The Party also tried to demolish the kinship-based local communities and social 

control in Chinese grassroots society (X. Guo, 2012, p. 7; C. Liu, 2011, p. 63). A critical 

method was to dissolve the Confucian-style family and redistribute individuals into new 

forms of communist groupings (Hsü, 1983, pp. 655, 656). The objective was to replace 

the Confucian expanding entities with communist ones. Policies on land reforms and 

agricultural collectivisation greatly accelerated the weakening of families (Y.-m. Lin, 

2011, pp. 145, 146). They also enhanced the status of the new form of communist 

collectives. 

The transition from family-centred collectivism to state-centred collectivism 

indicated the transformation of the Chinese state from a civilisational state to a nation 

state with a strong potency in grass-roots society (see also Chapter 9). State-building 

was a central task in this period, which to a large extent followed a Leninist party-

system (Marginson, 2018f). The Chinese Communist Party, which regarded itself as 

representing the state as well as the people’s collective will (Marginson & Yang, 2020b), 

played an essential and leading role in this process.  

Within China itself the Party ought to be the nervous system of society and should play a 

commanding role in every sphere of social and cultural endeavour. The ideal Communist cadre 

is not only a paragon of selflessness but potentially omnicompetent. (B. Schwartz, 1965, p. 14)  

The Party organisation penetrated its power and influence into the most local of 

levels in Chinese society, mainly through people’s commune in rural areas and work 

units in urban areas. People’s communes attempted to realise the all-round development 

 

29 打倒孔家店。 
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of the rural area (e.g. farming, fishery, animal husbandry and industry) and integrate 

workers, farmers and even soldiers into one entity. Work units in cities played similar 

roles (X. Guo, 2012). Each work unit was like a small but self-sufficient society 

containing institutions that people’s daily life required, such as housing, clinic, 

kindergarten, school, and shops. The people’s commune and the work unit enabled the 

Chinese Communist Party to achieve strict control over all Chinese people, either in 

rural or urban areas, and to further control Chinese grassroots society. They exerted 

economic and political control over their constituents – for example, they were in 

charge of approving or disapproving the members’ applications for migration (Lv, 

1997). 

In the tension between the state and kinship-based society, the state had the upper 

hand. The old kinship-based society broke up and partly turned into a party-

organisation-based society. Gradually, state and society became conflated in practice 

(Fewsmith, 1999, p. 70). The traditional notion of gong (the public) narrowed its scope 

with public-as-state becoming the primary connotation. In this sense, non-state became 

the private. Public-as-tianxia (all under heaven) was losing its influence too (this is 

discussed further in Chapter 9). 

 

3.4.2 The capitalist influence since 1978 

Since the Reform and Opening-up Policy (1978) there has been unprecedented 

capitalist influence in Chinese society (Y. Chu & So, 2010; Nonini, 2008). This was 

implemented in the liberalisation of the Chinese economy and de-collectivisation of 

communist work collectives (Kipnis, 2007; J. Lee & Zhu, 2006; C. Liu, 2011). In this 

period, China also adopted a strategy of globalisation and internationalisation, engaging 

with the rest of the world. 

China and the Chinese Communist Party lay at a crossroads in the aftermath of 

Mao’s death in 1976. There were ardent debates on whether to continue Mao’s ideas 

and policies of political mobilisation or adopt a new developmental approach (Hsü, 

1983, pp. 778-780). At that time, the Party was on the brink of losing its ruling 

legitimacy. This was largely a result of the Cultural Revolution, during which time 

Chinese people suffered immensely and the Chinese economy endured tremendous loss 
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(Xueliang Ding, 2006; Zang, 2011b). Meanwhile, the Party had limited capacity to 

continue governing every aspect of the Chinese people’s social lives via the communist 

collectives and the planned economy (C. Liu, 2011, p. 65).  

When Deng Xiaoping gained power, his aim was to rejuvenate the Chinese 

economy while maintaining the political and social order (Vogel, 2011, p. 250). He 

adopted three main approaches to reform: abandoning the class struggle, reforming the 

economy, and opening China to the world (X. Guo, 2012; Marginson, 2018f; Y. Zheng, 

2010). Individuals were granted a certain extent of decision making autonomy, for 

example in relation to geographic mobility, and personal enrichment, to assist in 

liberalising the economy (S. Zhao, 1993). As a result, individuals started to gain greater 

independence from collective entities, in some cases becoming disembedded from 

collective entities. I shall return to this in Chapter 9. 

Meanwhile, numerous social organisations such as guilds and local communities, 

emerged in the growing space between the state and the family. These social 

organisations can be understood as nodes of civil society in China and buffers between 

the state and family/individual. Seemingly, the conflation of state and society in the 

Mao era started to change. The appearance of various social organisations and the 

disembedding of the individual sphere were both associated with the fostering of private 

enrichment, encouraged by the Party, which saw that enrichment as a tool for economic 

and scientific development (Marginson, 2018f; Marginson & Yang, 2020b).  

Despite the economic liberalisation and opening up, the bottom line was 

maintaining control by the Party. It was believed that continuous economic 

development would help sustain the ruling Party’s legitimacy, but it was necessary to 

take measures that would achieve a balance between retaining Party control and 

encouraging self-organisation (see Chapter 8 of Vogel, 2011). The Chinese people also 

tended to highly value the making of profits. Although the Chinese state insisted that 

the collective good should take primacy, the idea of private good started to gain 

influence, and the importance of the collective good was weakened. Amid the 

overwhelming influence of capitalist mentality, individualism gradually gained greater 

legitimacy to guide people’s behaviours. Hence, Chinese people became increasingly 
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individualistic, further facilitating the disembedding of the individual. More is 

discussed in Chapter 9. 

The Chinese state had never evolved along European/American lines of a division 

of formal powers and the limited liberal state. Instead, it drew on the Leninist Party-

state system and the Sinic tradition of the comprehensive state, while bringing the local 

authority’s initiative into full play (Marginson & Yang, 2020b, p. 15). In other words, 

the aim of the reforms was to inspire the local authority’s subjective initiative while 

maintaining central control. This formula carries inner tensions, and during Deng 

Xiaoping’s time and after there were oscillations between tightening central control and 

devolution inside the state system (see Chapter 8 of Vogel, 2011). Such oscillations also 

happened to higher education (see below). 

Deng’s approach was to encourage toleration of local initiative on most occasions, 

unless the Party’s control was in question (see Chapters 8 and 14 of Vogel, 2011). For 

example, expanding inequality was accepted as long as the economy as a whole 

developed. As Deng’s slogan stated, ‘let some get rich first to push others to become 

rich later.’30 The private ownership alien to Marxism became legally recognised and 

protected in China as that benefitted economic development. In higher education, the 

general trend was devolution. Regarding science and technology as an engine of 

China’s modernisation, Deng attempted to provide an environment that was conducive 

to scientific research. 

Deng also responded to the continuing complaints of scientists that their professional work 

should be directed by someone familiar with the content. He directed that scientific institutes 

be reorganized with three top leaders at each institute. The party leader would manage overall 

policy, but the basic work of the institute would be under the direction of a leader trained in 

science. A third leader would be in charge of “rear services,” with responsibility for improving 

the living conditions and for ensuring that the scientists had adequate supplies to carry on their 

work. Aware that intellectuals were upset that they had to spend so much time engaged in 

physical labor and political education, Deng established a new rule that at least five-sixths of 

the scientists’ work week was to be spent on basic research. (Vogel, 2011, p. 208) 

 

30 先富带动后富。 
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However, devolution to the researchers was primarily limited to science, and often 

did not include the humanities and social sciences (Xie, 2018). There were oscillations 

between highly strict, and loose, control on humanities and social sciences. The 

university, like many other fields, enjoyed ‘a ten-year of flourishing art and literature’ 

in the 1980s. There were active social discussions and movements in universities 

including those in pursuit of the Western style of democracy (Hayhoe, 1996, pp. 111-

117). For example, Peking University played an important role in the Chinese 

democracy movement in 1989. However, when the Party felt the growing challenge to 

its control in 1989 (see for example, Chapters 20 to 22, Vogel, 2011, for Tiananmen 

Square protests), it reacted immediately and toughly to tighten its control over the 

university as well as society. Since then, oscillations between tightening and loosening 

control over the university have become an attribute of Chinese higher education, with 

the bottom line always being to retain control by the Party (K.-H. Mok, 2013; Zha, 

2010). 

 

3.4.3 The contemporary Chinese higher education system 

Diverse traditions and influences, including those of Imperial Chinese civilisation and 

Western knowledge, have been woven together into the contemporary Chinese higher 

education system. 

Chinese higher education entered into a new era after the establishment of the 

People’s Republic of China in 1949. It began to be supervised and supported by the 

new Communist government. A unified system of Chinese higher education gradually 

appeared, on the basis of a reorganisation of universities led by the Party (Hayhoe, 2016; 

Hayhoe, Li, Lin, & Zha, 2012). Arguably, post-1949 Chinese universities began with 

the Soviet model and subsequently moved to the American model (F. Huang, 2017; 

Xiao, 2012). Before the political break between the Soviet Union and China in the late 

1950s, China entirely transplanted the Soviet higher education system onto China’s soil. 

The reorganisation of universities in 1952 led to three types of institution: 

comprehensive universities, single specialty institutions, and polytechnic institutions 

(Xie, 2018, p. 117). Besides universities, there were also separate research institutes, 

the Chinese Academy of Sciences and the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. 
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Research institutes still play important roles in China’s higher education system today 

and have added the function of teaching and student cultivation to those of research and 

scholarship.  

The Chinese higher education system used to be in the iron grip of the Party with 

very limited academic freedom and institutional autonomy (Xie, 2018, p. 116). This 

was enhanced by both the Soviet higher education system model and the Leninist state 

structure. However, the Communist egalitarian idea did help to undermine the general 

acceptance of social inequity in the Imperial Chinese society (Kraus, 1976; see also 

Chapter 7). Due to the introduction of the Western idea of equality and Communist 

concerns about social equity, the ideas that all persons should have equal access to 

higher education, and higher education should promote social equity, became and 

remain consensual in contemporary Chinese society (Xiaohao Ding, 2007; Luo, Guo, 

& Shi, 2018). 

In the post-1949 period, Chinese higher education primarily stressed the pragmatic 

use of knowledge for economic and political purposes (Xie, 2018, p. 124). China was 

already familiar with a pragmatic orientation to knowledge that had always been central 

to the understanding of knowledge in the Sinic tradition (see more about this in Chapter 

9). But after 1949 the emphasis on higher education’s economic contributions became 

much stronger (B. Chen & Feng, 2000; Whalley & Zhao, 2013), while the Confucian 

tradition of self-cultivation, designed to form gentlemen and officials, became less 

significant.  

 The period of the ‘radical ten years (1966-1976) was a time of political disorder 

and turbulence. But the full damage of the radical period in Chinese higher education 

really lasted for two decades, from 1957-1977 (Xie, 2018, pp. 120, 121). Universities 

stopped functioning properly with regard to teaching and research. Rather, they were 

constantly engaged in political movements under the guidance of the Party. When Deng 

Xiaoping stated that science should be considered ‘to be the most crucial of the four 

modernizations, the one that would drive the other three (industry, agriculture and 

national defence)’ (Vogel, 2011, p. 197), Chinese science and higher education had to 

start over again. 
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 Paralleling with Deng’s economic liberalism and engagement with the world, 

Chinese higher education adopted a strategy of internationalisation and learning from 

American and European university models (F. Huang, 2017). There was a period of 

time when universities enjoyed a comparatively high level of freedom and autonomy 

(Hayhoe, 1996, p. 113). Many call the ten years between 1979 and the Tiananmen event 

in 1989 as the ‘flourishing ten years’ (Baihua qifang de shinian). After 1989, the 

Chinese government tightened its control of universities again.  

The structure of the contemporary Chinese higher education system gradually 

emerged after 1978. Higher education in China has experienced huge growth in the 

three decades after 1989, in both overall scale and research capacity (Marginson, 2018f). 

China has become a competent player in the global higher education system. According 

to the UNESCO data (2018), the gross enrolment rate in China was 51% in 2018, 

compared to 5% in 1996. The number of mainland Chinese universities listed in the top 

500 universities of the Academic Ranking of World Universities rose from 8 in 2003 to 

72 in 2020. 

The taking off of China’s higher education in the last three decades (Marginson, 

2011c) has been accompanied by not only rapid massification but also the privatisation, 

marketisation and governmental deregulation of higher education, even while the 

government has sustained its massive and growing financial input (Y. Cheng & Wang, 

2012; K.-H. Mok, 2013). Since the late 1990s, the Chinese government has 

concentrated on establishing Chinese own world-class universities (F. Huang, 2015; J. 

Li, 2012). Successive policies have been implemented to this end, including the ‘211’ 

project of 1995, the ‘985’ project of 1998, and the ‘Double First-Class’ of 2015.  

In the Mao-era, higher education undertook the public responsibility of 

contributing to the proletarian revolution and socialist construction. This was the 

Communist approach to realising national salvation. In the post-Mao era, in spite of the 

marketisation and privatisation of higher education, the emphasis on making higher 

education’s missions consistent with the national missions persists. Higher education 

still undertakes the responsibility of serving the national strategy of modernisation, 

maintaining social stability, and upgrading the economy (S. Guo & Guo, 2016). I shall 

return to this in Chapter 9.  
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3.5 Summary 

This chapter provides an overall account of the higher education-related Sinic tradition. 

It outlines fundamental cultural arguments underlying the public (good) of higher 

education. The Confucian social imaginary and the Confucian emphasis on learning are 

fundamental to unpacking the public (good) in higher education in the Sinic tradition. 

Though Sino-Western encounters since the mid-19th century have greatly changed the 

Chinese society and state, collectivism that prioritises the collective interests remains a 

central element of the Sinic tradition, enduring from the ancient time until today.  

In the Mao era, Chinese society experienced a transition from the old kinship-based 

society to the communist collective-based society. The state has changed drastically too. 

The Chinese state was a civilisational state in Imperial times, relying on the Confucian 

order and with little reach to grassroots society, despite its comprehensive power in a 

normative sense. After 1949 a modern nation-state was established with an 

unprecedentedly strong potency at the grassroots level. A more or less neglected 

collective entity, the Chinese Imperial state, has been replaced by a highly consolidated 

collective entity in the form of the current Chinese nation-state. Higher education and 

science are regarded as primary engines in China’s modernisation. Higher education is 

an apparatus of the state system. Its mission is highly consistent with the national 

mission. The state is the primary financial supporter and regulator of higher education.  
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Chapter 4. A summary of the higher education-related liberal Anglo-

American tradition  

 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a summary of Anglo-American liberal political philosophy in the 

post-Reformation period, with particular attention to those aspects that underpin 

conceptions of the public (good) in higher education.  

This chapter is not intended to provide a systematic and detailed interpretation of 

Anglo-American liberal political philosophy. Instead, it draws on key works of John 

Locke, Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, John Dewey, John Rawls, and Amartya Sen so 

as to discuss ideas most relevant to the public (good) in higher education. All of these 

thinkers can be regarded as liberal philosophers (for example, see discussions of these 

thinkers' arguments in a comprehensive summary of liberalism by Ryan, 2012). 

Liberalism as a school of philosophy draws these thinkers together despite their 

disagreement on certain fundamental issues, such as interpretations of the nature of 

liberty (see 4.2.2 and 4.2.3 for more discussions on this).  

I start the chapter by briefly introducing liberalism as a school of thought and 

discussing how the listed thinkers are positioned in liberalism, with a particular focus 

on equality (4.2). Then in 4.3 I consider these thinkers’ arguments concerning important 

spheres of social action that are relevant to the ‘public (good)’ in higher education. This 

reveals the social imaginary of the liberal Anglo-American tradition. The work of each 

thinker is discussed in certain but not all sub-sections of spheres of social action. This 

selection decision has been made on the basis of the richness of the scholarship of each 

thinker in relation to the relevant topics. For example, while Locke, Smith, and Mill 

wrote much about the state, they paid less attention to the world as a sphere of social 

action. Rather than including the work of all of the listed thinkers when discussing the 

world, I primarily consider Dewey and Sen. In 4.4, I discuss certain characteristics of 

higher education in the UK and the US that are relevant to the public (good) of higher 

education. Finally, there is a summary of this chapter in 4.5. 
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4.2 Liberalism and the key thinkers 

This section attempts to provide a general account of the listed thinkers’ positions in 

the school of liberalism. Specifically, it focuses on the way the thinkers regard ‘liberty’ 

as a value in comparison with other values, especially equality – whether they see 

‘liberty’ as more important than ‘equality’ or not. This is to demonstrate how the key 

thinkers regard liberty, as well as to reflect their views on aspects related to the public 

(good) in higher education. 

 

4.2.1 A brief introduction to liberalism 

Paradoxically, one of the few areas of agreement between liberal philosophers is that 

there is little consensus on fundamental issues of liberalism, such as the substance of 

liberty, and to what extent liberty should be guaranteed (for discussions on liberal 

thinkers' diverging interpretations of liberty, see for example, Gaus, Courtland, & 

Schmidtz, 2018; Hobhouse, 1911/1964). Ryan (2012, p. 28) argues that ‘we are faced 

with liberalisms rather than liberalism.’ For example, while Rawls has a limited take on 

liberty as political liberty, Sen regards liberty as a comprehensive concept reflecting 

different aspects of development, including political freedoms and agency. 

Nevertheless, the existence of differences does not undermine the fact that 

liberalism constitutes a school of thought. Liberal philosophers’ agreement on the 

importance of liberty and of protecting liberty has brought them together, even though 

they give liberty different meanings and varying degrees of importance. Arguably, it is 

the common insistence on the central importance of liberty that distinguishes the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition from the Sinic tradition. 

In unpacking liberalism, scholars/researchers have pointed to different streams of 

liberalism such as utilitarianism (for discussions of utlitarianism, see for example, 

Cohen-Almagor, 2009; Riley, 1988), contractarianism (see for example, Kliemt, 2004), 

and pragmatism (see for example, Anderson, 1990; Gutting, 1999). Among the thinkers 

listed above, Mill was a representative of utilitarianism, Locke of contractarianism, and 

Dewey of pragmatism. However, the customary identification of these different streams 

is not based on the different liberal philosophers’ interpretations concerning liberty, but 

reflects their tenets concerning other issues. Utilitarianism centres on how to implement 
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the principle of prioritising the utility when making decisions (Sen & Williams, 1982, 

p. 3), whereas contractarianism focuses on the origin and legitimacy of political 

authority or moral norms (see for example Chapter 8 of Locke, 1689/1976). Not all 

liberal philosophers fit perfectly to these streams. In The Idea of Justice, Sen (2011, p. 

70) expresses disagreement with Rawls’s view of Adam Smith as a utilitarian.  

 Some scholars distinguish between classical liberalism and modern liberalism. 

Classical liberalism is more politically-oriented, being centred on protecting individual 

liberty by limiting the state (Ryan, 2012, pp. 23, 24). It is also interested in protecting 

individual property. The virtue of the limited state is often justified by the 

corresponding social and economic prosperity enabled by it. In these respects Locke 

and Smith are classical liberal philosophers. In contrast, modern liberalism goes beyond 

the political realm and national borders and builds its tenets on a moral basis (Ryan, 

2012, pp. 25, 26). In the eyes of modern liberal philosophers, limited government is 

essential in order to reduce government coercion. It is essential also because of the 

importance of liberty in the development of human agency, which is key to innovation 

(Ryan, 2012, p. 25). To modern liberalism, not just the state but social mores and norms 

may constitute threats to individual liberty. Further, some modern liberal philosophers, 

including Sen, may include the global scale in discussing liberty (see 4.3.4). Sen and 

Mill are paradigmatic modern liberal philosophers. 

 These two streams of classical and modern liberalism together provide a rough 

picture of the evolution of liberalism. More importantly, they indicate crucial tenets of 

liberalism that are closely related to the public (good) in higher education. Firstly, 

despite different rationales for the limited state, there is a need for the limited state to 

protect individual liberty. This need is reflected in the ideal relationship between the 

government and the university. Although the good of the limited state in promoting 

academic prosperity is not the same as that entailed in promoting economic prosperity, 

both the development of human agency and the dangers of coercion suggest the need 

for a limited state including in the field of higher education. At the same time, 

approaches to guaranteeing liberty in higher education may be different from those in 

other realms such as economics. This is largely because compared to economics and 

politics, higher education is more concerned with human development (for discussions 
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of human development in higher education, see for example Marginson, 2018d) and 

innovative knowledge creation (see for example Popadiuk & Choo, 2006; Yeh, Yeh, & 

Chen, 2012). Secondly, social repression may be another danger in higher education, 

less in relation to institutional autonomy than to academic freedom. Similarly, the 

market can potentially impose danger (Burrage, 2010, p. 19). Hence, discussions on 

liberty in higher education should also take into account the impacts of society and the 

market. 

However, when categorising liberalism into classical liberalism and modern 

liberalism, values besides liberty that are highly relevant to the public (good) in higher 

education and are also important focuses of liberalism are not given the central status. 

Equality is an essential theme. Many liberal philosophers have substantially written on 

equality while discussing liberty. The relationship between liberty and equality is often 

a central concern. Some prioritise liberty over equality (such as Smith, Mill, and Rawls) 

while some others think that both liberty and equality belong to the most important 

values (such as Locke, Dewey, and Sen). Their attitudes towards the relationship 

between liberty and equality are arguably key to understanding certain crucial aspects 

of the public (good) in higher education. For example, whether to insist on equality of 

opportunity or equality of outcome in higher education practice, and to what extent 

should the state intervene in higher education to promote equality. There is also the 

important question of whether equality and liberty are mutually contradictory or 

reciprocal with each other, where again, the key thinkers differ. In order to unpack 

liberalism in relation to the public (good) in higher education, this section unravels the 

relationship between liberty and the values represented by equality.  

 

4.2.2 Liberty (at least some liberties) takes primacy over equality 

There are liberal philosophers who argue that liberty is more important than equality. 

Some state clearly that liberty should take precedence over equality, while others imply 

their preference for liberty by choosing not to substantially discuss equality or to not 

prioritise the importance of equality.  

Adam Smith on liberty and equality 
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Adam Smith, a classical liberal philosopher, discusses liberty in a cautious way. The 

primary focus of his work is on the boundaries between the state and civil society and 

between the state and the market. He explicitly promotes the limited state. His work on 

liberty and equality has implications in relation to the public (good) in higher education, 

including the relationship between the state and the university and student cultivation 

in higher education. I mainly explore Smith’s work on liberty and equality here. 

In his scholarship, Smith seeks to demonstrate the feasibility of free individuals 

spontaneously forming civil society without government intervention. In The Theory of 

Moral Sentiments, A. Smith (1790/2010, p. 18) argues that the possibility of having 

self-regulated civil society is rooted in human beings’ natural sympathy, from which 

sociability develops. The decentralised actions of millions of people leads to the 

emergent bottom-up order of civil society. Sympathy enables individuals to be 

spectators of other people’s situations and feelings. Impartial spectators, anyone who 

does not have any relation with the person nor the action, are expected to give impartial 

judgment based on their sensibility and mutual understanding with the person being 

observed. The person being observed tries their best to win impartial spectators’ 

approbation. The process of winning impartial spectators’ approval helps individuals to 

adjust their behaviours and sentiments. The effort of winning approval from impartial 

spectators will ‘generate sufficient social and moral order for the perpetuation of 

sociability’ (Lomonaco, 1999, p. 396). At the individual level, people have mirrored 

encounters with others every day as an essential part of their social life. The aggregation 

of this individual level phenomenon leads to the social feedback system of civil society, 

encouraging good actions and punishes bad behaviours. Hence there is no need for 

governmental coercion to establish or maintain civil society (Fleischacker, 2013, p. 10).  

However, according to Smith, the social feedback system did not appear until the 

emergence of commercial society (Boyd, 2013a, p. 14). A. Smith (1827/2000, p. 37) 

argues that a proper commercial society grows from the situation where ‘every [hu]man 

lives by exchanging, or becomes in some measure a merchant.’ In this society 

individuals ‘stand at all times in need of the cooperation and assistance of great 

multitudes, while his whole life is scarce sufficient to gain friendship of a few persons’ 

(A. Smith, 1827/2000, p. 26). 
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Prosperity comes out of the willingness to trade with people that one does not know. 

The growing range of exchange enables people from far away to connect. This makes 

social behaviours in commercial society more complex than in previous societies where 

for most of the time, only acquaintances were involved. Smith states that commercial 

and market interactions gradually lead to the development of bourgeois social virtues 

including honesty, prudence, and propriety (see Part I. Section IV. of A. Smith, 

1790/2010). Commercial society is not only about exchange and trade, but is a network 

of manners and morals (Lomonaco, 1999, p. 402). Even though individuals may strive 

for their own interest, they still have concerns with others’ situations and seek to 

maintain a world of justice. Moreover, the advent of the market also leads to the 

establishment of a legal system regulating individual rights and obligations. With the 

installation of a system of law, the order of the market and society are further protected 

(Boyd, 2013a, pp. 5, 6).  

A. Smith (1827/2000, p. 363) further argues that there is no need nor rationale for 

the state to intervene in people’s self-regulated civil society, except for three necessary 

duties – military defence, maintaining social justice, and providing public service. The 

three duties are articulated in 4.3.2. Notably, Smith does not explicitly call for the state 

to promote equality.  

Smith advocates equality but is not deeply concerned with it. In The Wealth of 

Nations, Smith appeals for the state to treat all citizens equally, in accordance with the 

norms of the legal system, and rejects slavery and opposes the idea of blaming poverty 

on poor people’s lack of virtues (for discussions of Smith's ideas in this respect, see for 

example Fleischacker, 2013). The rejection belongs to his theses on human equality in 

moral philosophy. Smith points out that human beings are equal in terms of their 

capacity for virtue and intelligence: ‘The difference of natural talents in different men 

is, in reality, much less than we are aware of’ (A. Smith, 1827/2000, pp. 28-29). This 

moral equality partly parallels with Confucian moral equality (see more discussion on 

this in Chapter 7).  

However, Smith does not expressly defend equality of political rights nor call for 

promoting socio-economic equality (Fleischacker, 2013, 2017). Instead, he sees socio-

economic inequality as inevitable in commercial society and argues only for a minimal 
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state redistributive programme (Fleischacker, 2013). Equality is in a subordinate 

position in Smith’s theses.  

In higher education, Smith’s thoughts on liberty and equality may be interpreted as 

protecting higher education from state intervention, and defending academic freedom 

and institutional autonomy. Meanwhile, Smith’s proposition that humans have equality 

of natural talents can have important implications for higher education. 

John Stuart Mill on liberty and equality 

John Stuart Mill works explicitly and substantially on both liberty and equality. To Mill, 

liberty and equality (or at least some equalities) are desirable because they are necessary 

and conducive to utility as happiness.  

 In On Liberty, Mill examines the reasons why liberty is essential and how to protect 

individuals’ liberty. He explains that liberty contains two elements. The first element is 

freedom of thought, discussion, and action, restrained by the principle of self-protection. 

These three freedoms should be treated differently (see below). The second element is 

room for individuals to develop their individuality and mental intelligence. This is to 

give individuals authentic liberty. The two types of liberty are essential because: (1) 

individual liberty is a principle of realising human happiness; and (2) continuing social 

progress requires individual liberty. 

Liberty for Mill does not involve only the limited state but also a limited society. 

He remarks that political liberty is a component of individual liberty. This is a big step 

forward from previous philosophers including John Locke and Adam Smith. John 

Locke primarily focuses on potential tyranny from governments and only draws 

boundaries around the state (this is elaborated in 4.2.3). Adam Smith tends to ignore 

the existence of potential social control. Mill, however, sees this social control, to a 

certain extent, as a side-effect of the development and maturation of democratic society.  

With the development of the market and commerce, people started to interact with 

a much larger group. A set of social values and norms emerged correspondingly, which 

is highly praised by Smith as a cornerstone of civil society. Instead, to Mill, this set of 

values and norms have the potential to result in social control and the tyranny of the 

majority. Nevertheless, while ‘there [was] considerable jealousy of direct interference, 
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by the legislative or the executive power,’ the dangers of the tyranny of the majority, 

and social control, was easily ignored by people (Mill, 1859/2015, p. 9).  

Hence, Mill addresses how to ‘make the fitting adjustment between individual 

independence and social control’ (Mill, 1859/2015, p. 9). He argues that the self-

protection principle is ‘the sole end for which [hu]mankind are warranted, individually 

or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number’ (Mill, 

1859/2015, p. 14). In other words, individuals shall enjoy absolute liberty as long as no 

one else is involved or influenced without one’s consent. He then presents three regions 

of liberty, refers back to the two types of liberty and examines the regions in 

correspondence with the self-protection principle. The three regions include ‘the inward 

domain of consciousness demanding liberty of conscience,’ ‘liberty of tastes and 

pursuits,’ and liberty of ‘combination among individuals’ (Mill, 1859/2015, pp. 14-15).  

The ‘inward domain of consciousness’ emphasises individuals’ spiritual liberty 

including freedom of opinion, feeling, and sentiment on all aspects. Conscious liberty 

should be absolute. 

There is no medium between perfect freedom of expressing opinions, and absolute despotism. 

Whenever you invest the rulers of the country with any power to suppress opinion, you invest 

them with all power… there is no country in which the power of suppressing opinions has ever, 

in practice, been …unrestraint. (Mill, 1825/1996, pp. 6-7)  

However, the freedom of expressing opinions and publishing may concern others. It 

should strictly follow the principle of self-protection and should never harm others. The 

second region ‘liberty of tastes and pursuits’ stresses individuals’ development of their 

own character and planning for their own lives. The key is to do ‘as we like’ as long as 

the consequences do not ‘harm [others], even though they should think our conduct 

foolish, perverse, or wrong’ (Mill, 1859/2015, p. 19). Mill notes that it is important for 

individuals to stick to their own character even though it may conflict with social 

customs, norms and the masses. The liberty of ‘combination among individuals’ enables 

people to unite freely as long as the purpose of their union does not result in harm to 

others.  

Mill especially emphasises liberty of thought and discussion, which is the source 

of personal happiness and social progress. This is consistent with the idea that the key 
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to liberty does not lie in passive personal freedom but individuals’ ability in developing 

their unique individuality. Only with liberty of thought and discussion could people 

fight against tyranny or corruption, approach the truth, and maintain social diversity. 

These liberties are necessary for promoting human happiness and social progress. 

Otherwise, people are trapped in a situation of compelled silence. If people are 

immersed in a society where individuals are forced to accept the customs and opinions 

approved by authority or by the majority of society, and can only hear arguments that 

have passed political and social censors, they gradually accept their political and social 

situations no matter how evil they are. Gradually, they lose the spirit of caring about 

public affairs and become apathetic to tyranny and corruption. This undermines the 

quality and quantity of people’s happiness, and blocks the progress of society.  

Although liberty does not take formal primacy over utility in Mill’s writings, it is 

arguably more important to him than equality. Nevertheless, in Mill’s work, the 

relationship between liberty and equality is not necessarily conflicting. Some 

scholars/researchers argue that Mill regards equality and liberty as complementary 

rather than conflicting (Donner, 1998; Morales, 1996). For example, Morales (1996, pp. 

97, 107, 167) argues that the seeming conflict between liberty and equality is in fact 

that between liberty and power. The second development of individuality and human 

excellence may lead to individuals who desire to treat other people as equals. In other 

words, without coercion from power (either political or social power), individuals will 

have the freedom to develop their character and individuality. This freedom may lead 

to their awareness of, and desire for, equality. Hence, the perfect equality, articulated in 

The Subjection of Women by Mill, ‘is closely intertwined with liberty understood as a 

human excellence’ (Donner, 1998, p. 339). This is potentially very important in 

considering what higher education may achieve in the process of students’ developing 

human excellence. More discussion is provided in Chapter 6.  

However, Mill’s direct advocacy of equality is narrow, being primarily confined to 

equality of men and women. Mill does not see genuine differences in capacity between 

men and women. He is concerned that political inequality between men and women can 

result in political and social repression of women, hindering their development of 

individuality and mentality. 
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The principle which regulates the existing social relations between the two sexes – the legal 

subordination of one sex to the other – is wrong in itself, and now one of the chief hindrances 

to human improvement; and it ought to be replaced by a principle of perfect equality, admitting 

no power or privilege on the one side, or disability on the other. (Mill, 1869/1996, p. 261) 

However, Mill does not develop the idea of sex equality between men and women into 

the idea of equality of all human beings. Nevertheless, Mill’s point concerning the 

reciprocal relationship between equality and liberty can provide valuable insights into 

the public (good) in higher education, especially with regards to academic freedom and 

institutional autonomy of the university, as well as insights into how to develop students’ 

character and individuality. 

John Rawls on liberty and equality 

John Rawls worked substantially on liberty and equality, attempting to address two 

central questions: (1) how to guarantee citizens’ free and equal status, and (2) how to 

attain a stable and just society. It can be argued that Rawls stresses both liberty and 

equality. He asserts that all individuals are born equal and free. However, he explicitly 

prefers liberty – although only some liberties, basic liberties – rather than equality. 

Nevertheless, he acknowledges that to some extent liberty and equality are intertwined. 

For example, all individuals equally share basic liberties. Rawls’s basic liberties take 

precedence over social-economic equality, but not over equality of basic liberties. 

It is necessary to start unpacking Rawls’s theses on liberty and equality by 

introducing the notions of the ‘original position’ and the ‘veil of ignorance.’ Parallel to 

Locke’s idea that all human beings are free and equal by nature, Rawls highlights that 

‘the parties in the original position are equal’ and free to make reasonable decisions 

(Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 20). Under the condition of the ‘veil of ignorance,’ persons in 

original positions do not know to which society or generation they belong, but they 

have general information about human society. They are supposed to make decisions in 

the original position. Decisions should be reasonable considering what they anticipate 

for their societies, and thus abide by two principles:  

First, each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive scheme of equal basic liberties 

compatible with a similar scheme of liberties for others. Second, social and economic 
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inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a) reasonably expected to be to everyone’s 

advantage, and (b) attached to positions and offices open to all. (Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 61) 

The aim of the two principles, according to Rawls, is to assign rights and duties, 

and distribute social and economic advantages. The two principles are in lexical order: 

the second principle should be subject to the first. Equal basic liberties of all human 

beings should have absolute weight in regard to social and economic goods. In terms 

of the second principle, Rawls refers to its two components as fair equality of 

opportunity and the difference principle. The two components of the second principle 

are to govern the distribution of social and economic advantages, and to address social 

and economic inequalities. Particularly, the existence of social and economic 

inequalities could only be justified when they are ‘to the greatest benefit of the least 

advantaged, and attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair 

equality of opportunity’ (Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 83). 

Rawls divides liberty into two categories – basic liberties and legal liberties – and 

gives them differing statuses. The former category is the essential one. This division 

enables Rawls to explore further what the intrinsic nature of different liberties is, and 

how to respond specifically to different liberties with ways of protecting them. More 

importantly, this makes it possible to balance diverse needs of, and relieve tensions 

between, liberty and equality. For instance, in utilitarianism, equality among individuals 

might be compromised because utilitarianism is guided by an idea of liberty that 

stresses the importance of providing individuals with freedom to develop their 

individuality. Rawls’s conceptions of liberty inherit the liberal tradition and commit to 

protecting individuals’ basic liberties. On the other hand, his conceptions highlight the 

importance of equality and set up a baseline of inequalities which human beings 

naturally acquire (e.g. social classes, disabilities), and which should not become 

restraints to their development and self-fulfilment.  

Rawls’s basic liberties primarily refer to political liberty – individuals’ equal right 

to vote on political occasions and their eligibility to run for public office. They also 

include ‘freedom of speech and assembly; liberty of conscience and freedom of thought; 

freedom of the person along with the right to hold (personal) property; and freedom 

from arbitrary arrest and seizures as defined by the concept of the rule of law’ (Rawls, 
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1971/2005, p. 61). These basic liberties largely overlap with Locke’s idea of rights and 

Mill’s conception of liberty. However, what distinguishes Rawls is his argument that 

all persons in society enjoy equal basic liberties regardless of their background and 

personal wealth, and everyone has the liberty to vote with equal weight. 

Rawls gives particular emphasis to liberty of conscience and freedom of thought. 

The liberty of conscience that persons exercise in the original position protects them 

from being suppressed by any dominant religions or moral doctrines. Liberty of 

conscience requires toleration and concerns about common interests as well. It is 

limited by ‘the common interest in public order and security’ (Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 

212). However, this does not permit the government’s suppression of liberty of 

conscience because the government does not have the right or authority to do so. Rather, 

this limitation of liberty of conscience is only for the sake of protecting persons’ equal 

moral and religious liberty. Meanwhile, liberty of conscience and freedom of thought 

are beneficial to individuals and society because they are important to the development 

of persons’ moral powers. This strongly resonates with Mill’s statement about the value 

of protecting freedom of thought. It also echoes Confucian individualism that stresses 

helping persons to better fulfil their roles in communities.  

Beyond basic liberties, other liberties are not decided by parties in the original 

position under the condition of the veil of ignorance, but by members of society at the 

legislative stage, in light of the two principles of justice. It is possible to have various 

stipulations of legal liberties and rights in different societies according to their 

constitutional provisions. For example, one form of legal liberty and right specified in 

Rawls’s theory is the ownership of property. 

The second principle concentrates more on equality. The core of Rawls’s idea of 

equality lies in his special attention to persons’ abilities and aspirations and 

disadvantaged persons. He aims to guarantee individuals with similar abilities and 

aspirations equal opportunity, and compensate those disadvantaged who are victims 

merely because of their ‘bad luck’ in ‘natural gambling.’ Fair equality of opportunity 

requires that ‘those who have the same level of talent and ability and the same 

willingness to use those gifts should have the same prospects of success regardless of 

their social class of origin, the class into which they are born and develop until the age 
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of reason’ (Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 44). However, Rawls does not take a position 

regarding all persons as being born equally gifted as Confucianism does. Rawls argues 

that some persons are naturally more advantaged and gifted. 

Rawls’s theses on liberty and equality, especially fair equality of opportunity, have 

been influential in higher education practice. The theses are highly relevant to debates 

about whether to implement equality of opportunity or equality of result as a guiding 

principle in higher education. Meanwhile, Rawls’s attitudes of individuals’ 

differentiated natural gifts, which are in line with his advocacy of fair equality of 

opportunity, are also embodied in higher education practice. There is more discussion 

of these aspects in Chapters 6 and 7. 

 

4.2.3 Liberty is one of many important values 

There are also liberal philosophers who regard liberty as one of many important values 

and do not prioritise liberty over equality. This does not mean that liberty does not enjoy 

a central status in these philosophers’ theses, but highlights that there are many other 

values besides liberty, including equality, that should also be insisted on. 

John Locke on liberty and equality 

Liberty and equality are often discussed jointly in the work of John Locke. Arguably, it 

was the aim of protecting liberty and equality of people that largely guided the 

development of Locke’s political theory. Similar to other classical liberal philosophers, 

Locke explores liberty and equality in the political realm and primarily focuses on 

establishing a limited state. 

Locke was one of the forefathers of social contractarianism, arguing that 

individuals’ consent is decisive to the legitimacy of the state. It is the people’s consent 

that gives justification for the transfer of power from separate individuals to the state. 

‘Men are by nature all free, equal, and independent, no one can be put out of this estate, 

and subjected to the political power of another, without his own consent’ (Locke, 

1689/1976, p. 49). In order to explore the origin and legitimacy of the state, Locke 

raises and attempts to answer two important questions: (1) how can individuals unite to 

form a community – a civil society; and (2) how to form a government that should 
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prevent the state power from becoming arbitrary, so that an individual cannot be forced 

to comply with the will of another individual.31 

Arguably, the process of answering the two questions is also a process of looking 

for ways to protect individuals’ political liberty and equality. Locke (1689/1976, p. 4) 

argues that in the process of transforming the state of nature to civil society, individuals 

with equal ‘moral autonomy’ and ‘perfect freedom’ are drawn into a unified community. 

Locke sees the state of nature as ‘a state of perfect freedom [for human beings] to order 

their actions and dispose of their possessions and persons as they think fit…without 

asking leave, or depending upon the will of any other man;’ and a state of equality, 

‘wherein all the power and jurisdiction is reciprocal, no one having more than another’ 

(Locke, 1689/1976, p. 4, italics added).  

Nevertheless, the state of nature is not always an ideal situation, as people serving 

as their own judges can bring about challenges. Human beings’ self-love can make them 

partial to themselves and their friends when facing controversy. Their ‘ill-nature, 

passion, and revenge’ can ‘carry men too far in punishing others, and hence nothing but 

confusion and disorder will follow’ (Locke, 1689/1976, p. 8). 

Locke suggests that it is necessary to change the natural state to a more closely-

connected community with a common judge. Given that the main problem for the state 

of nature lies in human beings’ partiality of judgment, the best remedy is to establish a 

common judge with authority. As Locke sees it, transformation from the state of nature 

to civil society rests on ownership of the power to punish. In civil society, the power to 

seek one’s own preservation is limited by the law, and the power to punish is transferred 

to the government. This leads to the answer of the second question, by discussing how 

the governments use the power including the legislative power and the executive power, 

to punish. More details of Locke’s ideas on the state are discussed in 4.3.2. 

It is clear that for Locke, liberty and equality, primarily in the sense of political 

liberty and equality, are enjoyed by all individuals naturally and should be protected in 

any circumstance, unless individuals willingly consent to give them up. The central 

problem he tries to solve is how to reconcile freedom and authority. But the 

 

31 Without discussing sex equality in detail, I shall discuss Locke’s idea in the contemporary context and assume 

the term ‘men’ refers to the whole of humanity. 
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connotations of his political liberty and equality are abstract and ambiguous. There is 

no explicit articulation of the constituents of liberty and equality, or the relationship 

between liberty and equality. Different interpretations can be drawn from Locke. But it 

may still be fair to argue that Locke’s equality mainly refers to equality of political 

liberty, which resonates with Rawls’s equal basic liberties. However, Locke did provide 

a way of viewing the relationship between two values – they are often intertwined and 

both of them are important and should be protected. As a classical liberal thinker, 

Locke’s views on liberty and equality primarily shed light on the relationship between 

the state and the university in higher education. The relationship is again associated 

with the limited liberal state idea. 

John Dewey on liberty and equality 

Dewey’s ideas on liberty and equality are implied in his discussions about democracy. 

He does not concentrate much on the relationship between liberty and equality – for 

example, the question of which one is primary – but views both of these values as 

irreplaceable in a democratic society.  

 In a lecture in China, Dewey states that democracy is about more than a polity 

involving ‘popular election of officials, [and] short terms of office and frequent 

elections’ (Dewey, 1927/2016b, p. 130). It refers also to a broader economic, social, 

and political environment that requires a consensus on certain issues in society. The 

social idea of democracy primarily focuses on people’s engagement in communities, 

and their communal life. According to Dewey, a prerequisite of a democratic society is 

having individuals, who understand, accept, and employ democratic ideas, and actively 

participate in democratic activities. While the essential purpose of being an individual 

is to continuously develop individuality, the purpose of being members of communities 

is to have a clear consciousness of communal life. This points to the relation between 

liberty and equality (see below). 

Arguably, in Anglo-American societies there are longstanding tensions between 

individuals and human associations. While the liberal Anglo-American tradition 

recognises the constant danger that human associations can repress individuals (see for 

example the above discussion by Mill), it deliberately ignores individuals’ needs for, 

and engagement with, associations. Although Dewey inherits the liberal Anglo-
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American liberal idea concerning individualism and freedom, he moves forward in 

mitigating the existing tensions. Dewey avers that individuals are not isolated entities, 

and it would be ‘a great mistake… to regard the isolated individual possessed of 

inherent rights “by nature” apart from associations’ (Dewey, 1927/2016b, p. 132). In 

Dewey’s eyes, atomic individualism has gradually become a means whereby the better-

off accounted for and justified expanding social inequalities.  

[The old atomic individualism is] really engaged in justifying the activities of a new form of 

concentrated [economic power, which] … has consistently and persistently denied effective 

freedom to the economically underpowered and underprivileged. (Dewey, 1935/1987, p. 136) 

In addition, according to Dewey, the fact that human beings are born as social 

creatures is self-evident. Efforts to negate this fact are unavailing. Protecting 

individuals from repressions by communities does not require isolating individuals 

from communities. True individualism is ‘a product of the relaxation of the grip of the 

authority of custom and traditions as standards of belief’ (Dewey, 1916/2011, p. 167). 

Dewey discusses liberty and equality in correspondence with the community and 

human beings’ communal life. The development of individuality and mentality, and 

ability to develop and resist external repressions constitute the essence of liberty. But 

Dewey argues that the idea of liberty is not to grant individuals ‘independence of social 

ties’ nor unlimited freedom regardless of communities. In contrast, it is ‘the power to 

be an individualised self making a distinctive contribution and enjoying in its own way 

the fruits of association,’ as well as to secure ‘release and fulfilment of personal 

potentialities which [take] place only in rich and manifold association with others’ 

(Dewey, 1927/2016b, p. 177).  

To Dewey, equality is never about ‘mathematical or physical equivalence in virtue 

of which any one element may be substituted for another’ (Dewey, 1927/2016b, p. 177). 

Unlike liberty which human beings should naturally possess, equality is ‘a fruit of the 

community.’ It is led by human beings’ living communal lives. In particular, equality  

denotes the unhampered share with which each member of the community has in the 

consequences of the associated action. It is equitable because it is measured only by need and 

capacity to utilize, not by extraneous factors which deprive one in order that another may take 
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and have. … Equality does not signify that kind of mathematical or physical equivalence in 

virtue of which any one element may be substituted for another. It denotes effective regard for 

whatever is distinctive and unique in each, irrespective of physical and psychological 

inequalities. It is not a natural possession but is a fruit of the community when its action is 

directed by its character as a community. (Dewey, 1927/2016b, p. 177) 

Both liberty and equality are important to Dewey but for different reasons. Liberty, 

especially freedom of speech, is an essential aspect of a democratic society. It should 

be protected. This claim is closely relevant to academic freedom in higher education. 

Nevertheless, equality is not a value naturally possessed. It is the potential result of 

community and democracy. Society needs to work on the mitigation of inequality, 

including in higher education. But Dewey does not advocate absolute equality. He states 

that inequality could be acceptable at a moderate level, so that people with capacity 

could effectively utilise resources.  

Amartya Sen on liberty and equality 

Liberty, which is more often referred to as freedom by Amartya Sen, is a central tenet 

of his theses. Sen’s Development as Freedom argues that the expansion of individual 

freedom is an ultimate aim in itself. ‘Development can be seen, it is argued here, as a 

process of expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy’ (Sen, 1999, p. 3). For Sen, 

development is not only about a rise in human beings’ financial income or technological 

advance, as they do not necessarily lead to an advance in people’s overall welfare. Sen 

also argues that the removal of unfreedoms is at the heart of enabling people to live 

better lives, though that objective is hard to define.  

He does not prioritise freedom in an absolute sense. Sen uses the concept of the 

information base to illustrate the importance of values besides freedom. This is ‘the 

information that is needed for making judgments using that approach and – no less 

important – the information that is “excluded” from a direct evaluative role in their 

approach’ (Sen, 1999, p. 56). If certain information is excluded from the informational 

basis, this would demonstrate insensitivity to that information and result in a biased 

view. 
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 Libertarianism, which centres on, and prioritises, liberty and rights, seems to be 

acceptable if the intention is to protect and enhance individual freedom. However, Sen 

questions libertarianism, given the terrible results it can lead to. He notes 

libertarianism’s insensitivity to many other vital aspects of human life, such as poverty 

(Sen, 1999, p. 67). As Sen indicates, a gigantic famine can coexist even when people’s 

rights and liberty are not violated. Similarly, Sen criticises the insensitivity of 

utilitarianism to equality. He argues that classic utilitarianism has no concern with 

principles besides the Principle of Utility, such as equality in the distributional process 

of utilities. Its information base, only consisting of utilitarian principles, is highly 

exclusive.  

Meanwhile, Sen disagrees with Rawls for what Rawls calls ‘the priority of liberty.’ 

In Sen’s eyes, freedoms are decisively important, but they cannot be the only content 

of the information base. Many other concerns such as health care, economic needs, and 

basic education, which are listed as primary goods rather than basic liberties by Rawls, 

should also be included. Nevertheless, Sen highlights an important idea that Rawlsian 

theory of justice conveys – the need for a special treatment of individual freedom. 

Indeed, Sen acknowledges that Rawls has stimulated him to pay particular attention to 

freedom, not only for its instrumental benefits but its intrinsic value.  

Specifically, Sen argues that there are two reasons why freedom should be valued. 

One is the instrumental interests made possible by the enhancement of freedom, which 

is already well recognised. For example, economic development requires free agency. 

This also has resonance in Mill’s advocacy for liberty, in which liberty is necessary and 

conducive to social progress. The other reason that freedom should be valued is that it 

is the primary end of development. To support this idea, Sen states that the denial of 

political freedoms and rights to people would result in the loss of ‘important freedoms 

in leading their lives’ and deny them the ‘opportunity to take part in crucial decisions 

regarding public affairs’ (Sen, 1999, p. 16). As the denial of these rights restricts human 

lives socially and politically, such deprivation is repressive, even if there are no other 

consequential negative effects. This reasoning refutes the argument that individual 

freedom can be sacrificed to stimulate economic growth. In Sen’s eyes, individual 
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freedom should not be sacrificed for instrumental benefit, even if it is so sacrificed, no 

corresponding interests will emerge. 

Therefore, Sen claims that the information basis should be as comprehensive as 

possible to avoid the problem of information exclusion. To understand freedom in a 

comprehensive way enables freedom to become a comprehensive information base. To 

protect and expand individuals’ ‘comprehensive freedom’ is to develop their ‘capability.’ 

Sen’s arguments on capability are explored in 4.3.1. 

A person’s ‘capability’ refers to the alternative combinations of functionings that are feasible 

for her to achieve. Capability is thus a kind of freedom: the substantive freedom to achieve 

alternative functioning combinations (or, less formally put, the freedom to achieve various 

lifestyles). (Sen, 1999, p. 75) 

In sum, Sen defines freedom in a comprehensive way that primarily concentrates 

on the development of individual capability. His freedom goes beyond the political 

realm and includes a wide range of values. Expansion of freedom can lead to many 

desired results. Nevertheless, the comprehensive information base should consider 

other issues as well. Equality is one of them. Moving beyond equality of opportunity, 

Sen raises the idea of equality of freedom to achieve that enables individuals to develop 

their capability, and thus expand their freedom. This is discussed further in Chapter 7. 

 

4.3 The key thinkers on spheres of social action 

The individual (arguably family is included in the individual sphere in the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition), the state, civil society, the market, and the world can be 

understood as different spheres of social action. People have varied attitudes towards, 

and potential behaviours within, different spheres. Discussions on spheres of social 

action have the potential to unpack important topics concerning the public (good) in 

higher education. For example, what public goods can the university produce for 

different spheres of social action, and the relationship between the university and 

spheres of social action. This section aims to examine the arguments of the listed liberal 

philosophers in relation to the spheres of social action. However, the discussion of the 

sphere of the market is included in Chapter 9. 
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 Despite varying interpretations of each sphere, as will be shown in this section, it 

is generally agreed that in the liberal imaginary, civil society and the market are not 

commanded by a comprehensive state, but remain at least partly independent (see 

Figure 4-1). This embodies the idea of the division of powers in the liberal Anglo-

American social imaginary. The individual and family are highly autonomous and 

partly overlap with the three collective spheres. The autonomy of individual and family 

is protected by the idea of individual freedom. There is an underlying zero-sum 

assumption concerning the scope of the liberal spheres: the enlargement of one sphere 

may lead to a reduction of another. For example, an expansion of the state sphere can 

result in a reduction of the sphere of civil society. Essential to liberalism is the need to 

restrain the scope of the state and protect the individual sphere against potential 

intrusion from the other, especially state and society. 

 

4.3.1 Individual: The development of individuals 

In relation to the development of individuals, four aspects deserve examination – 

individual freedom, self-respect and mutual respect of individuals, the public spirit of 

State 

Civil society 

Market 

Individual/ 

family 

Figure 4- 1 Liberal Anglo-American spheres of social action (source: Marginson & Yang, 2020b) 
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individuals, and the capability of individuals. Individual freedom was discussed in 4.2. 

The other three themes are discussed in this section. These three themes are crucial to 

the discussion of the public (good) in higher education because they help to answer the 

question of what qualities of students should be cultivated through higher education, 

and how that objective can be realised. 

Self-respect and mutual respect of individuals: John Rawls 

Maintaining people’s self-respect is a fundamental argument in Rawls’s work on justice. 

Self-respect is essential partly because it makes possible mutual respect between 

individuals, which is necessary for social cooperation. Also, in the absence of self-

respect, mutual resentment may arise. A well-ordered society needs individuals’ self-

respect. 

Rawls first discusses self-respect of individuals when articulating basic liberties 

and equality. One distinctive rationale for promoting equality among individuals, 

according to Rawls, is to maintain persons’ self-respect.  

Primary goods include… basic rights and liberties, …, freedom of movement and free choice 

of occupation against a background of diverse opportunities, …, powers and prerogatives of 

offices and positions of responsibility in the political and economic institutions of the basic 

structure, …, income and wealth, …, and finally, the social bases of self-respect. (Rawls, 

1993/2004, p. 181) 

Rawls argues that providing a social base for the attainment of self-respect is a 

prerequisite for establishing a well-ordered society. Self-respect is essential to limiting 

persons’ envy to an excusable scope because it gives them self-confidence in their own 

value and in the worth of carrying out their varied interpretations of what the good is. 

A lack of self-respect could lead to humiliation and even resentment, which make social 

cooperation impossible. ‘If the equal basic liberties of some are restricted or denied, 

social cooperation on the basis of mutual respect is impossible’ (Rawls, 1993/2004, p. 

337). 

As Rawls sees it, self-respect is not solely based on self-determination. People’s 

self-respect is partly decided by the external social environment. For example, an 

inequality gap in society that is too large may reduce the self-respect of disadvantaged 
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persons. The key is having equal basic liberties rather than merely basic liberties. The 

discussion on self-respect and ways to maintain individuals’ self-respect may shed light 

on the public (good) in higher education, especially in relation to student cultivation 

and equity in higher education. 

Public spirit of individuals: John Stuart Mill 

Mill particularly emphasises public spirit when discussing the government. While his 

theses on the government are introduced in 4.3.2, here I primarily concentrate on the 

arguments about public spirit. Mill argues that individuals should be willing to actively 

participate in political affairs. Active participation requires individuals to have public 

spirit. To participate effectively individuals also ought to be mentally intelligent.  

Mill points out that the government can satisfy ‘all the exigencies of the social state’ 

only when all individual members of society participate in collective affairs (Mill, 

1861/2015, p. 224). This means that ‘all good government which aims at being good is 

an organization of some part of the good qualities existing in the individual members 

of the community, for the conduct of its collective affairs’ (Mill, 1861/2015, p. 202). In 

other words, it is crucial to have individuals participate in collective affairs.  

However, as in most cases individuals are more concerned with their own private 

affairs, if they are to participate in collective affairs they need a feeling for the general 

interests. This feeling for the general interests is called ‘public spirit’ by Mill. An 

individual is regarded as having ‘public spirit’ when he or she ‘feels himself [or herself] 

one of the public’ so that ‘whatever is for their benefit [is] to be for his [or her] benefit’ 

(Mill, 1861/2015, p. 224). Otherwise, Mill remarks that ‘every thought or feeling…is 

absorbed in the individual and the family, the man never thinks of any collective interest, 

of any objects to be pursued jointly with others’ (Mill, 1861/2015, p. 224). When there 

is a lack of public spirit, private morality suffers and the ‘public is actually extinct’ 

(Mill, 1861/2015, p. 224). It is worth noting here that even though some individuals are 

willing to participate in collective affairs, they may do so in order to serve their private 

or local interests rather than the general interests. This sense of locality is among the 

most definite hindrances to social progress. Mill appeals for the participation of 

individual members of society in public affairs. Their participation should derive from 

their caring and feeling for general interests rather than private fortune. This willingness 
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plus altruism is the essence of Mill’s ‘public spirit,’ which is to be cultivated by political 

participation.   

By involvement in public responsibility the citizen is obliged to weigh interests not his own; 

to be guided in case of conflicting claims by another rule than his private partialities; to apply 

at every turn principles and maxims which have for their reason of existence in the common 

good. (Mill, 1861/2015, p. 224) 

Nevertheless, participation in itself is not enough to cultivate public spirit. That 

spirit should also be cultivated through education, especially moral education. Moral 

education can take the form of formal education in schools and universities, as well as 

informal education in people’s daily lives. In addition, individuals should have the 

capacity for participation. This capacity primarily refers to individual members’ mental 

intelligence, the promotion of which must be a primary task of education. This suggests 

an important role for universities, requiring them to consider how to cultivate public 

spirit of their students, including the necessary capacity that individuals require. 

[Education should provide] peculiar training of a citizen, the practical part of political 

education of a free people, taking them out of the narrow circle of personal and family 

selfishness and accustoming them to the comprehension of joint interests, the management of 

joint concerns – habituating them to act from public or semi-public motives and guide their 

conduct by aims which unite instead of isolating them from one another. Without these habits 

and powers, a free constitution can neither be worked nor preserved. (Mill, 1859/2015, p. 106)  

Capability of individuals: Amartya Sen 

The idea of capability raised by Sen has been influential in understanding the 

development of individuals as well as in higher education practice.  

As noted in 4.2.3, there are two necessities of capability: having alternative choices 

and being able to make and exercise alternative choices. These two aspects are not only 

about negative freedom but positive freedom, especially the freedom that enables 

people to pursue their desired lives. Not being repressed by external powers is not 

enough. Having the capability to know what they want and work for what they want is 

key. Education should prepare people for such a capability.  
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 Sen argues that the capability perspective is able to overcome the problem of 

information exclusion. One merit of the capability perspective is that it can cover a wide 

range of concerns that are involved in individuals’ pursuit of their own ends. People’s 

having capability requires them to have substantial freedom, to have real opportunities 

to make decisions, to obtain certain primary goods that are necessary for their pursuits, 

and to have the ability to take advantage of existing opportunities and goods to pursue 

their objectives.  

[The capability perspective enjoys] a breadth and sensitivity that give it a very extensive reach, 

allowing evaluative attention to be paid to a variety of important concerns, some of which are 

ignored, one way or another, in the alternative approaches. This extensive reach is possible 

because the freedoms of persons can be judged through explicit reference to outcomes and 

processes that they have reason to value and seek. (Sen, 1999, p. 86)  

The capability perspective centres on the development of human agency that enables 

individuals to make decisions based on several available options. Not only should 

alternate options be made available, individuals should be able to understand options, 

to choose from options, and to conduct their decisions.  

Human capability does not appear out of nowhere. Education plays an important 

role in capability enhancement. This is suggestive of how higher education may be 

organised. However, individuals still need negative freedom, as well as positive 

freedom. This point raises the question of to what extent students’ capability 

enhancement through higher education is supported and determined by external 

influences including those from the state and society, as well as from the universities. 

 

4.3.2 The state: The origin, form, and responsibility 

The state is a central concern of liberal philosophers. For them the state is potentially 

too powerful, with momentous influence on other spheres of social action, and on the 

degree of liberty exercised in other spheres. As noted, a starting question of classical 

liberalism is how to establish a limited state. While among liberal philosophers there is 

a consensus on the necessity for a limited state, the boundary of the state is ambiguous.  
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This section mostly considers three aspects of the state: its origin, ideal form, and 

responsibility. In this process, the boundary of the state is discussed, an issue of 

paramount importance in relation to the public (good) in higher education. 

The origin of the state: Locke and Mill 

Both Locke and Mill inquire into the origin of the state. Locke was a contractarian who 

searched for the origin of the state in the state of nature. Mill refused to make 

assumptions about the state of nature and instead investigated the development process 

of the state. 

Thomas Hobbes was among the first scholars to explore the state of nature. For 

Hobbes, human beings are naturally self-regarding, and ‘there is no benevolence or 

trust, nor consequently of mutual help, nor of reconciliation of one man to another’ 

among human beings (Hobbes, 1651/2006, p. 93). Hobbes (1651/2006, p. 80) argues 

that in the state of nature, ‘the condition of war,’ ‘there can be no security to any man.’ 

Hence human beings ‘need common sovereignty to keep them out of the natural 

insecurity.’ 

However, to Locke, liberty and equality among human beings serve as the 

foundation of the obligation to ‘mutual love amongst men on which [they] build the 

duties they owe one another, and from whence [they] derive the great maxims of justice 

and charity.’ (Locke, 1689/1976, p. 4) The state of nature for Locke is a condition in 

which men are free and equal, a state governed by mutual love rather than mutual harm. 

Nevertheless, as indicated in 4.2.3, the state of nature is still not the ideal situation 

because inconvenience may arise. Therefore, similar to Hobbes, Locke argues that the 

remedy for such inconvenience is to establish a state and transfer part of individuals’ 

power to the state. The state with collective power can enforce social arrangements to 

address inconvenience. 

 In contrast, Mill examines the evolution of the state by concentrating on the 

establishment of government. According to Mill, in his time there were two dominant 

opinions concerning the origin of government. One school argues that ‘governments 

are not made, but grow. … The fundamental political institution…[is] a sort of organic 

growth from the nature and life of people.’ In contrast the other school views 

governments as ‘wholly an affair of intervention and contrivance. Being made by men, 
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it is assumed that man has the choice either to make them or not, and how or on what 

pattern they shall be made.’ Mill favours of the latter school, stating that ‘political 

institutions are the work of men. [They] owe their origin and their whole existence to 

human will’ (Mill, 1861/2015, pp. 181-183). In other words, it is human beings who 

united, and collectively designed and established this political institution. This was all 

done before the establishment of ‘the state of the country’ by using social power as a 

tool. 

The process of distributing social power and turning social power to political power 

is an essential part of the formation of government. ‘Active power’ in society has a 

‘tendency to convert itself into political power,’ a great part of which ‘consists in will’ 

(Mill, 1861/2015, p. 190). Mill (1861/2015, p. 190) sees opinion and belief as the most 

active and powerful forces because they are ‘what men think that determine how they 

act.’ Since the government is not a natural product that grows organically, but a product 

of human design and development, then it becomes possible for people to decide the 

form of government that can best fulfil its purposes.  

The ideal form of the government: Locke, Mill, and Dewey 

Following discussion of the origin of the state, Locke and Mill propose their ideal forms 

of government. There are commonalities and differences between them. On the one 

hand, both Locke and Mill emphasise the aim of protecting individual rights and 

limiting governmental power. They also agree that the government should be elective. 

However, Mill goes further on this path and appeals for a representative government, 

incorporating all individual members of society through the election process. On the 

other hand Locke accepts the possibility of an aristocratic government as long as 

individual rights and property are protected by separating legislative power and 

executive power. Later, Dewey (1927/2016a) criticises the search for an ideal form of 

government, arguing that there does not exist a universally appropriate ideal form.  

 To Locke, the primary aim of having the ideal form of government is to prevent 

state power from becoming arbitrary, so that individuals’ equal rights and liberty could 

be guaranteed and no individual could be forced to comply with the will of another 

individual. He appeals to an elective government, in relation to a commonwealth 

consisting of independent communities. Locke then explores the distribution and use 
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of power in the commonwealth. He discusses two kinds of power: the legislative power 

and the executive power. The legislative power is the supreme power of making laws 

for society, the first and fundamental positive law of all commonwealths, the placing of 

which determines the form of government. The executive power is that of executing 

those laws. Although the legislative power is the supreme power, Locke still sets up 

four terms of limitation for its use:  

First, it is not nor can it possibly be absolutely arbitrary over the lives and fortunes of the 

people… Secondly, the legislative, or supreme authority, cannot assume to itself a power to 

rule by extemporary arbitrary decrees, but is bound to dispense justice and decide the rights of 

the subject by promulgating standing laws, and authorized judges… Thirdly, the supreme 

power cannot take from any man any part of his property without his own consent… Fourthly, 

the legislative cannot transfer the power of making laws to any other hands; for it being but a 

delegated power from the people, they who have it cannot pass it over to others. (Locke, 

1689/1976, pp. 68-73) 

These limitations apply to both the legislative power and the state. In other words, the 

states’ functions should be limited so that individuals’ rights, lives, and property are 

never injured. Locke states that this aim can be achieved by separating the legislative 

power and executive power.  

The primary aim Mill attempts to achieve in delineating the form of government is 

also to prevent the government from being arbitrary, while still enabling the 

government to promote social progress. Because social progress is dynamic and always 

under change, ‘the proper functions of government are not a fixed thing’ (Mill, 

1861/2015, p. 191). There should be mechanisms for adjusting the government in 

specific situations. In the meantime, individual liberty should always be protected. 

Mill sees representative government as the ideal form of government because it 

enables every member of society to be involved in community affairs. This is necessary 

to liberty, individual happiness, and social progress (Mill, 1861/2015, p. 214). Further, 

Mill draws attention to two elements of a good government. The first is the virtues and 

mental intelligence of individual members of society. The second is the quality of the 

government as a machine – ‘the degree in which it is adapted to take advantage of the 

amount of good qualities which may at any time exist, and make them instrumental to 
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the right purposes’ (Mill, 1861/2015, p. 200). The two elements lead to two criteria of 

a good government: ‘how far it promotes the good arrangement of the affairs of society 

by means of the existing faculties, moral, intellectual, and active of its various members; 

and what is its effect in improving or deteriorating those faculties?’ (Mill, 1861/2015, 

p. 214) 

 However, as noted, Dewey disagrees with the idea of a universal ideal form of the 

government. For him many existing theories concerning the state are problematic. The 

defect of theories may lay in their ‘travel[ing] in a verbal circle…, [and] merely 

reduplicate[ing] in a so-called causal force the effects to be accounted for’ (Dewey, 

1927/2016b, p. 64). Instead, he proposes to start from investigating human associations 

and uncovering the distinctive attributes of people when forming communities. 

According to Dewey, the state is necessary to society because the effects of the 

behaviours of individuals and groups are not always limited to those who engaged in 

the behaviour. When a behaviour influence people who are not involved in the conduct 

of the behaviour – Dewey calls such influence ‘public’ – there is a need for a public 

machine, the state, to regulate that behaviour (I return to this in Chapter 9). Further, 

Dewey remarks that because communities and countries possess a unique history and 

environment, there does not exist one single form of the desirable state. Even in the 

same nation, the state form could differ in different periods. 

The very fact that the public depends upon consequences of acts and the perception of 

consequences, while its organization into a state depends upon the ability to invent and employ 

special instrumentalities, shows how and why publics and political institutions differ widely 

from epoch to epoch and from place to place. (Dewey, 1927/2016b, pp. 107-108) 

 

The responsibility of the state: Locke and Smith 

Locke’s search for the responsibility of the state is in line with his discussions on the 

origin and the form of the state. His primary method is to understand why the state is 

needed, and what the state’s aims are. In contrast, Smith argues that self-regulated civil 

society and the market should undertake all kinds of collective responsibilities when 

they are able to do so. The responsibility of the state should be limited to those matters 
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that cannot be undertaken by civil society and the market. Arguably Smith intends to 

keep the state as small as possible.  

In Locke’s opinion, the state’s primary responsibility is to overcome the disorder 

and inconvenience of the state of nature and guarantee a peaceful and secure society 

for people in which their lives and property are protected. Responsibilities of the state 

highlighted by Locke include the protection of individuals’ rights and the attainment of 

social equality. This derived from Locke’s (1689/1976, p. 44) adoption of natural law, 

which teaches that all individuals are equal, free, and independent. In Locke’s theses 

there also exists a large overlap between the state’s responsibilities and the concept of 

the public good. Locke mentions the concept of the public good many times, proposing 

it as the entire and only pursuit of the state – not only in relation to preserving the public 

peace by restraining injustice, but also by promoting the prosperity of the 

commonwealth, establishing good discipline, and discouraging every sort of vice and 

impropriety (Locke, 1689/1976, p. 4).  

Smith’s take on the responsibility of the state is much narrower. As noted, he 

explicitly acknowledges only three essential responsibilities of the state, that cannot be 

carried out by self-regulated civil society or by the market. The first duty is military 

defence, aiming at ‘protecting the society from the violence and invasion of other 

independent societies’ (A. Smith, 1827/2000, p. 363). This duty is undertaken by almost 

every state throughout the history of human beings, and is one of the main motives for 

people to unite and form the state. However, the expense of undertaking the duty should 

also be considered, according to Smith. For example, maintaining necessary military 

force is only for the purposes of national defence and should not be expanded to exceed 

this need. In a civil society with a mature commercial and tax system, all military 

expenses are grounded in the national wealth created by labours.  

The second duty concerns justice. Smith identifies the second duty as ‘protecting 

every member of the society from injustice or oppression of every other member of it,’ 

or ‘establishing an exact administration of justice’ (A. Smith, 1827/2000, p. 372). Laws 

and judiciary allow injustice to be identified, and administrative power can be used to 

implement punishment.  
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Providing public service is the third duty. This duty is to erect and maintain public 

institutions and public works that ‘may be in the highest degree advantageous to a great 

society,’ but ‘are, however, of such a nature that the profit could never repay the expense 

to any individual or small number of individuals, and which it therefore cannot be 

expected that any individual or small number of individuals should erect or maintain’ 

(A. Smith, 1827/2000, p. 379). Two categories of public service are listed by Smith: to 

facilitate the commerce of society and to promote the instruction of the people through 

education. 

 

4.3.3 Civil society: The formation, values, and arrangements of civil society 

This sub-section examines civil society – a crucial sphere of social action in the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition. The discussion of civil society here does not consider the 

economic market, which is examined in Chapter 9 when discussing the public/private.  

Civil society is often implicitly understood as a sphere between the individual and 

state (Kasfir, 1998, pp. 3, 4). However, there is a variety of ways to define it. Arguably, 

contemporary understandings of civil society have three primary components: civil 

society comprises a complex of autonomous institutions; it possesses complex 

relationships between itself and the state; and there is a general pattern of civil manners 

(Shils, 1991, p. 4). The three components highlight civil society’s role in serving to 

balance the power of the state and to protect the individual from the state’s power. In 

this sub-section, I attempt to explore the formation, values, and arrangements of civil 

society, in addition to its functions. 

The spontaneous formation of civil society: Smith 

Adam Smith was among the intellectual forefathers of civil society (Boyd, 2013b; 

Cohen & Arato, 1994; Seligman, 1995). However, instead of concentrating on civil 

society’s structure and its relationship with the state, Smith discusses civil society 

primarily from a moral and sentimental perspective.  

As noted, in Smith’s discussions about how individuals can freely and naturally 

regulate themselves, and how social order is naturally attained and maintained, he 

demonstrates the possibility of individuals’ self-organisation without the government’s 
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intervention. These precepts are the cornerstone of civil society. Smith’s two books, 

The Theory of Moral Sentiments and The Wealth of Nations, respectively reveal two 

foundational conditions of civil society. The first is human beings’ natural sympathy, 

sociability and sense of duty, as discussed in The Theory of Moral Sentiments. The 

second is the market and commercial society, explored in The Wealth of Nations. The 

two aspects together establish a system of virtue in which altruism and benevolence are 

valued and result in the establishment of a formalised system of rules and laws. As both 

aspects were discussed in 4.2.2, I shall not repeat them here.  

Social values of civil society: Smith, Mill, and Dewey 

As Smith points out, social values enable civil society to influence individual members 

to act in accordance with what civil society expects. Individual members also in turn 

affect and change the content of those values. However, social values may become rigid 

and strict, with a negative impact on individual liberty and innovation.   

Smith lists a set of virtues on the basis of natural sympathy to explain how values 

influence the operation of civil society. In Smith’s opinion, the basis for defining this 

set of virtues is the criterion for moral approval by impartial spectators. Letting people 

practise these values can enhance the stability of civil society. Here there are three 

virtues in Smith’s moral philosophy: propriety, prudence and benevolence.  

Virtue consists in the propriety of conduct, or in the suitableness of the affection from which 

we act to the object which excites it; … consists in the judicious pursuit of our own private 

interest and happiness, or in the proper government and direction of those selfish affections 

which aim solely at this end; … [and] consists in those affections only which aim at the 

happiness of others, not in those which aim at our own. (A. Smith, 1790/2010, pp. 317-318)  

In light of the above virtues, Smith identifies three principles of approbation 

concerning how people make judgments of approbation, honour and reward, as well as 

disapprobation, blame, censure, and punishment. He sees human society as ‘a great, 

and immense machine, whose regular and harmonious movements produce a thousand 

agreeable effects’ (A. Smith, 1790/2010, p. 371). Virtue tends to promote the order of 

society, while vice tends to disturb. The principles of approbation are reason, sentiment, 

and deduction from self-love. 
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 Mill was deeply concerned with the good of society in general. He disagrees with 

social contract theory that assumes the existence of the contract among all citizens, 

requiring all citizens to give back to society (see discussions of Locke earlier). However, 

as noted, Mill agrees with the idea that individuals should contribute to the collective 

good. Society provides a desirable environment for individuals to develop and progress, 

and individuals in turn owe society for the environment. 

Though society is not founded on a contract, and though no good purpose is answered by 

inventing a contract in order to deduce social obligations from it, every one who receives the 

protection of society owes a return for the benefit, and the fact of living in society renders it 

indispensable that each should be bound to observe a certain line of conduct towards the rest. 

(Mill, 1859/2015, p. 73) 

Mill proposes an ideal set of values of civil society, including happiness, freedom, 

individuality, truth, and altruism (Mill, 1859/2015, pp. 52-27). There are constant 

interactions between society and individual members who comprise it. Society 

influences individuals to internalise its values through its institutions and faculties, and 

these values are invented and injected into society by individuals. 

Dewey looks at how members of society develop social values and how those 

values can be conveyed through generations. People live in communities and conduct 

conjoint activities. Moral values ‘isolated from communal life are hopeless abstractions’ 

(Dewey, 1927/2016b, p. 176). On the one hand, there is no simultaneous common 

consensus on values, beliefs, and methods among members of society. The consensus 

does not exist in organic and physical associations because the members of society are 

not living communal lives. In human associations, there are no moral connections 

between members, only joint activities. The common understanding about aims, beliefs, 

aspirations, and knowledge among members make human associations a society. 

However, the evolution of common values, beliefs, and methods rests on human beings’ 

dispositions and deliberations. Only through education can people become mentally 

mature, able to conduct philosophical discussions and further create, comprehend and 

accept values, beliefs, and methods. On the other hand, when such a consensus is 

reached, it must be conveyed from older to incoming generations via education. This is 
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a critical prerequisite for the continuation of society. I shall expand on this in Chapter 

6. 

Social arrangements: Sen on public policy, the market, and civil society 

Sen notes that individual freedom to a large extent relies on social arrangements. 

Certain fundamental notions including justice and propriety also depend on social 

arrangements. Making social arrangements support individual freedom is necessary to 

the achievement of development (Sen, 1999, p. 31; see also Chapter 6). In turn, the 

development of individual freedom is conducive to the improvement of social 

arrangements, making them more appropriate and effective. 

For Sen, one part of appropriate public policy is to provide basic education and 

health care, supplementing the market mechanism. Sen is aware of the market’s failure 

in providing public goods, the definition of which followed Samuelsen’s two criteria: 

non-rivalry and non-excludability (Samuelson, 1954; see also Chapter 9). In addition, 

equity is another rationale for appropriate public policies. ‘The far-reaching powers of 

the market mechanism have to be supplemented by the creation of basic social 

opportunities for social equity and justice’ (Sen, 1999, p. 143).  

 

4.3.4 The world: Transcending the national border 

Among the liberal philosophers considered here, Dewey and Sen explicitly articulate a 

concept of the world beyond the national boundaries. 

 Dewey discusses the world in relation to the notion of the public. There are two 

attributes of Dewey’s interpretation of the public. Firstly, the differentiation of the 

public and private does not rest on who participates in human activities, but on 

immediate consequences of transactions imposing on other human beings who are not 

involved in the conduction of the activities. Secondly, the connotation of the public is 

not fixed, but in constant change. Similar to the public in Confucianism, Dewey’s public 

is a relative concept in relation to the private. The public is manifested in multiple scales: 

the private draws certain boundaries according to consequences of acts, and the 

boundary of the public is always larger than that of, and includes, the private. This 

partly parallels with Confucian nesting of the public (the larger self) and the private 
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(the smaller self). Also Dewey did not set a limitation on the size or scope of the public. 

This is further discussed in Chapter 9. 

Dewey’s public can be interpreted as reaching the global scale. When the actions 

of some countries influence other countries not involved in the original actions, there 

exist ‘public consequences’ of those actions. These consequences ought to be examined, 

and the position of countries not originally involved but influenced by the consequences 

should be protected. Dewey calls for international organisations to regulate global 

public consequences. He attributes constant global turbulence to ingrained 

misunderstandings among nations. ‘The atmosphere that makes international troubles 

inflammable is the product of deep-seated misunderstandings that have their origin in 

different philosophies of life’ (Dewey, 1921/1976, p. 218). The only way out was to 

facilitate honest and in-depth mutual understandings between various philosophies.  

 Sen’s emphasis on the importance of a global perspective resonates with Dewey’s 

ideas, but Sen goes further. Sen’s approach to the world is based on his idea of ‘open 

impartiality.’ According to Sen (2011, p. 130), open impartiality is to reach disinterested 

judgments from any fair or impartial spectators, no matter whether they belong to the 

focal group or not. This is a way of avoiding parochial bias.  

 In discussing the world, Sen views the nation-state as a focal group. He states that 

‘A theory of impartiality that is confined exactly within the borders of a sovereign state 

proceeds along territorial lines that do, of course, have legal significance but may not 

have similar political or moral perspicuity’ (Sen, 2006, p. 130). Sen provides three 

points to justify this statement. Firstly, the nation-state could not cut convertible bonds 

among people sharing the same religion, language, gender, political beliefs, or 

profession. These common bonds connect people across countries. People from various 

countries should do things together if they want to. The second point is about possible 

parochial bias if outside voices are muted when making judgements. Here the ‘public’ 

of ‘public discussion’ should possess a broad connotation going beyond the state. The 

public discussion should involve all existing voices, no matter who they are. This 

indeed is a ‘broadening’ of perspectives and ideas, which helps in avoiding parochial 

bias. 



 113 

 The third point is in line with Dewey’s definition of ‘the public.’ Specifically, the 

voice from outside a country should be heard because ‘the actions of one country can 

seriously influence lives elsewhere. This is not only through the deliberate use of 

forceful means (for example, the occupation of Iraq in 2003), but also through less 

direct influences of trade and commerce’ (Sen, 2006, pp. 129-130). For Dewey, a matter 

becomes public when the results of behaviour influence people who are not engaged in 

the decision-making process of or conduct of that behaviour. However, Sen goes a step 

further. He does not stop and call the behaviour ‘the public,’ but argues that because of 

the fact of ‘public influence,’ people excluded previously should be included and their 

voices heard. Combining the three points, Sen therefore states, ‘To conclude this 

discussion, assessment of justice demands engagement with the “eyes of 

mankind”’ (Sen, 2006, p. 130). 

Arguably, viewing the world as an important sphere of social action is crucial in 

exploring the public (good) of higher education, especially at the global level. With the 

growing number of internationally mobile people and closer connection among 

universities across countries, there is a need for more discussions on cross-border 

higher education activities and global outcomes of higher education. This is a way to 

overcome the parochial problem by furthering mutual understanding as well as 

addressing the potential global public consequences. Nevertheless, there are also 

potential dangers of making idealised cross-national discussions and of creating a 

‘globally parochial’ problem that neglects local considerations. More on this is 

discussed in Chapter 10. 

 

4.4 Higher education in the UK and the US 

Certain attributes of the liberal Anglo-American tradition discussed above are 

imprinted on higher education in the UK and the US.  

The first attribute is the division of powers that makes the university a public 

domain in contested separation with other spheres. In the medieval time, the university 

emerged as an institution with semi-independence from the state and the church. On the 

one hand, the Church hoped to gain support and reinforcement from the university’s 

production of scholarly and scientific knowledge (de Ridder-Symoens & Rüegg, 2003, 
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p. 14). On the other hand, the university secured its privileges, including internal 

jurisdiction, freedom from duties and levies, and habitation, through the utilisation of 

the dynamic and tension between Church and State (B. Zhang & Sun, 2004). By moving 

between the two major players of the time – State and Church – the medieval university 

maintained its partial institutional autonomy and academic freedom (Altbach, 2001; 

Marginson & Yang, 2020a).  

Today in the UK and the US, despite the fact that governments in both countries 

have reasserted their roles in higher education, for example by funding allocation and 

quality assurance, the university’s semi-independence, manifested in regulated 

university autonomy, has survived (Marginson & Yang, 2020b, p. 9). The semi-

independence of the modern university is codified in the Humboldtian ideal (Rohstock, 

2012, p. 166). However, countries differ with regard to where the university is 

positioned in society. In the UK, policy has attempted to create a narrative that 

universities are ‘private’ market corporations. But British universities are de facto not 

creatures of, or entirely positioned inside, the market (Burrage, 2010, p. 19; Marginson 

& Yang, 2020a). In the US, universities are positioned across the junction between civil 

society and the market, while the state continues to make a difference in higher 

education through funding provision (Marginson & Yang, 2020a, p. 262).  

 The second attribute is liberal individualism, embodied in the dominance of human 

capital theory in capturing private outcomes of higher education. In human capital 

theory, the output of education primarily refers to the increase of marginal productivity 

of labour that determines the enhanced earnings associated with holding a degree 

(Blundell, Dearden, Meghir, & Sianesi, 1999). To expand this good requires only 

atomised individuals with economic incentives, and free markets in higher education 

and graduate labour. Following this narrative, higher education is understood primarily 

as a producer of individualised private goods, and the value of education is largely 

confined to economic returns of individual investment in higher education. As a result, 

public expenditure in higher education shrinks and collective goods produced by higher 

education are downplayed (Marginson & Yang, 2020a, p. 12). In addition, although 

there has been public debate on the utilisation of human capital theory in higher 

education (see for example Marginson, 2019), the emphasis on economic returns of 
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higher education has largely undermined the influence of the idea of Bildung in higher 

education, which seeks for the open-ended formation of students (Siljander & Sutinen, 

2012, pp. 3, 4) and has parallels with Confucian self-cultivation. These aspects of higher 

education will be discussed in more detail in the following chapters. 

 In addition, the UK and US higher education systems are influential in worldwide 

higher education. For example, modern universities in many countries partly follow the 

American research university (Rhoads, 2011). Ideas from Anglo-American higher 

education have shaped influential narratives about academic freedom and university 

autonomy in higher education, and about the outcomes of higher education, with effects 

in higher education literature, policy and practice across the world. In addition, the US 

and UK higher education systems play significant roles in the global research system32 

and are the most popular destinations for international higher education students33. 

 

4.5 Summary 

This chapter has discussed the higher education-related liberal Anglo-American 

tradition. Unlike the examination of the Sinic tradition in Chapter 3 that follows a 

historical line, this chapter has focused on the works of a group of liberal philosophers 

by treating their work as concurrent and in the present. Connotations of the notions of 

liberty and equality have been investigated, as well as relevant discussions in relation 

to four spheres of social action – spheres of the individual, the state, civil society, and 

the world. The discussion in this chapter has been closely associated with certain 

aspects of higher education, some of which were signposted in the previous texts. How 

the preceding discussion connects with the public (good) of higher education is 

discussed in Chapters 6 to 10 that follow. 

 

32 See https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/2018/nsb20181/report/sections/overview/research-publications (accessed on 

7th September 2020). 

33 See https://data.oecd.org/students/international-student-mobility.htm (accessed on 7th September 2020). 
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Chapter 5. Tentative trans-positional assessment I: forming the 

foundations for Trans-positional Analysis II 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Chapters 3 and 4 explored broad philosophical and cultural ideas underlying the public 

(good) of higher education in the Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions. In 

general, they presented the two traditions’ distinctive social imaginaries, embodied in 

their understandings of certain spheres of social action – the spheres of individual 

(including family in the liberal Anglo-American tradition), family (in the Sinic case), 

society, the state, and the world – and the relationship between these spheres. However, 

the primary role of the two chapters in this study is to form the foundations for Trans-

positional Analysis II (Chapters 6 to 11) that is to specifically explore, compare, and 

trans-positionally reconstruct ideas of the public (good) of higher education in the two 

traditions. As Chapter 2 notes, establishing such foundations involves a tentative trans-

positional assessment of ideas presented in Chapters 3 and 4, which aims to find a ‘new’ 

starting point, or a common template for further exploration, comparison, and trans-

positional reconstruction, that privileges either of the two traditions as little as possible. 

Building on Chapters 3 and 4, this chapter compares the social imaginaries between 

the two traditions. As explained earlier, this thesis understands the social imaginary as 

the assemblage of important spheres of social action, including the individual, society, 

the state, and the world. The social imaginary concentrates on connotations of the 

spheres of social action and the relationship between those spheres. It then relates this 

comparison to the discussion of the public (good) of higher education, which further 

leads to five themes that point to important aspects of the public (good) of higher 

education. I argue that the five themes together draw a holistic picture of the public 

(good) of higher education in the two traditions. The chapter also introduces a lexical 

basis, comprising English interpretations of certain Chinese terms, and Chinese 

interpretations of certain English terms. These Chinese and English terms are included 

because they are fundamental to understanding either social imaginaries, or the public 
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(good) of higher education, in the two traditions. The lexical basis serves as the tool to 

address the language challenges faced by this study in both Trans-positional Analyses 

I and II (see Chapter 2). It is also the foundation for the lexical-based comparison. 

This chapter starts with an introduction of the lexical basis in 5.2, followed by a 

comparison of social imaginaries between the two traditions in 5.3. Section 5.4 then 

expounds on how the exploration of the public (good) of higher education in the two 

traditions can be enlightened by the comparison of social imaginaries, which also 

explains the process of identifying the five key themes.  

 

5.2 The lexical basis 

As discussed in Chapter 2, comparisons of scholarly works often face language 

challenges. It is difficult to do comparisons without changing connotations and 

denotations of concepts after translation. Dealing with translation issues properly is a 

precondition of doing a good comparative study of scholarship. To address this 

language constraint, the thesis establishes a lexical basis by embedding in relevant 

scholarship in each tradition (the process of establishing it was introduced in Chapter 

2).  

Table 5-1 and Table 5-2 summarise the instrument that has been developed for the 

lexical basis. Table 5-1 interprets a list of essential Chinese terms into English, while 

Table 5-2 provides interpretations of certain essential Anglo-American terms in 

Chinese. Specifically, there are three columns in each table. The first column lists 

original terms in Chinese or English. The second column gives their equivalent, 

approximate or nearest overlap in the other tradition of thought. The third column then 

discusses issues of ‘fit’ and degree of overlap between the first and second columns.  

Understanding key concepts in the two traditions and building a lexical bridge 

between Chinese and English is crucial to identifying the corresponding positions from 

which to observe, compare, and combine. In this study, the two tables have acted as 

linguistic bridges between the two traditions. 
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Table 5- 1 Moving from Chinese lexicon to liberal Anglo-American lexicon 

Term in 
Chinese 

Equivalent, approximation or nearest overlap in liberal Anglo-American 
thought 

Discussion of issues of ‘fit’ and degree of overlap34 

仁 
Ren 

‘Benevolence’, ‘human-heartedness’, or ‘humanity’. An abstract term referring to 

an essential virtue and is mostly used to describe a person. 

Confucius defines it as loving others the way people love themselves.35 

‘仁’is a core term in Confucianism that has received elaborations from many Confucian 

sages. Its descriptions here only reflect Confucius’s original explanations.  

礼 
Li 

Confucius defines it as rites, whereas Xunzi expounds it as principles that regulate 

individuals’ behaviours and become crucially necessary because of people’s 

natural depravity. 

‘礼’is mostly used in Confucius’ and Xunzi’s explanations. Since the two sages had 

opposite assumptions regarding human beings’ nature (naturally good or depraved), the 

understandings of ‘礼’are different – a virtue, or regulation principles. 

天 
Tian 

Heaven; the owner of all; the place where immortals/gods/goddesses live; the 

natural law. 

Besides being the material ‘heaven’, tian is closely related to Chinese people’s notions of 

worship. It also refers to the highest supernatural force. 

天下 
Tianxia 

All under heaven; everything on earth (including human beings, living creatures, 

natural resources…). 

‘All under heaven’ is a direct translation from Chinese. It contains everything and reflects 

the belief that heaven is above all and controls all. 

公 
Gong 

Public; common; justice; the benefits of all; altruism and selfless spirit; state; 

social; openly; official; equally divided; male; Duke. 

There are no explicit and commonly accepted explanations of gong in Chinese, similar to 

‘public’ in English. It has different meanings in varied situations. Its use requires 

contextualised interpretation. 

天下为公 
Tianxia 
weigong 

All under heaven is for/belongs to all: people’s pursuit of universal love, which 

includes fairness between others and oneself, so that people are able to overlook 

specific differences in reality and seek an ideational and abstract equality36.  

There are no explicit and commonly accepted explanations of tianxia weigong (all under 

heaven is for and belongs to the ‘public’). Thus connotations of tianxia weigong requires 

further exploration, as this thesis attempts to do. 

志 
Zhi 

The free will; individual’s independent decision-making power that is absolutely 

free; the individual’s determination in choosing or deciding upon a course of action. 

High degree of overlap. The connotations of ‘志’ can be effectively expressed by the 

English interpretations in the left column.                                                     

大学自主 
Daxue 
zizhu 

Self-mastery of university; it is more often used in China than ‘self-governance of 

the university’; while covering the university’s autonomy, it also highlights the 

university’s engagement with the state and the social responsibilities it bears. 

High degree of overlap. The connotations of‘大学自主’ can be effectively expressed by 

the English interpretations in the left column.  

 
34 The ‘fit’ and ‘overlap’ are not about the conceptual distance discussed in Chapter 2. They are mere description of the overlap between the lexicon in the first and second columns. 
35 See Analects.‘The one who is Ren, wishing to be established himself, seeks also to establish others; wishing to be enlarged himself, seeks also to enlarge others; to be able to judge 

of others by what is nigh in ourselves–this may be called Ren.’ (夫仁者己欲立而立人，己欲达而达人。能近取譬，可谓仁之方也已。) 
36 Xiang, S. (2015). From ‘The world is for all’ to ‘the people are my brothers and sisters’: the purport and trend of the traditional idea of fairness and universal love (Cong ‘tianxia 

weigong’ dao ‘baominwuyu’: Chuantong gongping yu boaiguan de zhiqu yu zouxiang). Journal of Renmin University of China (Zhongguo Renmin Daxue Xuebao) (2), 71-79. 
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Table 5- 2 Moving from liberal Anglo-American lexicon to Chinese lexicon 

Liberal Anglo-
American term 

Equivalent, approximation or nearest overlap in Chinese thought Discussion of issues of ‘fit’ and degree of overlap 

State 
国家：政治上结合在一个主权政府之下的，有固定领土的，由一个或

多个民族组成的人民的实体；中央政府。 

The direct translation of ‘state’ in Chinese is guojia (国家). But the Chinese interpretation 

of ‘the state’, which is more often accepted and used in China, should be understood in 

relation to the series of nested circles (the self, the family, the state/society, and tianxia). 

Society 
社会：由居住在一起的人们构成的一个有序的集体；由拥有共同传统、

组织机构、共同利益而互相联系起来的人群；通过互动而逐渐形成的

拥有特定组织形态和关系的团体。 

‘Shehui (社会)’ is a widely-used word translated from ‘society’, so they have a high degree 

of overlap. But shehui may also be understood in China in relation to the series of nested 

circles. 

Individual 个人：单独一个人，与集体相对应而言；某个特定的人；单一个体。 
Though the two terms represent the same meaning, ‘individual’ reflects the Anglo-

American sense of ‘individualism’ that the Chinese term does not naturally have. 

Collective 集体/集体的：代指由多人组成团体的；有集体主义特点的。 

High degree of overlap. ‘Collective’ and ‘collectivism’ are Chinese core Chinese ideas. 

However, although the collective idea existed in Imperial China, the ‘collective’ and 

‘collectivism’ as concepts were imported from the Soviet Union in the 20th century. 

Public good(s) 公共利益；公共物品；国有利益/物品 

The connotations of the Chinese translation are narrower and refer to the economic or 

political meaning respectively. There is no clear differentiation between the public/private 

good (singular) and public/private goods (plural). 

Private good(s) 私人利益；私人物品；商业产品和服务 

The global public 
good 

世界公共物品/利益：在世界层面上可获得的公共物品/利益（经济学）

公益；世界公益 

The common good 共同利益；共同福祉；公益；公用资源 
The connotations of the Chinese translation are narrower and do not reflect underlying 

ideas conveyed by the ‘(global) common good’, such as diversity and a binding destination 

highlighted in the UNESCO definition. 

The global 
common good 

世界公益；世界福祉；人类福祉 

Public sphere 

公共领域：与公民社会相对应的社会生活内容，围绕公共部门的核心

而展开的公共生活形态。 

公共领域（哈贝马斯）：一个国家和社会形态之间的公共空间，公民

们假设可以在这个空间中自由舆论，不受国家干预；作为民主政治基

本条件的公民自由讨论公共事务，参与政治的活动空间。 

High degree of overlap. The corresponding Chinese terms of the ‘public sphere’ are 

translated from English terms. Chinese terms are thus defined based on English 

connotations of the ‘public sphere’. 

University 
autonomy 

大学自治 
High degree of overlap. Similar to that of the ‘public sphere’, the Chinese term of the 

‘university autonomy’ is also translated from the English term of ‘university autonomy’. 
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5.3 A comparison of social imaginaries between the two traditions 

According to Chapters 3 and 4, the Sinic social imaginary and the liberal Anglo-

American social imaginary are highly different. However, to a certain extent, both 

social imaginaries overlap with each other regarding their basic components, which 

pertain to the spheres of social action. Specifically, social imaginaries of both traditions 

consider the spheres of the individual, society, state, and world, as their essential 

components. However, they diverge with regard to the connotations of these spheres 

and the relationship between them.  

The sphere of the individual  

The comparison of the sphere of the individual between the two traditions can be 

summarised as the smallest self in the Sinic tradition vis-à-vis the primacy of the 

individual in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. As Figure 3-1in Chapter 3 shows, 

the self is the smallest entity in the Confucian social imaginary and has the least 

important status in comparison to other collective spheres. It is the least important in 

the sense that the interests of the individual can be compromised for the sake of the 

interests of the collective spheres. This shows a Sinic collectivist tradition. However, at 

the same time, Confucianism also highlights the cultivation of the self. According to 

Chapter 4, the development of individuality and the protection of the individual from 

undesirable interference caused by others take primacy in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition. This reflects an individualistic tradition in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition. Arguably, despite the two traditions’ divergence regarding the status of the 

sphere of individual, both of them attach importance to the development of the 

individual. While the Sinic tradition centres on cultivating the individual in the 

collective settings, the liberal Anglo-American tradition highlights the development of 

individuality. 

The divergence between the two traditions and their emphasis on individual 

development are crucial to the discussion of student development in higher education, 

and of higher education’s individualised and collective outcomes. 

 

The sphere of society 
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The comparison of the sphere of society between the two traditions can be summarised 

as a society with ambiguous definition, and highly overlapping with the state in the 

Sinic tradition vis-à-vis the idea of civil society in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. 

It is noteworthy that although in the liberal Anglo-American tradition, the usage of 

‘society’ is broader than civil society and may include the state and the market, in this 

thesis the sphere of society in the liberal Anglo-American tradition refers to the sphere 

of civil society. The idea of the liberal Anglo-American sense of civil society does not 

exist in Confucianism, although such idea has been imported from the West in 

contemporary China. However, the imported idea has not turned Chinese society into a 

civil society in the liberal Anglo-American sense. In China, society was and is to a large 

extent overlapping with the state, partly because of the tradition of the comprehensive 

state (see also below). In contrast, as Chapter 4 shows, liberal scholars such as Adam 

Smith argue that civil society emerges spontaneously from voluntary interactions 

between individuals. There is no need for external forces to step in to establish or 

sustain a civil society. They argue that the state’s role in civil society is distant, only 

providing legal conditions for it but not interfering in it. 

These ideas of society enlighten an investigation of how higher education can be 

influenced by society, for example, pressure from society to compromise (or support) 

academic freedom and the shaping role of financial contributions from society to higher 

education. They also inform how higher education can influence society, for example, 

by turning students into desirable members of a society and contributing to social equity. 

The sphere of the state 

The comparison of the sphere of the state between the two traditions can be summarised 

as the comprehensive state in the Sinic tradition vis-à-vis the limited liberal state in the 

liberal Anglo-American tradition. The Sinic state is comprehensive. In Imperial times, 

it converged with tianxia – the Imperial Chinese state took in all under heaven. In 

contemporary China, though the state has largely turned into a nation-state, diverging 

from the tianxia idea, the Chinese state is still comprehensive, with strong potency in 

other spheres including the spheres of society. In contrast, Chapter 4 has demonstrated 

that liberal scholars agree on the necessity to set a clear boundary of the state, to protect 

other spheres (e.g., the spheres of individual and civil society) from the state’s 
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undesirable intervention. In this sense, the state is ‘limited’ in the liberal Anglo-

American tradition. The state is also ‘liberal’ in a sense that liberty is an essential value 

in the liberal Anglo-American tradition.  

 The difference between the limited liberal state in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition and the comprehensive state in the Sinic tradition is fundamental to their 

varying attitudes towards the relationship between the state and the university, the 

public financial support for the university, and the university’s engagement with the 

state.  

The sphere of the world 

The comparison of the sphere of the world between the two traditions can be 

summarised as the world as tianxia in the Sinic tradition vis-à-vis the inter-national 

world composed of numerous nation-states in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. In 

the liberal Anglo-American tradition, the world is understood as an aggregation of 

nation-states. In contrast, the Sinic tianxia is not ‘beyond-states.’ It imagines the world 

as all under heaven, encompassing all (see also Table 5-1). 

 The varying views of the world in the two traditions are enlightening to the 

discussion of higher education’s engagement with the world – how it is connected 

across countries, and how it can contribute to the world.  

The relationship between the above spheres 

In addition, the two traditions differ with regard to the relationship between the above 

spheres. The relationships are illustrated in Figure 3-1 in Chapter 3 and Figure 4-1 in 

Chapter 4. To briefly compare them here, the relationship in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition can be described as the division of powers. The spheres of the state, market, 

and society are independent from one another, while the individual sphere, with the 

primary status, overlaps with the other three spheres. The relationship in the Sinic 

tradition can be captured as nested circles (smaller spheres are nested within larger 

spheres), and larger circles having comprehensive powers towards smaller circles (in 

practice, the legitimate state, representing the will of heaven, can exercise the 

comprehensive powers towards other entities, echoing the comprehensive state 

tradition).  
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 The tenets concerning the relationship between the spheres of social action are 

enlightening to the position of higher education in the social imaginary – how higher 

education is connected with each of these spheres. 

 

5.4 Five key themes: the new starting point for Trans-positional Analysis 
II 

As 5.3 shows, higher education interacts with each of the spheres of social action in the 

social imaginary. Its interaction with the spheres, to a large extent, shapes the public 

(good) of higher education. Specifically, the interaction embodies how higher education 

is influenced by different spheres of social action, and how higher education can in turn 

influence these spheres of social action. I argue that by examining the interactions, it is 

possible to establish a common template for exploring specific ideas of the public (good) 

of higher education in Trans-positional Analysis II. I now explain higher education’s 

interaction with the spheres one by one. 

 For the sphere of individual, higher education interacts with it in at least two ways. 

First, individual students are important subjects of higher education. In this respect, the 

interaction between the individual and higher education points to the need of discussing 

student development in higher education. With an aim to embed in both traditions, I use 

the term Bildung 37  in the liberal Anglo-American tradition and xiushen (self-

cultivation) in the Sinic tradition to capture relevant ideas in each tradition. The two 

terms are used because they embody each tradition’s ideas about individual 

development, and ensures a balance, language-wise, between the two traditions38 . 

Second, higher education interacts with the individual with regard to the individual’s 

investment in higher education, and contributes to the social and economic the interests 

of the individual. As will be shown in Chapter 9, these contributions to the interests of 

the individual interests can also result in contributions to the interests of other spheres 

 
37 See Chapter 6 for detailed reasons of using this German term to express the ideas of student development in the 

liberal Anglo-American tradition. 

38 The detailed connotations of these terms, and why they are able to capture relevant ideas in the two traditions 

will be explained in the Introduction section of each of Chapters 6 to 10. 
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(see also below). These point to the need to discuss higher education’s outcomes and 

resources. 

 Higher education’s interaction with the sphere of society is also manifest in at least 

two ways. First, higher education receives support from society, pointing to the need to 

discuss the resources of higher education. Second, higher education contributes to 

society in various ways, which can be understood as outcomes of higher education. 

Examples include higher education’s contributions to social diversity, solidarity, 

harmony, and equity. Among them, the contributions to social equity have attracted 

wide attention from higher education scholars and practitioners (see for example, 

Cantwell, Marginson, et al., 2018; OECD, 2008), but remain contentious regarding how, 

and to what extent, higher education can enhance social equity (I shall expand on this 

in Chapter 7). The theme of higher education and social equity deserves specific 

examination in this thesis. Thus, I use the term equity in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition and gongping (equity) in the Sinic tradition to capture this theme, for the 

similar reasons of choosing Bildung and xiushen (this works for the selection of other 

terms too, see below). 

 The interactions between higher education and the sphere of the state are embodied 

in three aspects. First, higher education derives significant resources from the state. 

Second, the ongoing relationship between the state and higher education is shaping both 

academic freedom and institutional autonomy in higher education. Third, higher 

education contributes to the state. These three aspects point to the need to discuss higher 

education’s outcomes and resources, and academic freedom and institutional autonomy 

in higher education. For the discussion of academic freedom and institutional autonomy, 

I will investigate liberty in the liberal Anglo-American tradition and zhi (the free will) 

in the Sinic tradition. 

 National higher education systems are connected across countries. Higher 

education also contributes to the good of the world. Thus there is the need to discuss 

cross-border activities of higher education and higher education’s outcomes at a global 

level. I shall return to this later. 

 Until now I have proposed three pairs of terms, representing three key themes in 

discussing the public (good) of higher education: (1) Bildung and xiushen for student 
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development in higher education; (2) equity and gongping for equity in higher 

education; (3) liberty and zhi for academic freedom and institutional autonomy in 

higher education. There is still need of a theme to capture higher education’s resources 

and outcomes, and a theme to capture cross-border higher education activities and 

higher education’s global outcomes. I propose the terms ‘public and private’ in the 

liberal Anglo-American tradition and ‘gong (public) and si (private)’ in the Sinic 

tradition for the former theme, and the terms ‘global public/common goods’ in the 

liberal Anglo-American tradition and tianxia weigong in the Sinic tradition for the later 

theme.  

 In sum, five themes have been identified. See also Table 2-2 in Chapter 2 for a 

summarisation of the five themes. Each theme is expressed by a pair of terms, consisted 

of one term from each tradition. I argue that, these five themes together draw a holistic 

picture of the public (good) of higher education, in the sense that they capture higher 

education’s interactions with the four spheres of social action, and higher education’s 

position in the social imaginary. These five themes together then become the common 

template for the exploration of the public (good) of higher education in the two 

traditions – that is, the new starting point for Trans-positional Analysis II. 

 

5.5 Summary 

Building on Chapters 3 and 4, this chapter aims to establish foundations for the specific 

exploration of the public (good) of higher education. This is attempted by comparing 

the two traditions’ varying social imaginaries, primarily referring to their interpretations 

of four spheres of social action, and examining how higher education interacts with 

these spheres. This is a process of tentative trans-positional assessment. Five themes 

have been identified, as the new starting point for Trans-positional Analysis I. 

Departing from this new starting point, the following Chapters 6 to 10 will examine 

one theme in each chapter.  
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Chapter 6. Xiushen (self-cultivation) and Bildung in higher education 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines the first key theme in the context of higher education: the Sinic 

xiushen, which is often translated into English as ‘self-cultivation,’ and Bildung, 

originally an idea from Germany, which found its way into the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition of the theme that parallels xiushen. Both concepts centre on the individual’s 

personal development. I start with xiushen and Bildung as the first examined key theme 

because student development is a core mission of higher education (for example, see 

discussions of 'higher education as self-formation' in Marginson, 2014d, 2018d), 

drawing different aspects of higher education together such as teaching and research. 

In addition, the ideas of xiushen and Bildung are enlightening in relation to the 

exploration of the other four themes as well as the pursuit of potential combination.  

Bildung is used here because of its influence in liberal Anglo-American educational 

philosophies in relation to conceptualising student cultivation and development 

(Siljander & Sutinen, 2012, pp. 1, 2). As will be elaborated in 6.3, Bildung influenced 

American pragmatist philosophers including John Dewey. Moreover, through the 

spread of the idea of ‘Humboldtian’ university, and the influence of the German 

university in the development of American research universities, Bildung’s idea of 

student cultivation has become a core idea in modern universities in many countries, 

including those of the Anglo-American world (Nybom, 2003; Östling, 2018; Rohstock, 

2012).  

 Higher education has long established primary importance to the development of 

students. In the Sinic tradition, including Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, 

xiushen is a life-long process requiring higher learning. In Europe, before the unity of 

research and teaching was developed in the Humboldtian model of the University in 

19th century Germany, teaching was the primary activity of the university and for many 

the sole activity, in relation to both student cultivation and preparing students for certain 

professions. In the ideal of the ‘Humboldtian’ university, although universities also 

conduct research activities, Bildung centres on student formation, which is a core 
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mission of universities (Rohstock, 2012). There is also a tradition of student cultivation 

in British universities that is separate from the Bildung idea. Lauwerys (1965) argues 

that there is a British ideal of ‘liberal education’ that highlights the development of 

individual personality with an aim of cultivating ‘well-rounded’ persons. Furthermore, 

Newman’s propositions demonstrate a milestone in making liberal education the 

primary content of the university, that is to provide training for university students to 

gain intellectual powers through apprehending and contemplating truth. 

 I have been insisting, … first, on the cultivation of the intellectual, as an end which may 

reasonably be pursued for its own sake; and next on the nature of that cultivation, or what that 

cultivation consists in. Truth of whatever kind is the proper object of the intellectual; its 

cultivation then lies in fitting it to apprehend and contemplate truth. … Such a union and 

concert of the intellectual powers, such as enlargement and development, such as 

comprehensiveness, is necessarily a matter of training. … This process of training, … is called 

Liberal Education; … this I conceive to be the business of a University. (J. H. Newman, 

1852/1996, pp. 108, 109) 

However, the ideas of xiushen and Bildung in higher education are facing 

challenges primarily from the model of higher education as producing human capital 

and the focus on students’ acquisition of competencies and skills (Blundell et al., 1999; 

Kelly, O’Connell, & Smyth, 2010; Tröhler, 2012). In human capital theories, the 

acquisition of higher education is regarded as an investment by both students and the 

government (Becker, 1993; Schultz, 1961; Whalley & Zhao, 2013). Students develop 

their productive capacities such as knowledge, skills, talents, and understandings 

through higher education. These educated attributes generate additional earnings in 

graduate labour markets. Their individual productive capacities also become assets of 

society, part of its joint capital (Paulsen & Smart, 2001). Human capital theorists argue 

that the greater the human capital of a society, the greater will be the society’s 

competitiveness in the ‘global market’ (Noe, Hollenbeck, Gerhart, & Wright, 2017). 

This suggests that both the government and students should invest in higher education. 

In turn, universities are expected to focus on students’ acquisition of skills and 

competencies in order to optimise the economic returns, and other purposes of higher 

education become seen as less important, or disappear from sight. Higher education 
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becomes defined as largely or solely a preparation for work (Boys, 1988; Shelton & 

Yao, 2019). The idea of humans becoming humans, highlighted by Bildung and xiushen, 

is challenged.  

Scholars/researchers have pointed out limitations of using the human capital model 

to guide higher education practice (see for example, Marginson, 2019).When human 

capital theory first became influential in higher education, the International Committee 

on the University Emergency, established in 1970 by 100 renowned scholars from 53 

universities, mainly European and American universities, identified a vocationalist 

tendency in Western higher education due to the influence of human capital theories 

(Light & Spiegel, 1977; Rohstock, 2012). According to Rohstock (2012, p. 165), the 

Committee asserts that vocationalism in Western higher education is one of the major 

reasons for the ‘steady erosion of morale within the universities.’ Though vocationalism 

provides new insights into student development and this kind of development can also 

contribute to the individual’s growth (see for example Chapter 23 of Dewey, 

1916/2011), a solely vocational focus might result in a higher education that 

underestimates the importance of the development of student’s individuality and 

capability. 

In response, many scholars/researchers have reaffirmed the concepts of Bildung 

and xiushen, drawing people’s attention to student’s individual development rather than 

the mere acquisition of skills and competencies (see for example Biesta, 2002; C. 

Cheng, 2004; Rohstock, 2012). Notions with similar ideas are raised and employed in 

higher education practice. For example, the concept of capability developed by 

Amartya Sen is used to guide a student’s learning (Boni & Walker, 2013). Additionally, 

Marginson (2018d, p. 1) proposes the statement of ‘higher education as self-formation’ 

through partly drawing on the German Bildung tradition and the Confucian xiushen 

tradition. 

Nevertheless, despite the shared focus on the individual’s personal development, 

xiushen and Bildung are not the same. They are built on divergent philosophical 

traditions. Moreover, although the ideas of xiushen and Bildung may be a solution to 

the problem of over-emphasis on skills acquisition in higher education, how these ideas 

can be used in relation to student cultivation in higher education remains to be explored.  
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6.2 The idea of xiushen in the Sinic tradition 

6.2.1 The Confucian anthropocosmic worldview and xiushen 

The idea of xiushen reflects the Chinese understanding of ‘the way of being human in 

traditional China’ (Tu, 1979, p. 238). Drawing on different schools of thought, 

Confucianism, and Neo-Confucianism in particular, developed the comprehensive idea 

of xiushen, which has been widely practiced by Chinese people, and has largely shaped 

the Chinese way of learning and attitudes towards knowledge.  

As discussed in Chapter 3, Confucian xiushen is developed in terms of the 

Confucian anthropocosmic worldview (Ying Lu & Jover, 2018, p. 428; Tu, 2013, p. 

335), with its expanding entities of the individual, family, society, state, and tianxia (all 

under heaven) (see Figure 6-1). The anthropocosmic worldview differs from the dualist 

worldview in the German idealist tradition, the origin of the Bildung idea, in which I is 

opposed to non-I/other (see below) (Kivelä, 2012, p. 60). Confucianism views the world 

as a harmonised whole and strives for the realisation of the unity of heaven and 

humanity. The realisation requires the individual’s persistent effort to grasp heaven’s 

way (tiandao) through apprehending humanity’s way (rendao) (see Chapter 3). In 

Confucian thought, when everyone grasps humanity’s way, the ‘Great Harmony’ is 

achieved. 

When the Way prevails, all under heaven is for and belongs to all, in which the selection criteria 

are wisdom and ability. Mutual confidence is promoted and good neighbourliness is cultivated. 

Men do not regard as parents only their own parents, nor do they treat as children only their 

own children… They despise indolence, yet they do not use their energies for their own 

interests. In this way selfish scheming are repressed… This is called the Great Harmony 

(datong).39 

 
39 大道之行也，天下为公。选贤与能，讲信修睦；故人不独亲其亲，不独子其子…力恶其不出於身也，

不必为己…是谓大同。– Liyun, Book of Rites 
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The method whereby individuals apprehend humanity’s way is xiushen. Xiushen 

involves both inward and outward perfectionism (see Figure 6-1). The effort to stay 

true to human beings’ natural dispositions is the first and fundamental step of inward 

perfectionism, the aim of which is the achievement of internal sagehood (neisheng). 

The sage not only grasps the humanity’s way but cooperates with and follows it (see 

for example Chapter II. The continuity of Being: Chinese visions of nature of Tu, 1985). 

The process of following and cooperation involves the sage’s engagement with the 

collective spheres, seeking the harmonisation of the external world – this is the process 

of outward perfectionism. The aim of outward perfectionism is to achieve external 

kinglihood (waiwang). Mou (1999, p. 4) argues that internal sagehood refers to ‘the 

individual’s internal self, who is able to willingly and consciously behave and practice 

as a sage (especially morally speaking), and to develop and achieve his inwardly 

virtuous personality;’ while external kinglihood emphasises ‘the need to act outwardly 

to reach and influence all under heaven, and develop and practice the Kingcraft.’ 

Internal sagehood and external kinglihood are the realisation of a morally virtuous 

inside together with actively spreading Kingcraft outside. Outward and inward 

perfectionism together lead to ‘the ultimate self-transformation of the person as the key 

to the realization of social and political values’ (Tu, 1985, p. 12). 

 

Self/ Individual 

Family 

The state 

Tianxia (all under heaven) 
Outward self-perfectionism: 
external kinglihood 

Inward self-
perfectionism: 
internal sagehood 

Figure 6- 1 The expanding entities and xiushen 
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6.2.2 Staying true to oneself, and the cultivation of moral qualities 

The quality of staying true to the human beings’ own natural dispositions is cultivated 

through inward self-perfectionism but remains fundamental to both inward and outward 

perfectionisms. Moral perfectionism, primarily referring to the cultivation of moral 

qualities, is a thread running through both inward and outward self-perfectionism, 

aiming at making individuals morally virtuous. The apparent paradox between staying 

true to oneself and becoming morally virtuous is justified by the argument that human 

beings are naturally virtuous. To quote Mencius’s teachings,  

 All people have a heart that cannot stand to see the suffering of others… The sense of concern 

for others (or sympathy) is the starting point of Humaneness. The feeling of shame and disgust 

is the starting point of rightness. The sense of humility and deference is the starting point of 

Propriety and the sense of right and wrong is the starting point of wisdom.40 

The idea that human beings share the same natural dispositions leads to the further 

assertion that all human beings have the same potential to realise the Confucian ideal. 

The statement partly parallels with Bildung – Kant claims that human species have 

natural predispositions and natural abilities for the development and use of reason. In 

Kant, however, these abilities are not identical in every case (for further discussions on 

this, see Kivelä, 2012). In Confucianism, every human being is equal in natural morality 

and capacity to self-cultivate. This equality in morality and capacity is now often 

referred to as the sameness of personhood by scholars (Chan, 2002, p. 298; de Bary, 

1983, p. 20). This is further discussed in Chapter 7. Here there is a distinctive difference 

between Confucian personhood and individuality in liberalism. Liberalism avers the 

diversity of human individuality and calls for diversified ways of cultivating 

individuality, as will be discussed in the next section. In contrast, Confucianism argues 

that all persons are born with the same personhood and human beings are expected to 

follow the same process of xiushen. The Book of Rites describes the process of xiushen 

as:  

 

40 人皆有不忍人之心，…，恻隐之心、仁之端也。羞恶之心、义之端也。辞让之心、礼之端也。是非之

心、智之端也。– Gongsun Chou (Part I), Mencius. 
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Men in old times when they wanted to further the cause of enlightenment and civilisation in 

the world began first by securing good government in their country. When they wanted to 

secure good government in their country, they began first by putting their family in order. When 

they wanted to put their family in order, they began first by ordering their conversation aright. 

When they wanted to put their conversation aright, they began first by putting their minds in a 

proper and well-ordered condition. When they wanted to put their minds in a proper and well-

ordered condition, they began first by getting true ideas. When they wanted to have true ideas, 

they began first by acquiring knowledge and understanding. The acquirement of knowledge 

and understanding comes from a systematic study of things.41 

However, it is evident that despite the assumption of the same personhood and the 

same process of xiushen, the results of xiushen are different in outcome. In the eyes of 

the Confucian literati, such differences are derived from individuals’ differing agency, 

their varying personalities including their levels of perseverance, diligence, and 

resilience. For example, ‘putting their minds in a proper and well-ordered condition,’ 

which may be understood as the establishment of an individual’s agency, is an early and 

fundamental step of xiushen. This step involves individuals coming to a resolution of 

self-cultivation. I shall now explore the two aspects of xiushen: staying true to oneself 

and the cultivation of moral qualities. 

Staying true to oneself  

Many would argue that Confucian xiushen, which stipulates a template for human 

development, confines the individual’s free and diverse development (see for example 

Hahm, 2006). For Confucianism, sameness of personhood added to the same pathway 

of xiushen would ideally lead to the same destination: internal sagehood and external 

kinglihood. Differently, for Bildung, the existence of diverse individuality and 

unlimited possible pathways makes the destination potentially highly diverse. In 

contrast to xiushen’s expectation of individuals achieving a settled ideal situation, 
 

41 古之欲明明德于天下者，先治其国；欲治其国者，先齐其家；欲齐其家者，先修其身；欲修其身者，

先正其心；欲正其心者，先诚其意；欲诚其意者，先致其知，致知在格物。格物而后知至，知至而后意

诚，意诚而后心正，心正而后身修，身修而后家齐，家齐而后国治，国治而后天下平。–The Method of 

Higher Education, Book of Rites (Translated by Hongming Gu). 
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Bildung encourages individuals to develop in a wide range of ways, according to their 

own individualities. This suggests that xiushen confines the free development of 

individuals.  

Nevertheless, the development of individual’s moral autonomy, and in particular 

the cultivation of the free will, is not limited by such confinement. Xiushen centres on 

providing room for an individual to develop free will and expand moral autonomy, 

which is an endless inward process of expanding one’s moral autonomy to reach the 

status of authentic zide – staying true to oneself (de Bary, 1983, p. 22; Kim, 2008, p. 

394; see also Chapter 8). As Confucius states,  

At fifteen, I set my heart on learning; at thirty I stood firm; at forty I was never in two minds; 

at fifty I understood the Decree of Heaven; at sixty my ear was attuned for the reception of 

truth; at seventy I stay true to myself without overstepping the line.42 

According to Confucianism, inward perfectionism requires higher learning, 

especially the learning of the Confucian classics. The intention of learning the classics 

is not to blindly follow the teachings, but to voluntarily and actively make critical 

reflections on, and re-interpretations of, the teachings. Re-interpretation is a process of 

repossessing the Way (de Bary, 1983, p. 19; Tu, 1994, p. 1138). Then zide is achieved. 

The person’s mind is attuned to the way. In this manner people exercise free will. As 

will be elaborated in Chapter 8, this idea of free will embodies the Confucian tradition 

of liberty. 

In addition, underlying the emphasis on perseverance and diligence is another 

difference between the liberal Anglo-American tradition and the Sinic tradition. The 

liberal Anglo-American tradition attaches great importance to the determining role of 

the external environment in individual development (see for example, Chapter One. 

Education as a necessity of life in Dewey, 1916/2011). In contrast, according to 

Confucianism, every person has the same potential and capacity to self-cultivate, and 

the outcome of xiushen entirely relies on human beings’ own efforts. Xiushen is a highly 

 
42 子曰：吾十有五而志于学，三十而立，四十而不惑，五十而知天命，六十而耳順，七十而从心所欲，

不逾矩。–Weizheng, Analects. 
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individualised process, independent from external resources and environment. It is a 

personal journey.  

However, many scholars/researchers have criticised Confucianism’s setting aside 

of the environment and making it irrelevant to the individual’s xiushen (Chan, 2013, p. 

79). Arguably, echoing Rawls’s idea of ‘callous meritocratic society,’ deliberate neglect 

of the influence of the external environment conceals the fact that social inequity does 

make a difference in xiushen. In Imperial China, the individual’s journey in xiushen 

often required at least basic living and academic support (L. Yang, 2017, p. 14). The 

tendency to overlook this reality is associated with the meritocratic nature of 

Confucianism. These issues are further discussed in Chapter 7. 

The cultivation of moral qualities 

Despite neglecting the external environment, an essential feature of Confucian 

perfectionism is the interaction between the individual and social embeddedness. Here 

xiushen stresses the cultivation of morality and virtue, embodied in human relationships. 

A typical example is the ‘five constant virtues (wuchang)’ in Confucianism – 

benevolence and humanity (ren), righteousness and rite (yi), propriety (li), wisdom (zhi), 

and integrity (xin). All of the five virtues centre on human relationships. 

Specifically, ren means ‘to restrain one’s self and follow social norms’43 and ‘is 

the principle of love and the moral nature of human mind.’44 Yi means ‘exercising self-

restraint in order to do everything properly.’45 Li refers to ‘the rules governing the 

movement of heaven and earth as well as code of conduct for the people.’46 In terms 

of zhi, Mencius states that ‘compassion gives rise to benevolence; detestation leads to 

righteousness; deference fosters propriety, and good judgment of right and wrong 

creates intelligence.’47 Xin asks individuals to act in good faith. ‘Confucius said: “How 

 
43 克己复礼为仁。–Yanyuan, Analects. 

44 仁者，爱之理，心之德也。–The Analects Variorum, Zhu Xi. 

45 义者，心之制，事之宜也。–Mencius Variorum, Zhu Xi. 

46 夫礼，天之经也，地之义也，民之行也。–Zuo’s Commentary on The Spring and Autumn Annals. 

47 恻隐之心，仁之端也；羞恶之心，义之端也；辞让之心，礼之端也；是非之心，智之端也。–

Gongsunchou, Mencius. 
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can an ox-drawn wagon be pulled if it has no yoke-bar, or a horse-drawn cart be pulled 

if it has no collar-bar? What good is a man if he acts without good faith?”’48 

Confucian literati assume that when all individuals behave according to the five 

constant virtues, human relationships are in harmony and the social order spontaneously 

emerges. To harmonise social relationships, individuals start with proper interaction 

with their family and then gradually extend to the larger collective spheres. I shall 

elaborate on this in Chapter 7. 

 Confucian learning is about learning knowledge, and more importantly, about 

learning to be a human, which is comprised by inward and outward perfectionisms. An 

essential aspect of learning to be a human is to deal with social relations in a harmonious 

way. In this sense, outward perfectionism attempts to make individuals useful to society. 

Their usefulness lies in their efforts in harmonising all under heaven, harmonising their 

relationships with others and governing both their family and the state. This emphasis 

on the usefulness reflects the pragmatic aspect of Confucianism (see Chapter 9). As 

demonstrated in the above quotation from the Book of Rites and illustrated in Figure 6-

1, outward perfectionism describes individuals’ cooperation with and following of the 

way. Emphasis on the Great Harmony and dealing with the social context so as to 

establish harmonious social relationships is a primary mission for xiushen. 

 

6.2.3 The interaction between individual and community throughout xiushen 

According to Tu (2013, p. 335), outward perfectionism, based on inward perfectionism, 

is a process of harmonising and balancing the relationship between the self and the 

successively expanding collective spheres, through the individual’s engagement with 

community and being responsive to the values, rituals, and customs shared by the 

community. The dynamic between the self and the expanding collective spheres not 

only shapes the social context but also individuals themselves.  

The Confucian notion of the self is not a “given” in the sense of a definitive self or a ready-

made soul; it is instead formed and evolved through a “person-making” process (Li, 1999, p. 

92). Arguing along the same line, de Bary (1983) asserts that the Confucian self is never 

 
48 子曰：人而无信，不知其可也。大车无輗，小车无軏，其何以行之哉？–Weizheng, Analects. 
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abstracted from society but always lives in a dynamic relation to others. Far from being not an 

atomic entity, the self is the “focus of a network” (Li, 1999) or “focus-field” (Hall & Ames, 

1998) where the diverse social contexts defined by human relations and sociopolitical orders 

“constitute the fields focused by individuals who are in turn shaped by the field of influences 

they focus”. (Tan, 2017, p. 258) 

 The self’s engagement with community in outward perfectionism arguably 

parallels with Dewey’s arguments regarding the relationship and dynamic between 

individual and community. Dewey centres on the individual’s involvement in 

community as a way to develop. In his own words, ‘to learn to be human is to develop 

through the give-and-take of communication an effective sense of being an individually 

distinctive member of a community’ (Dewey, 1927/2016b, p. 180). However, Dewey 

and Confucianism diverge on the relationship between individual and community, 

reflecting fundamental differences between liberalism as an individualistic tradition 

and Confucianism as an essentially collectivist tradition (see more about this in Chapter 

9).  

For Dewey and also liberalism, the individual’s diversified development is 

encouraged partly because diversity is itself a good, and also instrumentally good to 

social growth (see more about this in Chapter 8). Although social cohesion is pursued, 

there is no principle that requires individuals to strictly follow shared customs and 

values. In contrast, Confucian xiushen centres on the preservation and harmonisation 

of the community. An important method of achieving this is to develop individuals that 

behave in accordance with shared customs, values, and rituals (Tan, 2017; Tu, 1979). 

Hence there is a separation between free will and free action. This is further explored 

in Chapter 8. 

 Inward perfectionism seems to suggest that Confucian xiushen is an independent 

and individualistic process, without requirements in relation to the external 

environment (I shall demonstrate later that in Bildung there are at least two prerequisites 

related to the environment). Nevertheless, outward perfectionism does stress the 

importance of the interaction between the self and other. The self is situated within the 

social context. On the one hand, outward perfectionism involves social participation 

and requires individuals to transcend their personal development and interests to 
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promote the creation of the public good, and sacrifice the private good if necessary 

(Chapter 9 discusses this). For example, as noted, outward perfectionism embraces at 

least three steps on the basis of inward perfectionism: managing family affairs (qijia), 

followed by governing the state (zhiguo), and the final step of moving to bring peace 

and sound governance to all under heaven (pingtianxia).  

It is important to recognise here that for Confucianism the social context is not 

static. According to Bellah (1976, p. 118), the social context ‘is not a fixed entity, but a 

dynamic interaction involving a rich and ever-changing texture of human-relatedness 

woven by the constant participation of other significant dyadic relationships.’ Even 

though individuals ought to follow social customs and mores, social customs and mores 

are constantly changed and updated by individuals. The harmonisation of all under 

heaven is de facto inviting individual’s ongoing engagement with, and alteration of, the 

external environment and human relations. 

On the other hand, human relatedness also contributes to individual’s xiushen. Not 

only is individual’s ‘self’ cultivation of inward perfectionism supported by others, 

outward perfectionism also involves cultivation in the social settings. For example, the 

internalisation of Confucian teachings, as the approach to inward perfectionism, 

requires guidance from teachers. The neo-Confucian master Cheng Yi states, ‘who 

learns must look for teacher’s help, with cautiousness and rigour.’49  

Therefore, despite Confucian literati’s efforts to theorise xiushen in an 

individualised way (making xiushen entirely relying on individual effort, independent 

from the environment), xiushen is embedded in actual social settings, and relies on the 

external environment, particularly social and academic environment. As demonstrated 

by the liberal Anglo-American tradition (see later) and numerous empirical studies (see 

for example, Boudon, 1974; Y. Liu, 2016; Luo et al., 2018; Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993), 

the external environment does make a difference in the individual’s development. Thus, 

the deliberate individualisation of xiushen by Confucian literati may need to be taken 

with caution when applying xiushen to student cultivation in contemporary higher 

education. 

 
 

49 学者必求师，从师不可不谨也。 
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6.3 The idea of Bildung in the liberal Anglo-American tradition 

Bildung has become a key concept in relation to student development in Anglo-

American societies. As Løvlie, Mortensen, and Nordenbo (2003, p. viii) assert ‘there is 

no doubt that the idea of Bildung has been of crucial importance to the development of 

education, most obviously in Germany and parts of northern Europe but also indirectly 

throughout the Western world.’ Between the late 19th and early 20th century, there was 

frequent exchange of ideas between American and European philosophers, through 

which the German Bildung idea was introduced to, and became well accepted in, 

America (Kivelä, Siljander, & Sutinen, 2012, p. 7). A book edited by Siljander, Kivelä, 

and Sutinen (2012) closely examines the influence of the Bildung idea in American 

pragmatism. It concludes that Bildung influenced many American pragmatists 

including John Dewey (Kovalainen, 2012; Siljander & Sutinen, 2012; Väkevä, 2012). 

In relation to education, the idea of ‘growth’ in American pragmatism resonates deeply 

with the idea of Bildung. 

In essence, Dewey’s most important contribution, Democracy and Education, is basically a 

theory of Bildung – particularly in those areas where he writes about the role of interests, self-

discipline and a curriculum of “humanistic and naturalistic studies”. (Retter, 2012, p. 287) 

Despite this pattern of influence, there exists no lexical equivalent to Bildung in 

English, only approximations (Siljander & Sutinen, 2012, p. 2). Possible English 

translations include self-cultivation, self-formation, and self-development. These 

translations embrace the core of Bildung – that is the cultivation of individual’s inner 

self to become an integrated whole (Biesta, 2002; von Humboldt, 2000). However, no 

translation is able to entirely grasp the idea of Bildung (Siljander & Sutinen, 2012, p. 

2), partly because Bildung itself may be interpreted in a range of ways.  

I shall examine the idea of Bildung in the German tradition before moving to the 

liberal Anglo-American tradition’s take on it. Examination of the German Bildung 

tradition inevitably involves scholarly works in the German language. The works of 

Wilhelm von Humboldt are essential to the investigation of both the ideas of Bildung 

and the ‘Humboldtian University.’ Nevertheless, examining von Humboldt’s original 

texts creates certain problems: to the best of my knowledge, there is no published 
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English collection of his works, and only few passages concerning Bildung and higher 

education have been translated into English.  

The corpus of [von] Humboldt’s writings consists of a wide spectrum of diverse types and 

genres of texts of which only a small portion was ever published during his lifetime. Until this 

day all editions of his works have remained incomplete. His texts consist of philosophical 

reflections, fragments, studies of varying types and length, notes, diaries, as well as entire 

treatises and monographs. (Mueller-Vollmer & Messling, 2017, p. 20) 

Therefore, while acknowledging the potential limitations, it is necessary to make use 

of secondary materials, in scholarly works written in English.  

 

6.3.1 The idea of Bildung 

Schwenk (1996) points out two historical traditions of the modern concept of Bildung: 

the cultura animi (spiritual cultivation/refining of the soul) idea from antique Hellenism, 

and the Christian doctrine of Imago Dei (God’s image) (Siljander & Sutinen, 2012, p. 

3). Since the Enlightenment Bildung became associated with the expansion of 

individual’s rational autonomy through the cultivation of reasoning (Kivelä, 2012). 

According to Siljander and Sutinen (2012, pp. 3, 4), regardless of different 

interpretations, Bildung comprises at least two meanings: (1) ‘a creative process in 

which a person, through his or her own actions, shapes and “develops” himself or 

herself’; and (2) ‘a person’s “improvement”.’ 

The dualistic worldview 

Underpinning the concept of Bildung is a dualistic worldview (Wills, 2017, p. 317), 

which epistemologically understands the world through an opposed duality: I and non-

I (von Humboldt, 2000). According to German thinkers, including Kant, Fichte, and 

von Humboldt, it is through the interplay between I and the other that ‘I’ further 

develops and perfects him/herself (Kivelä, 2012; Wills, 2017). The ultimate aim is for 

I to become a rational autonomous individual in social settings. The duality of I and 

non-I reflects a long-lasting tension, that between individual and community. Arguably, 

there are at least two kinds of alienation embodying this tension: firstly, there is 
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‘alienation from the present self, the letting go of immediate desires and egotistic 

interests in order to allow for an immersion into the world;’ and secondly there is 

‘alienation from the world in order to return home to the self.’ (Schumann, 2019, p. 491) 

A distinctive example of the tension is the contradiction between the freedom of I 

and limitations on I (Breazeale, 1994). In this case, an important aim of Bildung is to 

expand the freedom of I while harmonising the relationship between I and non-I, 

through their interplay. According to Fichte, the interplay between I and other/non-I is 

a process of perfection whereby individuals become rational autonomous beings, 

achieving the harmony between I and non-I. Fichte states, 

Human being’s highest drive is the drive toward identity, toward complete harmony with itself, 

and – as a means for staying constantly in harmony with itself – toward the harmony of all 

external things with his own necessary concepts of them. … All of these concepts found within 

the I should have an expression or counterpart in the not-I. This is specific character of man’s 

drive. (Fichte, 1966a, p. 35; cited from Kivelä, 2012, p. 70) 

To empower the individual’s process of self-perfection throughout his/her interplay 

with the other, in Bildung there are certain requirements of the non-I, in the form of the 

external environment. Von Humboldt mentions two prerequisites of the environment:  

The true purpose of [the human] – not that which changing inclinations prescribe but that which 

the eternally unchanging reason enjoins – is the highest and most harmonious Bildung of his 

powers to a whole. Freedom is the first and essential condition for this Bildung. Besides 

freedom the development of human powers requires one other thing, which is closely 

associated with freedom, a great manifoldness of situations. Even a free and highly 

independent person, when restricted to monotonous situations, cannot develop fully. (cited 

from Konrad, 2012, p. 110) 

These two prerequisites of Bildung resonate with Mill’s two prerequisites for the 

development of individuality. Mill (1859/2015, p. 64) argues that the cultivation of 

individuality requires two conditions – ‘freedom and variety of situation’ and 

‘individual vigor and manifold diversity, which combine themselves in originality.’ In 

addition, von Humboldt’s idea that it is necessary for individuals to embed in the  

environment in order to fully develop also resonates with Dewey’s emphasis on 
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‘experience’ in the process of educational formation, including diversity of experiences, 

which has become a role of formation education to provide such opportunities for 

learning through experiences (see below). Arguably, in the Bildung tradition as well as 

in liberalism, negative freedom is a requirement of an individual’s personal 

development including the expansion of positive freedom. This argument is 

enlightening in relation to the relationship between institutional autonomy (mainly 

referring to negative freedom) and academic freedom (centring on positive freedom) in 

higher education. More is discussed in Chapter 8. 

Bildung as socially-nested self-formation 

Bildung is an intellectual as well as moral endeavour (C. A. Taylor, 2017). According 

to C. A. Taylor (2017), Bildung concerns an individual’s holistic development, and how 

such development may contribute to the achievement of a vision of better society.  

On the one hand, Bildung is an intellectual endeavour to develop the individual’s 

reasoning ability. According to Kant (1784/1963) the aim is to release people from self-

incurred tutelage. Freedom is realised, through the development and exercise of one’s 

own reasoning, in the process of Bildung. In Kant’s words,  

This enlightenment requires nothing but freedom – and the most innocent of all that may be 

called ‘freedom’: freedom to make public use of one’s reason in all matters. … the public use 

of one’s reason must be free at all times, and this alone can bring enlightenment to [human 

beings]. (Kant, 1784/1963, pp. 2-3) 

On the other hand, Bildung is a moral endeavour. It happens in social settings and 

expects individual development to be conducive to social cohesion. In Kant’s views, 

ideally, the individual’s development of reasoning, especially public reasoning, leads 

to social harmony. Here public reasoning highlights the contextualisation of reasoning 

in social and historical settings. There is a strong social dimension to public reasoning. 

It signifies the individual’s social responsibility to independently employ his or her 

reasoning in relation to ‘public’ issues, and critically express opinions (Kivelä, 2012, p. 

65). In this way, the public use of reasoning contributes to the betterment of society, as 

long as individuals have the freedom of, and possess the capacity to exercise that public 

reasoning. The cultivation of (public) reasoning requires education. The exercise of 
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public reasoning also requires the cultivation of the individual’s public spirit. I shall 

return to this in the next sub-section. Further, the achievement of harmony between I 

and non-I largely relies on the individual’s public reasoning and public spirit, based on 

the individual’s mutual bonds (Fichte, 1966b, p. 31; Kivelä, 2012, pp. 72, 73). 

  

6.3.2 The liberal Anglo-American tradition’s take of Bildung 

Drawing on the idea of Bildung, either directly or indirectly, liberal thinkers developed 

their own tenets about individual development in the modern context. Here I mainly 

focus on Dewey’s idea of growth/education and Sen’s concept of capability.  

Dewey’s idea of growth/education  

Dewey’s idea of growth as education centres on the individual’s personal growth. 

According to Dewey, the liberal Anglo-American tradition is obsessed with the lasting 

danger of the potential repression of individuals by forms of human associations. He 

argues that because of this obsession, there is neglect of the individual’s need for, and 

engagement with, associations (see Chapters 4 and 9). For Dewey, finding ways to 

mitigate the existing tensions is essential.  

 According to Dewey (1916/2011, p. 6), individuals develop and grow through the 

interplay between themselves and community, echoing Bildung’s idea of the interplay 

between I and non-I. But the relationship between individual and community in 

Dewey’s sense is less contradictory than that imagined between I and non-I. For 

example, Dewey argues that freedom is not a condition of ‘independence of social ties’ 

nor can there be unlimited freedom regardless of communities. Rather, freedom is ‘the 

power to be an individualized self making a distinctive contribution and enjoying in its 

own way the fruits of association,’ as well as securing ‘release and fulfilment of 

personal potentialities which take place only in rich and manifold association with 

others’ (Dewey, 1927/2016b, p. 180). This reflects Dewey’s assumption of a reciprocal 

relationship between individual and community. Freedom to cultivate and manifoldness, 

as an environmental prerequisite of individual development, is again emphasised. 

Education offers a vantage ground from which to penetrate to the human, as distinct from the 

technical, significance of philosophic discussions. … The educational point of view enables 



 143 

one to envisage the philosophic problems where they arise and thrive, where they are at home, 

and where acceptance or rejection makes a difference in practice. If we are willing to conceive 

education as the process of forming fundamental dispositions, intellectual and emotional, 

toward nature and fellow-men, philosophy may even be defined as the general theory of 

education. (Dewey, 1916/2011, p. 178) 

In Dewey’s conceptualisation, education is essential to individual growth. It is more 

than a matter of conveying knowledge or training skills. It is a process of individual 

formation. Through education, individuals become members of democratic society, 

echoing the socially-nested Bildung and the outward self-perfectionism of xiushen. As 

Chapter 4 has shown, Dewey argues that individuals do not spontaneously become 

members of a community. The public spirit of individuals is key. Only through 

education can people acquire public spirit, become mentally mature, be able to conduct 

philosophical discussions and further create, comprehend, and accept (or reject) values, 

beliefs, and methods. This is also fundamental to democracy. Dewey (1927/2016b, p. 

178) argues that communal life is moral, and ‘emotionally, intellectually, consciously 

sustained.’ The realisation of a democratic society rests on members’ consciousness of, 

and devotion to, communal lives.  

When a consensus is achieved it needs to be passed from older to incoming 

generations. This is essential to the continuance of society. The growth of human beings 

is not merely physical growing up, but should involve the passage of ‘habits of doing, 

thinking, and feeling from the older to the younger.’ ‘Education, and education alone, 

spans the gap’ between generations (Dewey, 1916/2011, p. 6). It is therefore evident 

that education should involve more than the mere acquisition of competencies and skills, 

but more importantly, entails the cultivation of human personality. For Dewey, 

education itself is an end. There is no one template for educating individuals. Nor are 

there stepladders or milestones. The content and way of education is determined by the 

attributes of the individual student. The argument is distinct from Confucian xiushen, 

which prescribes certain milestones in reaching the status of neisheng waiwang.  

Dewey sees the environment as playing an essential role in an individual’s growth 

through education, which is in contrast to xiushen as a highly individualised process. 

‘The formation of mind is wholly a matter of the presentation of the proper educational 
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materials’ (Dewey, 1916/2011, p. 41). Dewey asserts that ‘if the environment, in school 

and out, supplies conditions which utilize adequately the present capacities of the 

immature, the future which grows out of the present is surely taken care of’ (Dewey, 

1916/2011, p. 34). This suggests the social aspect of growth, partly manifested in 

informal education. Dewey sees informal education as taking place in the individual’s 

connection with communal settings, including families, friends, and communities, 

throughout the period of individual growth. In the contemporary world, informal 

education also takes place on the platform of social media. 

Dewey acknowledges that the environment can impose ‘dictations’ on individuals 

and influence the process of education. He warns that education may become a coercive 

approach to controlling younger individuals. ‘Social control of individuals rests upon 

the instinctive tendency of individuals to imitate or copy the actions of others’ (Dewey, 

1916/2011, p. 22). Common understandings, unless being available for continual 

evolution and renewal, may turn into the traditional repression of individuals. As 

Dewey (1916/2011, p. 250) states, ‘this common understanding of the means and ends 

of action is the essence of social control.’ When social and political powers realise how 

repression can help to sustain themselves, they may utilise education as an accomplice 

of social and political control. It is necessary to find ways to overcome this possibility. 

Dewey’s solution is to develop people’s individuality and mentality, so that they can 

make their own judgments, based on experience. When that happens those individuals 

become rational, autonomous and desirable members of society. They are not only able 

to contribute to democracy, but also able to protect themselves from social and political 

repression. Such individuals possess both negative freedom and positive freedom. 

Accordingly, education needs to be organised in a way to support each student’s 

growth in accordance with his/her own personality. The teacher needs to adjust 

pedagogy and content as required. Such a process of adjustment is scarcely feasible 

when teachers face many students, and is possible only in small-scale elite schools, 

where the families of students mostly have abundant social, economic, and cultural 

capital. Social inequality makes a difference. This difference is more salient in informal 

education, which almost entirely depends on family and local community.  

Sen’s concept of capability  
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As discussed in Chapter 4, according to Sen, the development of the individual is a 

process of the expansion of freedom – the enhancement of capability. As noted, 

capability embraces two elements: having alternative choices and being able to make 

and exercise choices, reflecting both negative and positive freedom. Being free from 

external interference, as negative freedom would suggest, is not enough. Having the 

capability to know what one wants, and work for those objectives, is the key. The two 

aspects of capability again resonates with the environmental prerequisites of Bildung – 

negative freedom and manifoldness of the environment.  

 Sen also underscores the importance of the environment in individual development. 

He argues that individual freedom, to a large extent, relies on social arrangements. As 

Sen notes, ‘individual freedom is quintessentially a social product’ (Sen, 1999, p. 31). 

In addition to Bildung’s two prerequisites of the environment, the capability concept 

includes one further prerequisite: being able to support the individual’s development. 

Sen moves a step forward from Bildung’s prevention of environment-generated 

limitations of the individual’s formation, negative freedom, to make the environment 

supportive of the individual’s formation, thus highlighting positive freedom. This 

suggests provision that develops individual agency. Sen suggests a number of means 

whereby the capacity of people to reason and make choices is augmented, including 

good health care, opportunities for public debate, and education. He provides a simple 

but illuminating example. If the same opportunity is provided to two people, one of 

whom is well-educated while the other is not, there is a much higher possibility that the 

well-educated person will know how to turn the opportunity of what s/he wants, than 

is the case with her/his fellow citizen.  

 

6.4 Xiushen and Bildung in higher education 

In this section I attempt to demonstrate that higher education plays a crucial role in 

xiushen and Bildung (here the notion of Bildung embraces both the German Bildung 

idea and its take-up in the liberal Anglo-American tradition). Xiushen and Bildung in 

turn shed light on how higher education can support student development. 

 Higher education primarily undertakes three functions: teaching, research, and 

social service (Waghid, 2002). It conducts a wider scope of activities in comparison to 
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basic and secondary education, that mainly focus on educating students, although 

educating students remains a core mission of higher education, at least in the 

‘Humboldtian’ university. In China’s official documents and Chinese universities’ 

statements of missions, there is often the sentence of ‘making the cultivation of humans 

the foundation (yuren weiben).’50 

When students enter higher education they are expected to have already become 

adults about to commence their last phase of preparation before being fully immersed 

in society; unless they are mature students who come back to higher education after 

being immersed in society for some time. Students are no longer dependent children 

but self-responsible adults (Marginson, 2018d, pp. 4, 5). As self-responsible adults, they 

need freedom to develop their capability and decide their own pathways throughout 

higher education. While in higher education students begin to undertake a closer 

engagement with society, beyond their family and local community, which widens and 

deepens the socially-nested aspect of their development. In addition, according to both 

xiushen and Bildung, in higher education knowledge plays an important role in the 

development of students and the expansion of their autonomy. Higher education’s 

emphasis on research activity and the combination of teaching and research enable at 

least some students to become involved in knowledge creation. The knowledge aspect 

is highlighted by Marginson (2018d, p. 12). He argues that academic instructors and 

students’ immersion in knowledge enable and facilitate students’ self-transformation.  

These aspects – the adult status of students, their social engagement and their 

immersion in knowledge – make higher education especially important and effective to 

xiushen and Bildung. As self-responsible adults, students have acquired the basic 

capability to reason and can discuss public and social issues as well as begin to 

participate in public affairs. This participation in turn contributes to students’ 

development, as it is a crucial facet of socially-nested formation. Socially-nested 

formation is arguably essential to an individual’s inner formation too. As Mill and Sen 

assert, public participation plays an irreplaceable role in the individual’s development 

of individuality and capability (see Chapter 4). In higher education, there is a need to 
 

50 See for example, Opinions on further improving moral education for university students (《关于进一步加强和

改进大学生思想政治教育的意见》) issued by the State Council of China, 
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provide the conditions that enable students to self-cultivate through engagement in 

discussions on public and social issues and involvement in real society. 

The modern university is not an ivory tower but itself a sphere that closely interacts 

with other collective spheres including state and society (Brubacher, 1982). Students of 

higher education face a range of opportunities to engage with society and thereby 

advance their socially-nested formation and their inner formation. Universities provide 

students with opportunities such as internships and there are long summer vacation 

periods.  

According to xiushen, the individual’s outward perfectionism, which parallels 

socially-nested formation in Bildung, involves the individual’s undertaking socially-

nested responsibilities and contributing to the collective good. In other words, in higher 

education, as an important sphere of individual xiushen/Bildung, individuals cultivate 

their sense of communal life and faith in conjoint communicative experiences and 

acquire a sense of responsibility for collective entities. For Dewey (1916/2011, p. 47), 

students need to equip themselves with skills, knowledge, and attitudes to become 

desired members of society and use their powers for social ends. The outward 

implications of xiushen and Bildung imply the need for moral education in China and 

moral or citizenship education in the US and the UK. Moral education is incorporated 

in the ‘Humboldtian’ University, which encompasses ‘belief in the possibility of moral 

education through knowledge’ (Ash, 1997, 2006). 

As noted in 6.2 and 6.3, there exists a tension in both the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition and the Sinic tradition between individual and collective entities (see also 

Chapter 9). Arguably a core mission of moral education and citizenship education is the 

mitigation of that tension. But the two traditions endorse differing approaches to 

mitigation. In the Sinic tradition, where the individual is positioned as a nested part of 

collective spheres, the tension between the individual and collective is evaded. This is 

often criticised by Sinic scholars (C. Huang & Jiang, 2005b, p. xi; T. Jin, 2005, p. 6). 

Confucian individualism provides a pathway to integrate individual and collective 

interests by emphasising the fulfilment of one’s duties in collective spheres (A. Y. King, 

2018) (see Chapter 3). However, there is the lasting problem of how to protect 

individuals from external interference (C. Huang & Jiang, 2005b, p. xiii). In contrast, 
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the liberal Anglo-American tradition directly recognises the tension between individual 

and community and attempts to solve the problem by prioritising the interests of the 

individual. Liberal individualism therefore faces an ongoing danger of turning into 

atomic individualism (Dewey, 1916/2011, pp. 52-57). These two approaches seem to 

be mutually complementary and may well benefit from learning from each other. I 

investigate this in Chapter 11. 

In relation to knowledge, there is a certain overlap between the two traditions. For 

xiushen, ‘getting to the truth’ and ‘acquiring knowledge and understanding’ are more 

than the mere acquisition of knowledge as such. ‘Getting to the truth’ requires the ability 

to understand and use knowledge to think, and more importantly, to discover and create 

new knowledge. Bildung conceives of realising individual development through the 

acquisition and transcendence of knowledge. For C. A. Taylor (2017, p. 422), ‘Bildung 

combines knowledge and feelings or sentiments and requires an education imbibing the 

arts and sciences that made us human, that formed and cultivated us as human beings.’ 

The immersion in knowledge, according to Horlacher (2012), is important not only to 

the multiplication of one’s store of information, but the cultivation of one’s agency.  

The expansion of autonomy, primarily in the form of moral autonomy, is at the core 

of both xiushen and Bildung. Human agency and the free will requires a base of 

knowledge, but also extends beyond this. Horlacher (2012, p. 142) asserts that one’s 

own lack of free agency is ‘the result of a lack of insight, and knowledge cannot 

compensate for that.’ The ability to problem-solve, as well as critical and independent 

thinking are essential. Sen (1999) notes that the development of capability requires the 

multiplication of individual’s information base and the training in independent and 

critical thinking. Nevertheless, though knowledge acquisition alone is not enough, the 

cultivation of abilities benefits from immersion in knowledge. The individual’s desire 

to become knowledgeable in itself is important, indicating an agential will ‘not 

dependent on blind powers, semblances of ideas, obsolete concepts, outworn opinions, 

and illusions’ (Horkheimer, 1972/1981, p. 160). The immersion in knowledge further 

contributes to the development of agency. Drawing on existing empirical studies of 

university students and psychological research, Marginson (2018d, p. 11) states that  
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Working within particular bodies of knowledge, students acquire the different ‘gazes’ and 

‘lenses’ required to access each knowledge, and may also acquire the distinctive values 

associated with the particular academic or professional discipline. Each body of knowledge 

leaves distinctive traces in the self-formation process. (Marginson, 2018d, p. 11) 

Another crucial condition higher education provides for students to cultivate and 

become ‘humans’ is the room for them to explore and decide. In Sen’s sense, this refers 

to the room for individuals to choose from alternatives. Higher education is a facilitator 

of students’ becoming (Marginson, 2014d, 2018d; Tran, 2016). Universities are often 

arranged in a way to assist the individual student in planning his/her own development. 

For example, students normally choose which major to study, and even within a certain 

field or discipline, there may be scope to decide what to learn, providing fundamental 

courses are included. There may also be opportunities to change majors. In addition, an 

important task of academic tutors is to inspire and facilitate the student’s autonomous 

learning through guidance and by exposing students to knowledge (Marginson, 2018d).  

Giving students room to choose and self-cultivate is particularly important in 

international higher education. Numerous studies have demonstrated that there can be 

a much faster pace of the student’s ‘becoming’ or capability development when s/he 

studies in another country (see for example, Montgomery, 2010; Tran, 2016). This 

happens when individuals have both the necessity and the space to self-cultivate and 

decide. According to Marginson (2018d), this accelerated learning also illustrates the 

process of the student’s development as ‘self-formation’ rather than ‘other-formation.’  

An individual’s own agency and the provision of space for individual agency to 

evolve and perform are crucial to xiushen/Bildung. Both individuals and the 

environment are essential in xiushen/Bildung, which embraces both ‘self-cultivation’ 

and ‘other-cultivation.’ Neither the Sinic attribution of all learning entirely on the 

individual’s personal effort, nor the liberal Anglo-American emphasis on 

environmental conditions, are sufficient in themselves to explain and sustain the 

development of individuals. The two may need to be combined to better account for 

individual development.  

 Further, xiushen and Bildung concern an individual’s becoming ‘a human.’ They 

represent the holistic formation of the human being, a process that is not measurable. 
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 Bildung is not measurable, and it is at the same time a process and its result; it is not knowledge 

or competency, but an inward transformation of the soul with the result of a Persoenlichkeit. 

The Persoenlichkeit as the result of Bildung is the self-sufficient mature and harmonious 

person. (Tröhler, 2012, pp. 172-173)  

However, as mentioned earlier, ideas of xiushen and Bildung in higher education are 

facing challenge from the model of human capital, that is supported by neoliberal ideas 

and systems, including focus on the acquisition of measured skills and competencies, 

and measured ‘employability,’ at the expense of ideas about broader development 

(Meng, Su, & Li, 2012; Rieckmann, 2012). Neoliberal influence is manifest in the 

marketisation of higher education, whereby it is modelled in terms of inter-institutional 

competition and individual/family investment (Maringe et al., 2010). On the one hand, 

competition is encouraged – universities and students are competing for resources and 

positions, resulting in the need of measurement of performance, which focuses only on 

elements such as skills that are open to calibration. As Biesta (2009) indicates, gradually 

items that are measurable de facto become the end of education. In the commodification 

of teaching and learning, individual development becomes under-emphasised (Barnes 

& Jenkins, 2014; Ranson, 2003; Sayer, 2011). On the other hand, students are often 

regarded as ‘consumers’ of a higher education understood in terms of economic and 

social instrumentalism. The student’s satisfaction and their later rewards associated 

with higher education dominate the narrative of higher education (Maringe et al., 2010; 

Mccaig & Taylor, 2014; C. A. Taylor, 2017). Such narratives arguably impede the 

individual’s development of agency by weakening the focus on autonomy. 

When individual interests and satisfaction become primary considerations, broader 

development is neglected and the influence of socially-nested xiushen and Bildung is 

attenuated. Higher education loses much of its essential functions and responsibilities, 

including its support for the process of student becoming, the cultivation of student 

agency, and the preparation of students as desired members of society. Yet these 

functions are pivotal not only to the self-development and social development of 

persons, but to the harmony and progress of society.  
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6.5 Summary 

There is a difference between Bildung and xiushen in their assumption about the 

relationship between self (I) and world (non-I). Whereas Bildung takes a dualistic 

approach and assumes that there exist constant tensions and confrontations between I 

and non-I, Confucian xiushen sees the two in a harmonious relationship, deliberately 

overlooking the actual tension between individual and community. While xiushen is an 

individualised process, largely independent of the environment, Bildung considers the 

environment as an important factor. However, it can be argued that both sides are 

essential in student formation, implying the need to combine the ideas of xiushen and 

Bildung. I shall address this in Chapter 11. 

Despite differences, xiushen and Bildung partly overlap in relation to both the 

formation of the inner self and socially-nested formation. In inner self formation, 

xiushen is a process of moral perfectionism and the development of moral autonomy 

(see also Chapter 8). Similarly, Bildung and the corresponding liberal ideas centre on 

the cultivation of reasoning and the development of capability. With respect to socially-

nested formation, both traditions emphasise the individual’s engagement with 

community as an aspect of self-cultivation, and the formation of individuals as a 

contribution to community. However, xiushen is largely interested in ensuring that the 

individual’s formation is articulated in a way that leads to harmonious collective entities; 

while Bildung, Dewey’s growth and Sen’s capability primarily focus on establishing 

social settings that enable and support individual formation, although they acknowledge 

and attempt to resolve the tension between individual and community. These two 

different approaches have implications for the public (good) and private (good), which 

are the themes of Chapter 9. 



 152 

Chapter 7. Gongping/equity in higher education  

 

7.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I examine gongping in the Sinic tradition and correspondingly, social 

equity in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. The emphasis is on the social aspect of 

gongping and equity in general and then in higher education. Gongping in Chinese is 

not identical with social equity in English, but there is a large extent of overlap. 

 In the liberal Anglo-American tradition, the notion of equity is often discussed in 

combination with equality. Equality and equity are philologically connected, similar in 

phonetics, and there is overlap between their connotations. Discussion of them also 

gives rise to confusion. Equity and equality are often examined in relation to 

distribution (Deutsch, 1975). While some scholars/researchers use the two terms 

interchangeably (Lerner, 1974), Secada (1989) argues that they are not synonymous. 

According to Espinoza (2007), equality mainly reflects equivalence and sameness 

between individuals, whereas equity as a notion invites ethical judgment dependent on 

the idea of justice and fairness. In other words, equity is subjective whereas equality is 

objective. In the thesis, I focus on equity. A primary emphasis of this chapter is the 

philosophical and cultural embeddedness of the equity concept. 

According to Cantwell, Pinheiro, and Kwiek (2018), in higher education equality 

emphasises the comparability of quality between individuals, and is arguably context 

independent. In contrast, equity is custom-bound and varies in different philosophical 

traditions (Marginson, 2018a; McCowan, 2016). Connotations of social equity may 

change in different contexts and even in different times of the same context. Such 

changes often reflect a divergent emphasis on different aspects of equality – as raised 

in the question of ‘equality of what?’ (Sen, 1992, p. ix). For example, in the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition, social equity stresses equality of opportunity in access to 

higher education. In Nordic countries, social equity not only embraces equality of 

opportunity in higher education access, but highlights equality of social outcomes from 

higher education.  
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 In the Chinese language several concepts are used to describe ideas related to equity, 

including gongping and pingdeng. H. Chen and Xiong (2011) elaborate on connotations 

of these two concepts in Chinese. Gongping means addressing things fairly and 

reasonably, whereas pingdeng emphasises equal status and equal treatment (H. Chen & 

Xiong, 2011). As in Espinoza (2007), H. Chen and Xiong (2011) point out that pingdeng 

tends to imply objective facts or fixed comparable quality without ethical judgments.  

The Chinese concept of gongping is a combination of two characters: gong and 

ping. Gong can be understood as a Chinese equivalent of ‘public’ or ‘fairness,’ while 

the relevant connotation of ping in Chinese is ‘fair and equal.’ When combined together, 

gongping becomes a public value, embracing fairness and justice and inviting ethical 

judgment. Pingdeng is a combination of ping and deng, both of which may refer to 

objective equivalence and sameness. However, as ping has the meaning of ‘fair,’ some 

may argue that pingdeng can also be normative and subjective. Indeed gongping and 

pingdeng are sometimes used in a mixed way in the Chinese literature. There is thus 

room for researchers to define them accordingly. Despite the ambiguity, it is still 

possible to argue that gongping is the Chinese equivalent of equity, and pingdeng the 

equivalent of equality. In line with the purpose of this chapter, I use gongping to indicate 

a particular focus on the philosophical and cultural embeddedness of the concept.  

I will not distinguish in detail the relevant nuances of gongping and equity, from 

those of pingdeng and equality. Gongping and equity are discussed more broadly in 

order to unpack the philosophical and cultural ideas underpinning them.  

Despite the existence of cultural differences, most societies agree on the goodness 

and desirability of equity. Equity was ‘not only among the foremost revolutionary 

demands in eighteenth-century Europe and America, but there has also been an 

extraordinary consensus on its importance in the post-Enlightenment world,’ argues Sen 

(2006, p. 291). The notion of equity is essential in higher education, reflecting a crucial 

collective good of higher education, which is that of enhancing social equity (Pasque, 

2010, p. 43). Higher education accepts members of society (access to higher education), 

and after a few years of education and training, sends them to society, or more narrowly 

the labour market, with credentials, better knowledge and skills, and stronger agency 

(higher educational outcomes). As such, there are two important transitions occurring: 
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transitions from secondary education to higher education, and from higher education to 

the labour market. According to Marginson (2018a, pp. 153, 154), these two transitions 

are points where higher education closely interacts with the social structure and issues 

of social equity are brought to the fore. However, there is the question of how and to 

what extent higher education can contribute to social equity (Marginson, 2011a).  

Societies use various approaches in their attempts to enhance social equity in and 

through higher education. It is assumed that with a more equal higher education system, 

there is a more equal society (Marginson, 2018a; McCowan, 2016). In many societies 

the state bears the main responsibility for enhancing higher education equity as well as 

social equity. Equity policies in higher education include building a ‘flat’ higher 

education system, thereby working to equalise outcomes, and provide students from 

low socio-economic groups with opportunities for upward mobility (Marginson, 2018e). 

Nevertheless, there is no consensus among societies on whether or not the state should 

intervene in higher education for the sake of social equity, to what extent the state may 

intervene, and how effective the state policies can be. Answers to these questions are 

embedded in interpretations of both equity and liberty. Divergent interpretations of the 

two notions in different philosophical traditions largely account for disparities between 

different governments’ attitudes towards equity in higher education. I shall come back 

to this point later. 

Uncovering equity in higher education is facilitated by examining the connotations 

of social equity in particular national-cultural contexts. This approach sheds light on 

not only how higher education interacts with social equity, but how equity can be 

enhanced in higher education. To this end, I respectively investigate equity in the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition and gongping in the Sinic tradition in 7.2 and 7.3. I then 

move to examine the idea of equity and higher education in 7.4. In contrast with the 

examination of the other key themes that began with the Sinic tradition, I start with the 

liberal Anglo-American tradition in this chapter as unpacking the liberal Anglo-

American equity is a necessary step to reveal the Sinic notion of gongping. 
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7.2 Equity in the liberal Anglo-American tradition 

As demonstrated in Chapter 4, considerable disagreement exists surrounding attitudes 

towards, and connotations of, social equity in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. But 

there is a general commitment to it (Tawney, 1938; B. W. Williams, 1962). For liberal 

scholars, although social equity in a sense of absolute equality can hardly be achieved, 

‘movements shall be carried forward year by year … because the important thing, 

however, is not that [social equity] should be completely attained, but that it should be 

sincerely sought.’ (Tawney, 1938, pp. 31, 38) 

As indicated, social equity may be understood in terms of different types of equality, 

such as equality of civil rights and status, equality of outcome, or equality of 

opportunity. According to Sen (1992, p. 1), the diversity of social equity stems from 

two factors: ‘the basic heterogeneity of human beings, and the multiplicity of variables 

in terms of which equality can be judged.’ Different schools of thought hold varying 

standpoints about connotations of social equity and social arrangements that are 

designed to enhance social equity, including arrangements in higher education. There 

are differences both between and within traditions. 

The differences concerning social equity are closely associated with its different 

philosophical rationales (section 7.2.1). From the philosophical rationales, I derive 

three constitutes of social equity in the liberal Anglo-American tradition (7.2.2). These 

are democracy, social justice, and social order. In relation to social justice, I refer to 

social/background justice rather than procedural justice (for discussions of the two 

kinds of justice, see for example Jacobs, 2013). In other words, I mainly consider what 

may be regarded as fair in a broad picture of society. 

 

7.2.1 Philosophical rationales for social equity 

The rationale of democracy 

Democracy is a primary rationale for social equity in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition. A democratic society requires the elimination of political privilege (Tawney, 

1938, p. xvii). Further, in the liberal Anglo-American tradition, liberal equality is 

essential because it is a condition of universal individual freedom, the master concept 
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of liberalism. In other words, every individual has equal political and civil rights and 

status, regardless of race, gender, or other identities (Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 195). With 

equal rights and status, individuals are provided with equal access to participation in 

public affairs (Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 228).  

 The rationale of democracy distinguishes the liberal Anglo-American from the 

Sinic tradition. Despite the agreement between the two traditions on equality of rights 

and status, their rationales for that agreement vary. In the Sinic tradition, the pursuit of 

equality of rights and status emerged in the late 19th century, under Western influence, 

and, as was noted in chapter 3, it has been strongly supported by Marxism-Leninism. 

The Sinic version of equality of rights and status was not driven by democracy as it is 

understood in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. I shall return to this issue later. 

Rationale of social justice 

The second rationale is social justice. According to Rawls (1971/2005, p. 250), social 

justice stipulates at least two kinds of equality – equality of basic liberties, and social 

and economic equality. Equality of basic liberties in Rawls’s theory to a large extent 

overlaps with equality of political and civil rights and status as required by democracy. 

In addition, many liberal scholars, including Rawls (1971/2005, p. 73), argue that 

people are born with varying natural capacities and talents – some are more advantaged 

and gifted than others. As previously discussed, and as further explored in the next 

section, this is in contrast with the Confucian assertion of equality in natural morality 

and capacity. Equality of opportunity is designed to stop the monopoly of resources by 

advantaged individuals, so that individual talent and aspiration become the primary 

determinants of social outcomes. Equal opportunity in receiving education and training 

is essential in providing an equal chance for individuals ‘to leave the less fortunate 

behind in the personal quest for influence and social position’ (Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 

107). 

The intention of providing equal access to education is to enable every capable 

individual to acquire social and cultural knowledge and skills, the basis of their further 

pursuit of advantages and interests. This argument has largely shaped the organisation 

of higher education in the 20th century. According to Marginson (2018a, p. 152), in the 

1950s and especially in the 1960s, the organisation of higher education moved 
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progressively closer to ensuring that all able individuals would have equal opportunity 

of receiving higher education. Higher education became a possible way for able 

students from low-socioeconomic background to realise upward social mobility. Higher 

education practice in this sense was regarded as moving towards social equity and 

social justice. However, notions of educability have shifted. Rawls’s assumption that 

natural talents (and hence deserving opportunity) are distributed unequally has been 

challenged by the idea that potentially all persons are educable in higher education 

(Marginson, 2018a, p. 152), which has resonance with Confucian notions of essential 

moral equality. For many, universal social inclusion is now a primary goal (Marginson, 

2018c, p. 27).  

Societies do not always enable capable individuals to develop and display their 

talent. One primary constraint is prior social and economic inequality, especially 

inequality in individuals’ family backgrounds (Boudon, 1974; Shavit, 2007; Shavit & 

Blossfeld, 1993). Studies demonstrate that upper and middle class families are often 

effective in securing more and better opportunities for their children (see for example, 

Ball, 2003). 

In addition, even in an ideal society that meets the requirements of fair equality of 

opportunity, if it is agreed that individuals had varied talent and capacity, those who 

were more gifted and had stronger aspirations would normally have abundant available 

opportunities. It would be reasonable to anticipate their later success in education, 

career, and in gaining social goods. In the end, they would form the ‘better-off’ group. 

Even though there were equal opportunities for all, those who were less gifted might 

not be able to acquire similar abilities and skills through education and training. They 

might thus lack subsequent opportunities, and remain as underprivileged individuals 

lacking self-respect. Equality of opportunity itself might then become an excuse for 

‘better-off’ people to justify the expansion of inequalities. Therefore, sensu stricto 

following the principle of fair equality of opportunity may only lead to ‘a callous 

meritocratic society,’ as Rawls (1971/2005, p. 100) calls it, one without social justice.  

This limitation in the idea of fair equality of opportunity suggests problems that 

can arise in higher education. For example, Bowen and colleagues (2005) argue that 

competition for higher education places based on the idea of equality of opportunity, 
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especially elite higher education places, is partly accountable for the increasing inequity 

in higher education access, resulting in negative influence on social equity.  

To address the above limitations, Rawls states that social justice should also 

embrace the principle of difference – the fair distribution of wealth and income. This 

principle requires society to compensate disadvantaged people. The distribution should 

lean towards the interests of those who are worse off, even though this would reduce 

efficiency and the total accumulation of goods. Here, Rawls refutes the utilitarian idea 

that society should pursue the largest accumulative interests regardless of any 

individual’s loss of interests. As he states, ‘while the distribution of wealth and income 

need not be equal, it must be to everyone’s advantage’ (Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 61). 

Arguably, collective spheres, especially the state, play an essential role here. If it is 

possible to attain equality of opportunity through social and institutional agency then 

fair distribution of wealth and income depends on the state and its instruments of wage 

regulation, taxation policies, and public funding. In higher education, universities might 

be able to collectively work on equal opportunity in university access, without the 

state’s intervention, but state policy is often crucial in this respect.  

There is a need to distinguish between theoretical discussions and their policy 

manifestations. Arguably, the rationales of democracy and social justice are generally 

agreed inside and outside liberal Anglo-American societies. For example, Nordic 

countries pursue social equity by guaranteeing equal civil rights and status, equality of 

opportunity, and fairness and equality of distribution. However, the policy 

manifestations significantly vary between Nordic and Anglo-American contexts. The 

difference is largely due to varied understandings of the role of the state. Anglo-

American societies have adopted a version of the limited liberal state which can be 

called the ‘neoliberal state’ (Harvey, 2005, p. 7). A neoliberal state is expected to 

prioritise the status of the market and foster competition. In this policy framework it is 

believed that the state should step in only when there is market failure – to ‘underwrite 

those vital public goods which the market fails to produce’ (D. S. King, 1987, p. 86), 

as in Samuelson’s notion of public/private goods (see more about this in Chapter 9). 

The idea is to make the state ‘the guarantor rather than the invader of individual liberty’ 

(Hayek, 1960, p. 140). Correspondingly, neoliberal state’s policies concerning social 
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equity centre on competition and minimal state intervention (Turner, 2008). It is 

assumed that with a minimal state, order in liberal society will emerge spontaneously. 

In contrast, Nordic societies take a social democratic approach. Social democracy, 

which is closely associated with the idea of the welfare state, describes a society ‘where 

the state acts to regulate the economy in the general interest, provides welfare services 

outside of it and attempts to alter the distribution of income and wealth in the name of 

social justice’ (Craig, 1998, p. 827). A guiding principle of the social democratic state 

is social justice, including social equity. Competition is not particularly emphasised. 

State intervention is seen as necessary to moderate social inequity, including equality 

of outcomes.   

Neoliberalism fiercely refutes standpoints held by social democracy. It claims that 

equity only refers to equality before the law and excludes equality of outcome. 

According to Turner (2008, p. 150), neoliberalism sees state-driven income 

redistribution, guided by social democratic ideas of equality of outcome and social 

justice, as a mistake, and a subtraction from individual liberty. Compared to the liberal 

thinkers discussed in Chapter 4 such as Rawls and Sen, neoliberal scholars are less 

interested in moderating tendencies to economic inequality.  

Neo-liberals argue that the fundamental conceptual error of social justice has been the most 

significant motor of welfare state development in the Western world. … For neo-liberals, 

equality is ‘formal equality’ or equality before the law, which is the only form of equality that 

is compatible with individual freedom. … In the twentieth century there was marked neo-

liberal opposition to a particular conception of equality – ‘equality of outcome’. The notion of 

equality of outcome, for neo-liberals, suggests that everyone should be able obtain the same 

standard of living or income through the pursuit of ‘big government’ at the expense of 

individual liberty. (Turner, 2008, pp. 150, 151) 

Policy manifestations markedly differ between the Nordic and the neoliberal 

Anglo-American contexts, with implications for equity in higher education. In Anglo-

American higher education, competition is endorsed, and fostered, leading to systems 

with vertical stratification that is steep compared to continental European systems, and 

characterised by isomorphism of institutional mission and type (Shavit, 2007). Nordic 

higher education systems are binary non-competitive and relatively ‘flat,’ largely 
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because institutional equality of status and resources is promoted by state intervention 

(Cantwell & Marginson, 2018; Shavit, 2007). Chinese higher education has both 

neoliberal and social democratic features. For example, competition and stratification 

are encouraged, while there is a high degree of state intervention and moderate fees. 

However, the rationales for and the underpinning theoretical roots of these attributes 

are different in the Chinese context, as will be discussed in 7.3. 

There is a primary divergence between neoliberalism and social democracy in their 

understanding of the relationship between equity and liberty. Chapter 4 discussed the 

debate in the liberal Anglo-American tradition on whether to prioritise liberty over 

equity, and whether equity and liberty are mutually reciprocal or not. Without repeating 

that discussion, I note that Sen has been able to integrate equity and liberty by 

identifying the distinction between equality of achievement and equality of freedom to 

achieve. Social equality of achievement is another way of expressing social equality of 

outcomes. As a liberal, Sen does not insist on equality of achievement, the goal of social 

democracy. However, he argues for the decisive importance of equality of freedom to 

achieve, as an aspect of social justice. In Sen’s eyes, Rawls’s principle of difference is 

not sufficient to deal with the problem of a callous meritocratic society (Sen, 1999, p. 

291). According to Sen, social justice requires equality of freedom to achieve not 

equality of opportunity. Equality of freedom to achieve is associated with the concept 

of capability. It stands for equality of individuals’ development of substantial freedom. 

Equality of opportunity is a more limited notion.  

The capability perspective differs from various concepts of ‘equality of opportunities’ which 

have been championed for a long time. In a very basic sense, a person’s capability to achieve 

does indeed stand for the opportunity to pursue his or her objectives. But the concept of 

‘equality of opportunities’ is standardly used in the policy literature in more restrictive ways, 

defined in terms of the equal availability of some particular means, or with reference to equal 

applicability (or equal non-applicability) of some specific barriers or constraints. (Sen, 1992, 

p. 7) 

Sen highlights the development of all individuals’ substantial freedom. Social 

arrangements need to genuinely pursue equality of the individual’s substantial freedom. 

Paralleling with the negative and positive freedoms of Berlin (1969), Sen (1985) 
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identifies three components of human capability and substantial freedom – agency 

freedom, freedom as power (akin to positive freedom), and freedom as control (akin to 

negative freedom). Equality of freedom to achieve requires the provision of external 

equal opportunities, means, and resources for all individuals to develop their capability 

especially their agency freedom (Sen, 1999, pp. 74, 75). In comparison, equality of 

opportunity provides equal rights only for individuals with similar capacity and talent.  

This has implications for equity in higher education. The assumption that higher 

education is meant to educate only able individuals is replaced by the assumption that 

every individual is educable and equity in higher education involves the promotion of 

all individuals’ equality of freedom to achieve. I shall come back to this in 7.4. 

The rationale of social order 

Social equity contributes to social order in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. Rawls 

(1971/2005, p. 545) argues that social equity helps to maintain social order by ensuring 

a moderate level of social inequity. For the goal of social order, social equity is a good 

rather than the necessity it constitutes for the goals of democracy and social justice. 

As Chapter 4 has shown, for Rawls (1971/2005, p. 545), one prerequisite of a well-

ordered society is the provision of a social base for the attainment of individual self-

respect. Self-respect ensures that individual envy does not become troublesome. It gives 

individuals self-confidence in their value and in the worth of carrying out what they 

believe to be good.  

In a well-ordered society then self-respect is secured by the public affirmation of the status of 

equal citizenship for all; the distribution of material means is left to take care of itself in 

accordance with the idea of pure procedural justice. Of course doing this assumes the requisite 

background institutions which narrow the range of inequalities so that excusable envy does not 

arise. (Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 545) 

Societies need to ensure a moderate level of social and economic inequality, and in 

certain respects the social arrangements must favour disadvantaged people. State 

intervention may be necessary to achieve these outcomes. 
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7.2.2 Constitutes of social equity 

Following discussions in 7.2.1, the answer to Sen’s question ‘equality of what?’ is that 

social equity has at least three constitutes: political and civil equality; social and 

economic equality, including fair equality of opportunity and fair distribution of wealth 

and income; and equality of freedom to achieve. These three constitutes are important 

in the development of a combination between the two traditions in relation to 

gongping/equity, as will be discussed further in Chapter 11. 

 Political and civil equality. Democracy and social justice require every individual 

to have equal political and civil right status. Such equality is not only fundamental to 

the operation of any democratic system, but also essential to a just society. 

 Social and economic equality. Social justice regards social and economic equality 

as a right. According to Rawls, the attainment of social and economic equality requires 

fair equality of opportunity and the fair distribution of wealth and income. Social and 

economic equality is also a good, beneficial to the maintenance of social order. Here 

equality of opportunity is included in the idea of social and economic equality. 

 Equality of freedom to achieve. According to Sen, social justice can be attained 

when there is equality of freedom to achieve. The key is to provide equal means, 

opportunities, and resources for every individual to develop their substantial freedom. 

The emphasis is on correcting the external environment. However, Sen’s idea of 

equality of freedom to achieve is not the dominant or mainstream liberal view. 

 

7.3 Gongping in the Sinic tradition 

As noted, interpretations of gongping in contemporary China need to draw on the liberal 

Anglo-American idea of social equity. However, this does not mean that gongping in 

the Sinic tradition is identical with liberal Anglo-American equity. The Sinic idea of 

gongping also draws on Confucian teachings. 

 

7.3.1 Gongping in Confucianism 

The rationale for gongping in the Sinic tradition largely lies in the second and third 

rationales in the liberal Anglo-American tradition: social justice and social order. The 
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rationale based on democracy is less important. Social order is the most pivotal 

rationale. Social justice is seen as both good in itself and desirable for social order. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, the modern concept of equity/equality was introduced 

to China by intellectuals in the mid-19th century. At that time equity primarily referred 

to equality of universal political and civil rights. In contrast with the resistance to the 

idea of liberty in China (see Chapter 3), equity/equality was more acceptable. Equity is 

an intrinsic principle of the Confucian tradition, although as I now explain, Confucian 

equity is different from the Western idea.  

Confucian moral system 

There is no consensus among scholars on whether Confucianism appeals to equity or 

not. One criticism of Confucianism highlights that Confucianism ‘merely pays lip 

service to the idea of [equity] while in fact, it promotes elitism and meritocracy’ (Nuyen, 

2001, p. 61). Many argue that Confucian inequity is embodied in the three Cardinal 

Principles that establishes a hierarchical system: ‘ruler guides subject,’ ‘father guides 

son,’ and ‘husband guides wife’ (C. Li, 2012). Nuyen (2001) claims that it is the notion 

of li (rite) that reinforces an unequal hierarchy.  

This again highlights the need to distinguish between theoretical discussions and 

policy manifestations. The three Cardinal Principles first appeared in China in the Han 

Dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE). They were articulated by an important Confucian literati, 

Dong Zhongshu (179-104 BC), who developed an ideological and political framework 

to uphold Han rule. The Principles were not pure theoretical contentions but were 

essentially politically-oriented. Dong’s articulation of the Principles drew on, but 

arguably also distorted, pre-Qin classical Confucianism (F. Zhou, 1961).  

Classical Confucianism asserts two core principles in dealing with interpersonal 

relations: affection for one’s kin (qinqin), and respect and exaltation of the worthy, who 

are able and virtuous (zunxian/shangxian). Qinqin highlights people’s natural affection 

for their parents and kin, and calls for the extension of such affection to others. Classical 

Confucians believe that this affection would foster public virtues. Qinqin partly 

converges with Adam Smith’s idea that natural sympathy and affection are the 

cornerstone of the evolution of a spontaneous social order. Zunxian embodies 

admiration for virtuous and able people, who should be assigned political power and 
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official positions by those already in power, so as to make effective use of their ability 

and virtue in governance. Arguably, qinqin and zunxian are two important components 

of classical Confucian social justice. I shall come back to this later. 

Benevolence is the nature of man, which finds expression in one’s love for his kin. 

Righteousness means doing the right thing on right occasions, which finds expression in one’s 

respect for virtuous and visionary people. Love for one’s kin and others should be extended in 

order of closeness of different relations, and the same should apply to respect to the virtuous 

and visionary people. This gives rise to rites.51 

Thus, exalting the worthy and employing the capable, ranking the noble and the lowly, 

differentiating those close and distant, assigning precedence to old and young: this is the 

principle followed by former kings.52 

Classical Confucian teachings do not prescribe politically unequal status among 

human beings. However, the moral principles of qinqin and zunxian were reinterpreted 

by Dong Zhongshu to establish a morally and politically hierarchical system in society. 

According to F. Zhou (1961), Dong absorbed ideas of hierarchy from the Legal School 

and changed the classical Confucian relationships based on ‘affection’ and ‘respect and 

exaltation’ to strict superior and inferior status, in both the ethical and political senses. 

He also resorted to heaven and yin–yang cosmology to justify the hierarchical system 

(R. Yang, 2018a). For example, the emperor’s status was seen as superior to the masses 

because he was the son of heaven: Dong’s inequality was no longer based on an 

individual’s acquired ability or virtue, as in classical Confucianism. Arguably, it was 

not until Dong that the Confucian li (rite) started to engage with strict political 

inequality and hierarchy. 

As noted, classical Confucianism believes that if everyone follows the Confucian 

virtues, such as filial piety, the social order would spontaneously emerge. In the original 

Confucian universe there is no need for strict hierarchy, although classical 

Confucianism does call for a moral system in which individuals hold different positions 
 

51 仁者人也，亲亲为大；义者宜也，尊贤为大。亲亲之杀，尊贤之等，礼所生也。— The Mean, Book of 

Rite 

52 故尚贤使能，等贵贱，分亲疏，序长幼，此先王之道也。— Junzi, Xunzi 
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based on their virtue and ability. Nevertheless, in order to help uphold the dynastic rule, 

the Imperial Chinese authority, confirmed by Confucian literati’s theoretical 

justification, used its coercive power to support a strict hierarchical system (F. Zhou, 

1961), as in the case of Dong Zhongshu’s Cardinal principles. The Imperial authority 

particularly valued the first of the three Cardinal Principles – ‘ruler guides subject’ – in 

maintaining the political order (Nuyen, 2001). Hence, the moral system was gradually 

turned into a part of official regulation. 

Confucian moral equality 

Confucianism asserts equality of people’s natural talent and capability, which is an 

essential component of Confucian moral equality. As mentioned, the moral system 

assumes that individuals will take different roles in society. Zunxian is an essential 

principle to determine the individual’s roles. The assignment of roles is solely 

concerned with a person’s ability and virtue, which are to be developed through self-

cultivation. While becoming a sage may no longer be the only aim for individuals today, 

equality of the potential to self-cultivate means that it is equally possible for every 

individual to work towards the achievement of their understanding of what is good, 

undertake important social roles, and become worthy of respect (C. Li, 2012; Niu, 2011; 

Nuyen, 2001). It is an individual’s perseverance and diligence that makes the difference 

(see Chapter 6 on xiushen). 

Zunxian is an important component of social justice, requiring society to centre on 

an individual’s ability and virtue. When the assignment of social roles considers the 

individual’s capacity and character, rather than one’s family background or identity, that 

system of assignment can be said to be in line with social justice. Many would also 

argue that Confucian zunxian is meritocratic in nature (Y. Liu, 2016, pp. 190, 191). 

Indeed, the meritocratic idea largely shaped the Chinese social and political system in 

Imperial times. For example, as noted there was a general commitment in higher 

learning in Chinese society, and the selection of governmental officials was primarily 

merit-based.  

Confucian social equity does not expect absolute equality among individuals in 

terms of social roles and positions. It accepts a certain level of inequality derived from 
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individuals’ varied achievement in self-cultivation. However, self-cultivation is within 

reach of every individual, and upward mobility is possible, though not always easy.  

The rationale of social order including social justice 

The priority in Confucianism is order and harmony (During, 2020). Arguably, social 

justice is desirable and pursued above all because of its instrumental importance to the 

social order. For example, to assign individuals who are able and virtuous to positions 

as governmental officials is to achieve a better governed society, and hence one more 

likely to be harmonious and prosperous. Further, Confucian social equity manages 

social and economic inequality on the basis of the social harmony and order. 

Notwithstanding its acceptance of inequality of social positions and roles, Confucian 

social equity values equal distribution of social and economic goods. Confucius says:  

I have heard it said that those who preside over states or family domains do not worry that they 

will have too few goods, they worry that distribution of goods may be uneven; they do not 

worry about poverty, they worry they will not bring peace. When distribution is even there is 

no poverty; when there is harmony there is no underpopulation; when there is peace there is 

no danger the ruler will topple.53 

Confucianism assumes that to maintain social order, there is a need to moderate 

economic inequality. Economic inequality may trigger a revolt of the disadvantaged 

against the order. This partly converges with Rawls’s argument which concerns 

maintaining a moderate level of economic inequality so as to sustain the individual’s 

self-respect and therefore the social order. Confucius goes further in suggesting an even 

distribution of goods. 

 

7.3.2 Gongping in contemporary China 

With the collapse of the Qing Dynasty (1636-1912), official regulations supporting 

inequality of status and rights lapsed. Unequal relationships among people were 

 

53 丘也闻有国有家者，不患寡而患不均，不患贫而患不安。盖均无贫，和无寡，安无倾。 – Jishi, 

Analects. 
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gradually replaced by the equal ones. The former inequality between father and son 

gradually turned back into the classical Confucian virtue of filial piety to parents. After 

1949, equality of political and civil rights and status was officially enforced in policy. 

The Chinese Communist Party government regards such equality as fundamental to the 

legitimacy of the political system (B. Guo, 2003). Under the influence of Marxism-

Leninism, the idea of absolute equality, including social and economic equality, also 

became important in China, particularly in the Mao era. 

 In contemporary China, connotations of social equity have become a mixture of 

Chinese and Western ideas. While the traditional equality of natural abilities and virtues 

is still accepted, understandings of political and civil equality, and the acceptance of a 

moderate level of social and economic inequality have been largely moulded by liberal 

Anglo-American arguments. K. Jia (2007) argues that for the sake of social equity, the 

state should maintain a moderate level of economic inequality through redistribution, 

and at least provide all individuals with equal access to basic education and health care. 

Since 1978, the Marxist-Leninist notion of absolute equality practised in the Mao era 

has been replaced by Deng Xiaoping’s encouragement of entrepreneurship, which 

inevitably generates economic unevenness and inequality (B. Guo, 2003; Z. Wu, 2001). 

Meanwhile, equality of opportunity has become an influential argument, including in 

higher education (Dongping Yang, 2006), a sign of the influence of Western thinking.  

 

7.3.3 Constitutes of gongping 

Derived from both Confucian ideas of gongping and Western ideas of social equity, 

there are at least four constitutes of gongping in the modern Sinic tradition: political 

and civil equality, social and economic equality, equality of opportunity, and equality 

of potential to self-cultivate. To a large extent these overlap with the three constitutes 

in the liberal Anglo-American tradition, forming a foundation for further comparison 

and combination between the two traditions, as will be explored in Chapter 11.  

 Political and civil equality. Equality of political and civil rights and status was 

introduced to the Sinic tradition after the mid-19th century. In contemporary China, this 

form of equality has become essential to social equity, key to the legitimacy of the 

Chinese political and social system, and essential to the maintenance of social order. 
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 Social and economic equality. Social and economic equality is crucial to the 

maintenance of social order, including social justice. Although Confucius personally 

argues for the even distribution of wealth, a moderate level of social and economic 

inequality has been justified by the meritocratic tradition both historically and today.  

 Equality of opportunity. Equality of opportunity reflects Western influence but 

echoes the meritocratic tradition in China. Such equality, especially in higher education 

(see studies on the Chinese college entrance examination, for example Y. Liu, 2013), 

has become an important embodiment of social justice, key to maintaining the social 

order.   

 Equality of potential to self-cultivate. Confucian moral equality is the 

philosophical foundation of equality of potential to self-cultivate. Confucianism 

assumes that every individual has equal potential to self-cultivate and become a sage. 

The key determinant of this process is not the external environment (such as opportunity, 

resources, and means), but the individual’s personal efforts and character, which include 

determination, diligence, perseverance, and resilience. 

 

7.4 Gongping/equity and higher education 

‘Higher education is part of the circuits of social reproduction,’ states Marginson (2018a, 

p. 151). Equity in higher education is closely associated with social equity. As discussed, 

in these two traditions social equity may take into account issues of equality of political 

rights and status, equality of freedom to achieve (including equality of opportunity), 

equality of the potential to self-cultivate, and social and economic equality. Equality of 

political rights and status is the least controversial in relation to higher education. 

7.4.1 Participation and equity 

Social equity is manifest in both access to higher education and the outcomes of higher 

education. This does not mean other aspects, such as students’ social backgrounds (see 

for example J. Jin & Ball, 2019), are irrelevant; it means that the two transitions connect 

higher education outcomes to background inequalities and unequal careers. In this 

chapter, higher education equity has primarily referred to equity of access to higher 

education, and equity of higher education’s social outcomes. 
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Marginson (2018a, p. 152) states that there are two dimensions of social and 

economic equality: 

First, the extent to which social positions are equal or unequal in relation to each other – the 

degree of social stratification of wealth, power, and status. Second, the probability of inter-

generational upward mobility, measured in terms of income, occupational status, educational 

level, or other social indicators. (Marginson, 2018a, p. 152) 

The first dimension points to a potential relationship between the social structure and 

higher education structure. The second suggests the potential impact of higher 

education in changing social structure, though not all social mobility is transformative. 

Social structure plays an essential role in influencing both equity of access to higher 

education and its social outcomes. Reflecting on Smith’s point (1827/2000) concerning 

the universal desire of people to better their condition, Marginson (2018c, p. 27) argues 

that parents want to lift their children above themselves in terms of their achievements 

and social standing, or at least maintain an upper middle-class position. This drives 

investment in their children’s education, including private school and university fees 

and private tutoring (Bray, 1999; Heckman, 2011; Wei Zhang & Bray, 2017). Inequality 

of family resources and status is inevitable (Marginson, 2018a; Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 

7). Although many societies claim to select higher education students primarily on merit, 

so as to provide equality of opportunity, family inequality largely excludes students 

from low socio-economic backgrounds from elite higher education, and makes such 

students under-represented across all of higher education.  

The goal of equality of educational opportunity means that students with similar 

capacity and aspirations, regardless of their family backgrounds, should have an equal 

probability of receiving similar higher education opportunities. This embodies a 

meritocratic assumption. The meritocratic idea, unmodified, may generate larger 

inequalities and a callous meritocratic society. The already accumulated advantages of 

upper middle families help to place their children in better educational locations, 

advantaging them in the contest for elite universities (Heckman, 2011; Marginson, 

2018a). This is repeatedly confirmed by empirical studies. Luo et al. (2018) point out 

that majority students of Chinese elite universities are from well-off families. Although 

more disadvantaged students are now included in higher education, most of them are 
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enrolled in the second- or third-tier higher education institutions in China. The same 

accumulating advantages may lead to better outcomes for socially advantaged families 

at the graduate stage. Family social and economic capitals are often decisive in 

translating higher education credentials into social outcomes (McCowan, 2016). These 

accumulating advantages, much discussed in social science, are also called the 

‘Matthew effects’ (DiPrete & Eirich, 2006; Walberg & Tsai, 1983).  

Many regard equity of access to higher education as an essential component of 

social equity (Goastellec & Välimaa, 2019; J. Liu, 2011). The collective spheres, 

especially the state, should promote equity of access to higher education (Crofts, 2013; 

Goastellec & Välimaa, 2019). Studies and experience show that policy intervention can 

make a difference (Cantwell & Marginson, 2018; Marginson, 2018a). 

In general, there are two main ways to promote equity of access – widening overall 

social participation in higher education and adjusting the structure of participation 

within higher education (J. Liu, 2011; Yu & Ertl, 2010). Using Marginson’s (2011a, p. 

23) words, the two strategies are ‘to advance “inclusion”’ and ‘to advance “fairness”.’ 

Financial support for students from poorer families is necessary, regardless of whether 

a society attempts to advance inclusion or to advance fairness (Callender, 2003).  

The advance of inclusion is supported by the worldwide trend of the massification 

of higher education (K. H. Mok & Wu, 2016; Trow, 1973/2010). In expanding the 

overall size of the system of higher education, the number of students from previously 

under-presented social groups can expand. When higher education becomes universal, 

it becomes a right for every individual, consistent with the idea of social equity as an 

aspect of democracy (Trow, 1976/2010, p. 152). An increasing number of societies now 

have high participation systems of higher education, meaning more than 50 per cent of 

the youth cohort enrols (Cantwell, Marginson, et al., 2018). Nevertheless, studies have 

repeatedly shown that the advancement of inclusion does not necessarily promote 

greater equity of access in the sense of the access for poorer families to the elite 

institutions (see for example, Marginson, 2018a; Schendel & McCowan, 2016). The 

most positive outcome of the global trend to massification is the advancement of equity 

between countries on the global scale. This is discussed further in Chapter 10. 
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7.4.2 Family background and systemic stratification 

The reason for the failure of growth to establish greater equity in access to elite 

institutions is the interactive relationship between family inequality and the vertical 

stratification of the higher education system. According to Triventi (2013, pp. 48-49), 

stratification of higher education refers to the degree of variation in selectivity, quality/prestige 

and labour market value of different courses, fields of study and institutions. All else being 

equal, the higher is the stratification of higher education, the more important is the role of 

social background in the occupational attainment process. (Triventi, 2013, pp. 48-49) 

Higher education institutions compete for limited resources and reputation, the process 

of which is zero-sum in nature (Hirsch, 1976; Marginson, 1997, p. 43). The steeper the 

stratification of a higher education system, the larger the gap in value between the 

credentials of elite and mass institutions. Some institutions are elite institutions that 

receive abundant resources, enjoy high reputations, and award credentials with 

relatively high value in the labour market. Elite institutions only take up a very small 

proportion of the overall higher education system but command much attention. There 

is a strong motivation to build and sustain world-class universities in all of the US, UK 

and China (Altbach, 2004). Fierce competition plus world-class universities, fostered 

by government, leads to steep vertical stratification (Cantwell & Marginson, 2018, p. 

120).  

Education is a positional good. Higher education credentials serve as an important 

sorting instrument in the labour market, and a means of assigning social positions. Non-

elite institutions, using Cantwell and Marginson (2018)’s definition, undertake the main 

responsibility for higher education. Higher education expansion primarily involves 

these institutions. Most systems are characterised by a vertical hierarchy and an 

elite/mass bifurcation (Cantwell & Marginson, 2018, p. 126). Students from previously 

excluded social groups are mostly found in mass institutions, not elite institutions, 

reproducing inequality inside higher education (see for example Blanden & Machin, 

2004; Bratti, Checchi, & De Blasio, 2008; Luo et al., 2018; Tsai & Shavit, 2007).  

Further, there is a deepening divide between those inside higher education and 

those still left outside. Horlacher (2012, p. 141) describes the formation of two new 
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classes: ‘Although through … education a possible route opened up to emancipation in 

the sense of surmounting the obstacle of class privilege, at the same time a new social 

difference, … [between] an “educated” class and an “uneducated” class, … was created.’ 

7.4.3 Advancing social equity 

In contrast with simply relying on aggregate expansion, a more effective way of 

promoting equity in access to higher education is to benchmark the social mix in higher 

education against the social structure. Countries implement various policies targeting 

specific groups of students. In China, extra points are added to the scores of ethnic 

minority students in the gaokao, the Chinese college entrance examination. Some elite 

Chinese universities employ a Self-improvement Plan designed to recruit students from 

low socio-economic backgrounds (Wanhe Li, Yan, & Wang, 2016). In the UK, 

contextual data is collected by some universities at the point of college admission. The 

University of Oxford is running a one-year foundational course for disadvantaged 

students (O’Sullivan, Robson, & Winters, 2018). In the US, some universities are 

particularly focused on boosting the number of minority students they recruit, though 

the discrimination towards certain groups of students remains (for discussion of this, 

see for example, Arcidiacono, Kinsler, & Ransom, 2020; Karabel, 2006).  

The rationale for these policies is no longer merely equality of opportunity with a 

meritocratic component. There is a twofold rationale. On the one hand, receiving higher 

education is seen as a right that should be shared by all individuals, a right embedded 

in ideas of social justice and democracy in the liberal Anglo-American tradition, and 

ideas of social order, including social justice, in the Sinic tradition. In Anglo-America, 

Rawls’s principle of extra care for disadvantaged students is apparent. In China, 

receiving higher education is seen as an important way of realising upward social 

mobility (K. Cheng & Yang, 2015). Enabling students from disadvantaged groups to 

receive higher education, especially elite higher education, is a key aspect of the justice 

of Chinese higher education system and arguably of the justice of the Chinese social 

system (Luo et al., 2018). Fair access to higher education, a principle embedded in 

Chinese gaokao, has been important in maintaining the social order in China 

Nevertheless, the gaokao in China has been challenged for its effects in promoting 

equity. It is the subject of fierce debate (Wang Li, 2008; H. Wang, 2010; Houxiong 
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Wang, 2011). Critiques of the gaokao often focus on three aspects. Firstly, there is 

regional inequality of higher education access based on gaokao scores (Y. Liu, 2015). 

Universities including elite universities often recruit a higher proportion of the overall 

student body from well-developed regions (C. Liang et al., 2012). Second, the gaokao 

considers only academic scores and overlooks students’ real capacity (Q. Jia & Ericson, 

2017). Q. Jia and Ericson (2017) suggest the development of a mixed admission system 

combining the gaokao with evaluations of students’ capacities that are not demonstrated 

in gaokao scores. Thirdly, family inequality makes a great difference to the outcomes 

of the examination. In recent years there has been a decrease in the proportion of 

entrants to Chinese elite universities who come from families with a low socio-

economic status (H. Li, Loyalka, Rozelle, Wu, & Xie, 2015; X. Yang, 2010). 

Nevertheless, it is still generally believed that gaokao is necessary to maintain minimal 

equity of access to higher education. Yi Lu and Yu (2014) argue that gaokao at least 

provides disadvantaged students with a way to receive (elite) higher education and to 

realise upward social mobility. To replace gaokao with other selection processes, such 

as those used in the US, may actually reduce social equity of access to higher education 

in China (Yi Lu, Huang, & Huang, 2015). 

A distinctive argument of the liberal Anglo-American tradition, though one it 

shares with the Sinic tradition, is that higher education can enhance equality of life 

chances (Husén, 1976; Schendel & McCowan, 2016). Labaree (2016) and Shavit (2007) 

note that higher education is a gatekeeper to professions that provide a middle-class 

level of income, and to positions of civil leadership. Despite all its limitations as an 

equalising instrument, higher education is seen as a primary way for students from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds to realise upward social mobility, making equity of access 

to higher education a crucial consideration of social justice (Harmon, Carne, Lizardy-

Hajbi, & Wilkerson, 2010; Trent et al., 2003). Perhaps this is why higher education’s 

effect in enhancing social equity through enabling upward social mobility is often 

exaggerated by researchers (Marginson, 2011a; K. H. Mok & Wu, 2016). There are 

many other more effective and direct ways to enhance social equity that do not involve 

higher education, including changes to government taxing and spending, and to the 
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wages and salaries attached to occupations (see for example Marginson, 2011a, 2018e; 

Sirowy & Benavot, 1986). 

As has been discussed, higher education’s effect in promoting social mobility is 

often modest, being restrained by both the vertical stratification of the higher education 

system and family inequality. However, while family inequality can hardly be 

eliminated, the foregoing analysis suggests that institutional stratification can be 

modified by policy. As discussed, not all higher education systems are stratified in the 

same pattern. 

7.4.4 Self-formation as equity 

The idea of equality of opportunity emphasises students’ achievements before entering 

higher education. Some students, limited by family social and cultural capital, cannot 

access high quality basic and secondary education. They are uncompetitive at the point 

of admission to higher education. This may not mean they are less likely to succeed in 

or after higher education. If every person is seen as equally educable, the focus moves 

from their prior academic achievements to their potential.  

Higher education can be understood as a process of student self-formation, 

(Marginson, 2018d; see also Chapter 6). As noted, Confucianism understands human 

beings as born with common and equal virtue and capacity. Motivations, perseverance, 

diligence, and attitudes determine the differences in lifetime outcomes. The quality of 

higher education is only partly regulated by the quality of students’ academic attainment 

or the quality of research. It also depends on student self-development and the qualities 

that students apply to that central task.  

One critique of higher education in China is that families and students are 

overwhelmingly focused on the gaokao and university selection, and students are less 

motivated to learn and improve after entering university. Arguably, this limits the 

quality of higher education and the extent and intensity of student self-formation (C.-s. 

Chen, Lee, & Stevenson, 1996). Moreover, the role of higher education in preparing 

students to become members of a society is also important (Jarvis, 2002); and the future 

potential of students as civil actors is not captured by academic attainment (McCowan, 

2016). This suggests that in the process of admission to higher education it would be 

beneficial to take into account attitudes, aspirations and motivations. In addition, 
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ongoing financial support can be crucial for students from low socio-economic families 

who are admitted to higher education. When all of these elements are taken into account, 

the unequalising influence of students’ social and cultural capitals can be modified. 

It may seem that there are potential dangers in assuming that all human beings are 

born with equal virtues and capacities – dangers of homogenising higher education. 

However, the Confucian assumption of equality in virtue and capacity does not dictate 

the content of higher education. Given the variation in the motivations and interests of 

individuals their formation will vary. The important point is that all should be seen as 

holding the potential to achieve what they wish of themselves. We might call this 

equality of agent formation in higher education.  

The parallel Anglo-American process is the formation of democratic agency, 

embodying equal rights to resources and to the self-creation of capability. This process 

sets out to enhance individual freedom and develop individuality. Sen’s concept of 

capability captures both. Correspondingly, equality of agent formation, alongside other 

aspects of equality, is seen as essential for capability development because the 

environment is important in the process. In other words, the formation of the agent not 

only involves individuals’ own work, but more importantly, involves the environment, 

such as available learning materials and peers. This does not mean that everyone 

receives the same higher education. Higher education should be both tailored and self-

tailored to the interests of each person.  

Few men have been more acutely sensitive than Mill to the importance of encouraging broadest 

possible diversities of mind and taste. In arguing that “the best state for human nature is that 

in which, while no one is poor, no one desires to be richer”, and urging that social policy should 

be directed to increasing equality, he did not intend to convey that it should suppress varieties 

of individual genius and character, but that it was only in a society marked by a large measure 

of economic equality that such varieties were likely to find their full expression and due need 

of appreciation. (Tawney, 1938, p. 24) 

This reprises the argument that equity and liberty are mutually enhancing values (see 

Chapter 4). Higher education plays a critical role in this double process, making equity 

of higher education essential to equality of agent formation.  
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7.5 Summary 

Compared to the other four key themes, gongping and equity have more commonalities 

(see more discussion about this in Chapter 11). One reason may be the influence of the 

liberal Anglo-American idea of equity in China from the mid-19th century onwards. 

Many policies concerning equity in the UK, the US, and China are very similar too, 

including legislation on political and civil equity, governments’ commitments to 

economic redistribution through tax and spend policies, and the implementation of 

equality of opportunity in higher education.  

However, the discussions about social equity, and equity of higher education, are 

largely conducted within the framework of nation-states. Equity in both traditions is 

positioned within the sphere of the state. Sporadic arguments about equity on the global 

scale (Marginson, 2018a; Unterhalter, 2008), which primarily focus on equality 

between nations, are not very influential in educational policies, which themselves are 

largely nation-bound. Nevertheless, equity in the sphere of the international world – 

including both equality between nations and equality across the whole global 

population – can be understood as an essential global public good. I shall investigate 

this in Chapter 10. 
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Chapter 8. Zhi (the free will) and liberty in higher education 

 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines a pair of notions that are widely discussed but highly contentious 

both in themselves and in relation to each other – zhi (the free will) in the Sinic tradition 

and liberty in the liberal Anglo-American tradition.  

In contrast with the other four themes, that consist of a liberal Anglo-American 

notion and its nearest equivalence in the Chinese language, I use zhi as the key concept 

of the Sinic tradition in relation to liberty, instead of the more direct Chinese translation 

of liberty (ziyou). Zhi, meaning the free will, is central to the Confucian idea of moral 

autonomy. It is narrower in scope than liberty. The focus on zhi not only reflects 

different liberal thoughts in the Sinic tradition, especially in Confucianism, but 

indicates the wide conceptual distance between the two traditions concerning liberty. 

Details of zhi and Confucian autonomy is examined in 8.2.2. 

Liberty is a fundamental value of the liberal Anglo-American tradition. There is a 

consensus that liberty is desirable and should be protected (see Chapter 4). However, 

as demonstrated in Chapter 4, even liberal scholars disagree on the connotations and 

importance of liberty. Despite that disagreement, scholars/researchers often benchmark 

practice, including that in higher education, against liberal Anglo-American norms 

(Tierney & Zha, 2014); and they readily criticise other traditions such as the Sinic for 

their neglect of liberty (see for example, J. Chen & Zhong, 2000; Howland, 2005).  

In higher education, two essential terms are derived from the idea of liberty –

academic freedom and university autonomy. Different views about liberty have resulted 

in varied strategies of academic freedom and university autonomy in different countries. 

Efforts to implement universalised norms concerning liberty in higher education 

systems fail (Zha & Hayhoe, 2014; Zha & Shen, 2018). While some 

scholars/researchers see liberty as a transcendental value (Tierney & Lanford, 2014), 

many others acknowledge the need to take cultural variation into consideration 

(Marginson, 2014a). 
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 In this chapter, I attempt to take cultural variation into consideration. I firstly 

investigate zhi and moral autonomy in the Sinic tradition (Section 8.2), then the idea of 

liberty in the liberal Anglo-American tradition in 8.3. Chapter 4 has substantially 

discussed the idea of liberty, and 8.3 mainly concentrates on those aspects of liberty 

that are most relevant to higher education, including agency freedom and freedom of 

thought and expression. In 8.2 and 8.3, special attention is paid to the goodness of 

liberty in the two traditions. Finally, based on the ideas of liberty in the two traditions, 

in 8.4 I examine academic freedom and university autonomy in higher education, 

especially the goodness of liberty in higher education and how that good may be 

achieved via strategic arrangements concerning academic freedom and university 

autonomy. 

 

8.2 The liberal tradition in Confucianism: zhi and moral autonomy  

Scholars/researchers debate whether in the Sinic tradition liberty is absent (see for 

example Chan, 2002; Hahm, 2006). Hahm (2006) argues that the concept of liberty is 

not only absent from, but alien to Confucianism. In contrast, de Bary (1983) and Chan 

(2002) see liberty as an intrinsic Sinic concept and as part of Confucianism. In this 

section I argue that there is indeed a liberal tradition in Confucianism, centring on moral 

autonomy and largely embodied in the concept of zhi (the free will) and certain moral 

qualities. 

Some scholars/researchers directly benchmark Confucianism against liberalism. 

Using this method, Hahm (2006) finds that there was no Chinese equivalence of the 

Western concept of liberty before the notion was introduced into China from the West 

in the 19th century. Chinese intellectuals struggled with it and eventually adopted ziyou 

as the Chinese translation of liberty (see also Chapter 3). Despite being new, ziyou 

became widely used in Chinese literature for the modern Western concept of liberty. 

Partly because Confucians did not use or discuss ziyou, both ziyou and the idea of 

freedom became widely seen as alien to Confucianism (see for example C. Li, 2014).  

Nevertheless, although there is no equivalent of a modern Western idea of liberty 

in Confucianism, those claiming that the concept is altogether absent have missed the 

relevance of the Confucian idea of moral autonomy centring on zhi, the free will.  
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8.2.1 Confucian moral perfectionism 

Confucianism argues that individuals share a common personhood and have equal 

potential to self-cultivate so as to reach neisheng waiwang (see Chapters 6 and 7). This 

is a process of moral perfectionism, aiming to develop an individual’s moral autonomy 

through Confucian learning. T. H. C. Lee (2000) notes that Confucian learning is for 

the sake of oneself (xueyi weiji). This idea does not mean learning for selfishness or 

self-interest (de Bary, 1983, p. 22; T. H. C. Lee, 2000). Instead, Zhu Xi (1130-1200), a 

master of Neo-Confucianism, explains ‘for the sake of one self’ as ‘being true to oneself 

(zide).’ It requires individuals to discover and stay true to their natural dispositions. By 

doing so, individuals are able to derive inner satisfaction and achieve full self-fulfilment. 

Confucianism therefore proposes the idea of zhi (the free will). 

 

8.2.2 Moral autonomy: zhi (the free will) and moral qualities 

The individual’s moral autonomy centres on zhi and is supplemented by further moral 

qualities. C. Cheng (2004, p. 132) argues that zhi is ‘an independent decision-making 

power that is absolutely free.’ Reflecting on this definition, C. Li (2014, p. 906) points 

out that zhi may also refer to human beings’ determination and purpose in addition to 

the free will, as a ‘mental faculty by which a person deliberately chooses or decides 

upon a course of action.’ 

Self-determination, as one aspect of the free will in Confucianism, is distinctively 

different from self-determination in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. The latter 

understands self-determination in terms of the individual’s independent decision-

making and action (C. Li, 2014, p. 906). The ability to reason is regarded as a condition 

of exercising self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 2004), suggesting a role for individual 

cultivation, as in Bildung. The Anglo-American notion of self-determination is widely 

employed in different fields. For example, in modern international law, it underwrites 

the individual’s right to freely choose their sovereignty and international political status 

(Pink, 2004). In contrast, Confucian self-determination does not suggest absolute 

independence of individual action. Confucianism makes a clear distinction between 
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zhi/the free will, self-determination as an internal process, and the freedom to act. 

Influenced by the collectivist tradition in China, as will be discussed in Chapter 9, self-

determination is seen as subject to determination by the collective spheres; for example, 

family-determination and social determination. 

Further, different from the liberal Anglo-American tradition, for which the 

individual’s ability to reason is a condition of their exercising of self-determination, 

Confucianism does not see moral perfectionism and sagehood as prerequisites for 

exercising self-determination. The aim of moral perfectionism is not to enhance 

individual self-determination; self-determination and moral perfectionism are 

entangled from the very beginning and lizhi, meaning setting up a goal or purpose and 

sharpening one’s determination and perseverance, is integral to the whole moral 

perfectionist journey towards sagehood (R. Fan, 1997, p. 309).  

The twofold definition of zhi suggests free agency and individual personality, in 

this case achieved through moral perfectionism/self-cultivation. However, while in 

Western liberalism there is no clear limitation on individual free will, in the Sinic 

tradition free will and moral autonomy are not absolute. Certain moral qualities, 

especially those in relation to serving the collective good, are indispensable to 

Confucian moral autonomy. These moral qualities highlight human beings’ natural 

sympathy, reciprocity between people’s behaviours, the collective good, and the 

individual’s responsibility to serve it. These moral qualities do not come from nowhere, 

but are deeply embedded in people’s natural dispositions and embodied in human 

interactions and social relations. They are to be discovered and strengthened by 

individuals through moral perfectionism. 

 The exercise of zhi does not contradict these moral qualities. They are reciprocal. 

As Chapter 6 demonstrates, moral perfectionism requires constant self-refinement to 

keep individuals attuned to the way (the repossession of the way), which needs the 

development and establishment of zhi. 

 Cheng Yi (1033-1107) points to an approach to develop and follow zhi while 

staying consistent with Confucian moral qualities, based on Confucian classics. He 

claims that ‘the individual’s reinterpretation of [classics] takes precedence over the 

tradition of commentary attached to the classic… though the text is still important, the 
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individual’s understanding of its significance becomes far more so’ (de Bary, 1983, p. 

19). It is necessary for individuals to reinterpret the text of the classics, for example, as 

adaptations to the ongoing context. The internalisation and reinterpretation of 

Confucian classics, an essential task, involves the individual’s autonomous voluntary 

endorsement of, and engagement in, creative reinterpretation of the classical teachings. 

In other words, Confucian moral perfectionism involves understanding, (re)interpreting, 

internalising, and implementing the tradition, based on critical reflection and free 

thinking.  

The individual’s autonomy in thinking and reinterpreting is incorporated in 

Confucian moral autonomy. However, individual autonomy is not absolute. Although 

there is room for the individual to reinterpret, reinterpretation is based on the original 

text of the classics. Despite these limits, what matters is the individual’s voluntary 

endorsement of, and reflective engagement in, moral life. According to Chan (2002, p. 

282), individuals are ‘morally autonomous if they are in some sense masters of their 

moral lives.’ There are four elements of moral autonomy: ‘the voluntary endorsement 

of morality; a reflective engagement in moral life; morality as self-legislation; and 

morality as the radical free expression of the individual’s will.’ Chan states that while 

Confucianism contains the former two elements, the latter two are absent. Chan’s 

argument confirms the gap in Imperial times between having free will and practising 

free will. 

 

8.2.3 The separation of zhi (the free will) and freedom to act 

Confucianism emphasises moral perfectionism. Free action is restrained. Individual 

autonomy in a liberal Anglo-American sense, also called personal autonomy, is not only 

concerned with the individual’s moral autonomy but emphasises liberty as a right 

(Rawls, 1971/2001, p. 28). According to Mill’s (1859/2015, p. 55) principle of self-

protection, individuals can act freely so long as their actions do not harm others. The 

Confucian zhi does not establish personal autonomy. Mill’s right of the individual to 

act as that individual desires, providing others are unharmed, is absent from Confucian 

moral autonomy (Niu, 2011).  
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Restraints of liberty in Imperial China were embodied in the lack of freedom of 

expression, discussion, and action, as well as the lack of room for individuals to develop 

their unique individuality and mental intelligence, the means of giving individuals 

authentic liberty. From time to time some Confucian literati enjoyed a larger space of 

freedom to act than was available to the masses, mainly embodied in a privileged 

freedom to express (see also below). Confucianism calls upon individuals to develop 

moral perfectionism and mental intelligence, yet confines them in practice, subjecting 

them to the norms of Confucian self-cultivation. Especially after the Song Dynasty 

(960-1279), people’s learning was focused on Confucian classics. Though some Neo-

Confucian masters endorsed critical reflection and reinterpretation, the Imperial 

authority and officials restricted them politically. Strict rules of publication were 

implemented under the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1636-1912) Dynasties; supported 

by higher learning and the civil service examination as the curricula and examination 

were also restricted to the officially-approved text and commentaries of Confucian 

classics. 

Restraints on individuals did not originate solely from the authority but also, and 

importantly, from the family. Individuals as members of the family were expected to 

follow family rules and prioritise family interests, in the form of collective goods. 

Sacrifice of individual will for the sake of the family good was often required. Western 

liberalism enables ‘individuals to picture themselves as being independent of church 

and government’(Hahm, 2006, p. 479). In China, it was and still is difficult for 

individuals to picture themselves as independent from family. 

Restraining people’s freedom to act was seen as necessary to Confucian order and 

Imperial rule. Nevertheless, Imperial restraint was not solely derived from Confucian 

tradition; nor was Confucianism repressive as such. Confucian and Neo-Confucian 

masters encourage freedom of thought, expression, and discussion. They argue that 

these freedoms should be focused on improving the status quo, rather than overturning 

the existing order, consistent with mutual reciprocity (de Bary, 1983, p. 31; Mullis, 

2008; Song, Cadsby, & Bi, 2012). Reciprocity is a key notion in the Sinic tradition 

(Chan, 2002, p. 239; Mullis, 2008). Critiques are meant to be framed as constructive 

suggestions. For example, Confucians believe that good governance depends on the 
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emperor’s correctness of mind and mutual trust between emperor and populace. To 

make the emperor’s mind correct, it is best to discuss matters freely in front of the 

emperor. Any action’s ‘good and evil implications are brought to light before decisions 

are made’ (de Bary, 1983, p. 39). Discussions are free but expected to be constructive 

within the principle of reciprocity.  

As will be mentioned in Chapter 9, in many Chinese dynasties there was a group 

of officials named jianguan whose job was to make comments and criticisms (S. Cheng, 

2001; Y. Zhao, 2000). To help the emperors better fulfil their duties, they granted the 

jianguan freedom of expression and protected them from being punished (Q. Chen, 

2001). When the emperor valued critical opinions, jianguan’s freedom of expression 

was well protected. The Emperor Taizong (598-649) in the Tang Dynasty was famous 

for his tolerance and for giving officials freedom of thought and discussion. However, 

many other emperors did not value free advice. As such, this type of officials existed in 

name only; and at any time only some literati and officials had either access to the 

Emperor or freedom of expression. Most Chinese people did not enjoy that freedom.  

 

8.3 Liberty in the liberal Anglo-American tradition 

This section introduces liberal Anglo-American liberty. Drawing on an assumption of 

human beings’ natural individuality that differs from the Confucianism, the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition particularly stresses protection of freedom of thought and 

discussion, for both the free development of persons and the progress of society. 

 

8.3.1 Free development of individuality 

As noted, in contrast to the Confucian assumption of moral equality, the liberal Anglo-

American tradition believes in the diversity of individuality and its capacity. Mill argues 

that letting individuals freely develop their diverse individuality is essential to society.  

If it were felt that the free development of individuality is one of the leading essentials of well-

being; that it is not only a coordinate element with all that is designated by the terms civilization, 

instruction, education, culture, but is itself a necessary part and condition of all those things; 

there would be no danger that liberty should be undervalued, and the adjustment of the 
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boundaries between it and social control would present no extraordinary difficulty. (Mill, 

1859/2015, p. 56) 

In Mill’s eyes, there is no one model of human nature. Human nature is ‘a tree, 

which requires to grow and develop itself on all sides, according to the tendency of the 

inward forces which make it a living thing’ (Mill, 1859/2015, p. 58). For each individual, 

before the maturity of personal character, he or she ought to cultivate and develop 

his/her own individuality, which may not be compatible with the prevailing customs or 

traditions.  

As discussed in Chapter 4, Mill argues that the free development of diverse 

individuality contributes to social diversity and the protection of individual autonomy. 

He states that in both European nations and China, diversity plays a central role in social 

progress. Mill attributes the successful development of Europe to its ‘remarkable 

diversity of character and culture.’ He notes that ‘Europe is…wholly indebted to this 

plurality of paths for its progressive and many-sided development.’ He also argues that 

China’s stasis resulted from its lack of diversity. China was ‘decidedly advancing 

towards the Chinese ideal of making all people alike’ (Mill, 1859/2015, pp. 70-71). By 

controlling the content of education, China successfully pressed the ‘best wisdom upon 

every mind in the community.’ By using the civil servant examination to recruit 

governmental officials based on merits, China secured that ‘those who have 

appropriated most of [the best wisdom] … to occupy the posts of honour and power’ 

Mill (1859/2015, p. 70). This, he says, was why China had ‘the rare good fortune of 

having been provided at an early period with a particularly good set of customs.’ But 

these customs had limited China’s further progress by suppressing new thoughts and 

opinions. China was ‘stationary ... and has remained so for thousands of years.’ Mill 

discovers that free thoughts and opinions were also suppressed in certain European 

democratic societies. ‘Unless individuality [is] able to successfully assert itself against 

this yoke, Europe, notwithstanding its noble antecedents…will tend to become another 

China’ (Mill, 1859/2015, pp. 70-71).  

Although Mill’s comments on China overlooks the cultural, religious and ethnic 

diversity within Imperial China, and the fact that technological and philosophical 

innovations constantly appeared in Imperial China, he sensibly points to the decisive 
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importance of social diversity, and having an external social environment that supports 

the free development of diverse individuality, one characterised by freedom, variety of 

situation and diversity in the form of originality (see also Chapter 6). 

As demonstrated in Chapters 4 and 6, social diversity is intensified when opinions 

and voices, other than the prevailing ones, are formed and heard. Individual autonomy 

is better protected when individuals have the capacity to form creative and original 

thoughts. Nevertheless, Mill is also aware of the existence of limitations on the freedom 

of thought and on the development of individuality, which, to a large extent, he says, 

result from the power of the masses.  

Individuals are lost in the crowd, … the only power deserving the name is that of masses, and 

of governments while they make themselves the organ of the tendencies and instincts of 

masses. … [But] those whose opinions go by the name of public, are not always the same sort 

of public’, therefore, there appears the ‘tyranny of opinion’. (Mill, 1859/2015, p. 64)  

 

8.3.2 Freedom of thought and freedom of discussion 

Chapter 4 has noted that, for Mill, freedom of expression should abide by the self-

protection principle. In contrast to the Confucian argument that freedom of expression 

is protected on condition that the expression is out of good will and is constructive, 

rather than made just for the sake of being critical. Mill’s constraint is negative, to avoid 

harming others. The Confucian arguments are positive, designed to render criticism 

beneficial to others. Mill’s statements about the freedom of expression are consistent 

with those about freedom of action.  

Mill makes the point that truth always benefits from the freedom of thought and 

discussion. To justify this statement, Mill discusses three possibilities of the content of 

thought and discussion. If the opinion that is compelled to silence is true, ‘to deny this 

is to assume our infallibility.’ If the opinion that is compelled to silence is an error:  

It may, and very commonly does, contain a portion of truth; and since the general or prevailing 

opinion on any subject is rarely or never the whole truth, it is only by the collision of adverse 

opinion that the remainder of the truth has any chance of being supplied. (Mill, 1859/2015, p. 

52)  
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Even if the opinion that is compelled to silence is completely false while the received 

opinion is totally true; only when the received opinion ‘is suffered to be… vigorously 

and earnestly contested, it will, by most of those who receive it, be held in the manner 

of a prejudice, with little comprehension or feeling of its rational grounds.’ ‘For the 

interest of truth and justice,’ it is vital to guarantee the liberty of thought and discussion 

as long as ‘the manner [is] temperate,’ and they ‘do not pass the bounds of fair 

discussion’ (Mill, 1859/2015, p. 52). Mill calls this the ‘real morality of public 

discussion’ (Mill, 1859/2015, p. 54). Freedom of opinion and discussion, combined 

with the cultivation of individuality, is also conducive to social diversity, the ‘principal 

ingredient of human happiness, and quite the chief ingredient of individual and social 

progress’ (p. 57). 

Building on Mill, Sen highlights the importance of the freedom of discussion and 

expression in developing individual capability. Sen, like Mill, acknowledges possible 

limitations on freedom enforced by social values (Sen, 1999, p. 9). Social values and 

ethics may determine the attitudes and behaviours of members of society. For example, 

society’s views on gender may determine the social status and gender equality of 

women, affecting their substantial freedom and the enhancement of their capabilities. 

Sen (1999, p. 9) suggests that the formation of social values should involve public 

discussion and social interaction, in conditions of freedom of public participation and 

expression (Sen, 1999, p. 9).  

According to Sen, each society is composed of heterogeneities, including ‘personal 

heterogeneities, environmental diversities, variations in social climate, differences in 

relational perspectives and distributions within the family’ (Sen, 1999, p. 109). In the 

making of public policies, especially those with broad policy outreach, these 

heterogeneities should be taken into account. This is not easy. Disadvantaged people, 

or as Sen describes, poor people, are often under-represented. It is essential to pay 

serious attention to heterogeneities in the policy making process. The best way to do 

this, argues Sen, is public discussion, and interaction and the involvement of people in 

the policy making process. Letting people have public discussions is also a way of 

supervising government and regulating its behaviours and decisions, and it creates a 

climate of consultation between different agents, including the individual, community, 
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and institution, within society. One example he provides is that severe famine seldom 

happens in democratic countries. Those in power in democratic societies are more 

compelled to respond to people’s needs in return for their political support. 

Authoritarian power is less likely to be sensitive to people’s appeals.  

Public judgment also builds individual capability. Caring about heterogeneities 

allows individuals the opportunity to enhance substantive freedom – capability. 

The issue of public discussion and social participation is thus central to the making of policy 

in a democratic framework. The use of democratic prerogatives – both political liberties and 

civil rights – is a crucial part of the exercise of economic policy making itself, in addition to 

other roles it may have. In a freedom-oriented approach, the participatory freedoms cannot but 

be central to public policy analysis. (Sen, 1999, p. 110) 

Only with the freedom of discussion and expression, with ‘discussion, criticism, 

and dissent,’ can individuals be well informed of all choices and adequately reflect on 

them (Sen, 1999, p. 153). Further, individuals’ contributions to the revision and 

generation of ideas could only happen through public discussion. ‘Not only is the force 

of public discussion one of the correlates of democracy, with an extensive reach, but its 

cultivation can also make democracy itself function better’ (Sen, 1999, p. 159).  

In addition to the above arguments, Rawls (1971/2005, p. 212) claims that freedom 

of thought and expression are key to the social order. In Rawls’s views, the world is 

composed of individuals with variant cultural backgrounds, religious beliefs, and 

character. Liberty of conscience and freedom of expression protects individuals from 

possible oppression, hence maintaining the social order (Rawls, 1971/2005, p. 212). 

 

8.4 Academic freedom and university autonomy in higher education 

An essential question about higher education is whether it is an independent sphere or 

belongs to other spheres, such as the state. The question is fundamental to academic 

freedom and institutional autonomy. In different contexts with divergent political and 

educational cultures, the answer to this question may differ. As Marginson (2014a, p. 

25) argues, there are at least three factors that may influence the answer – ‘variations 

in state traditions and political cultures,…, variations in traditions specific to higher 
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education,…, and variations in university-state and university-society relations.’ There 

have been numerous debates about whether academic freedom and institutional 

autonomy are universal rights or relative terms depending on contexts in higher 

education (see for example Altbach, 2001; Tierney & Lanford, 2014; Zha & Hayhoe, 

2014). In this section, I primarily consider these issues in universities. 

 The mostly widely accepted understandings of academic freedom and university 

autonomy worldwide today have been largely shaped by the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition (Altbach, 2001; Tierney & Zha, 2014). The modern university, especially the 

comprehensive research university, evolved from the Humboldtian model in the 19th 

century and was later influenced by the American research university (Marginson, 

2014a). In the evolution of the modern university, academic freedom and university 

autonomy were largely taken for granted in Anglo-American countries (Altbach, 2001), 

and were supported by the protection of liberty in liberalism. After the Anglo-American 

universities become models for universities across the world, discussions about 

academic freedom and university autonomy were and are often benchmarked against 

liberal Anglo-American norms (see for example Zha & Hayhoe, 2014). Nevertheless, 

such benchmarking can hardly work effectively and the process is not conducive to 

mutual understanding and cooperation between universities in different contexts.  

Academic freedom and university autonomy in different contexts are rooted in 

unique traditions (Shao, 2015; Tierney & Lanford, 2014; Tierney & Zha, 2014) which 

often differ remarkably from each other. For example, as has been discussed, moral 

autonomy in Confucianism is not absolute and differs from liberal individual autonomy. 

Confucian academic freedom in the pursuit of knowledge and student cultivation is not 

identical with that in liberalism. In relation to university autonomy, as will be elaborated 

in Chapter 9, the state in China is traditionally centralised and comprehensive. The 

state-university relationship, crucial to this type of university autonomy, is different in 

China.  

Notably, although both academic freedom and university autonomy are related to 

liberty, they are different. According to Marginson (2014a, p. 26), scholars/researchers 

tend to explore academic freedom normatively but investigate university autonomy 

descriptively. Academic freedom centres on academia as an autonomous community, 
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requiring freedom of academic activity and inquiry (Kassimir, 2009). University 

autonomy highlights the university as an organisation and its relationship with state, 

society and market (Pan, 2007; Ren & Li, 2013; L. Wang, 2010). Although academic 

freedom and university autonomy intersect, they both require separate examination . 

 

8.4.1 Academic freedom in higher education 

Academic freedom is a core mission of the university and should be protected to enable 

the university to freely carry out its research and teaching activities (Altbach, 2001; 

Isaac, 2011; Zha & Shen, 2018). This is widely understood. But it is also generally 

agreed that the concept of academic freedom is elusive and lacking in clear definition 

(Altbach, 2001). Tierney and Lanford (2014, p. 4) define academic freedom as ‘the 

freedom to teach and conduct research without fear or concern or retribution.’ This 

definition seems straightforward. It points out that the two primary activities of the 

university – teaching and research – should be freely conducted. However, it leaves 

aside key questions such as how to define the scope of teaching and research activities. 

Moreover, this definition only involves negative freedom. It overlooks the element of 

positive freedom that can be particularly important in academic practices.  

 In the medieval European university, teaching was the primary mission. Having 

two masters, church and state, the university managed to maintain partial autonomy 

from both, and compared to most social institutions, the university enjoyed a larger 

degree of freedom of thought and expression. However, academic freedom was not and 

has never been absolute (Altbach, 2001; Marginson, 2014a; Ren & Li, 2013). The 

content of professors’ teaching was often influenced by either state or church. There 

were cases of professors being sanctioned because of what they taught (Altbach, 2001).  

In the 19th century, the Humboldtian university added research activities on a 

systematic basis and academic freedom began to embrace freedom of research and 

inquiry (Marginson, 2014a; Tierney & Zha, 2014). When Wilhem von Humboldt 

designed his model university, he made freedom of research and teaching one of its five 

fundamental pillars (Ash, 1997, 2006; Rohstock, 2012). In von Humboldt’s design, 

universities conduct independent academic activities without state intervention. More 

importantly, academic freedom involves positive freedom, the first and essential 
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prerequisite of Bildung (see Chapter 6) (Konrad, 2012; Rohstock, 2012; von Humboldt, 

2000). Nevertheless, although academic freedom has become understood as an 

essential value of the university, first in Germany, then in the US and later throughout 

most of the world, it was and has, for the most part, remained restricted to classroom 

and laboratory. I shall return to this later. 

The idea of public sphere imagines the university freely and critically engaging in 

discussions on social and political issues, while remaining independent of civil society 

and the state (Calhoun, 1993; Habermas, 1989). However, the university’s broad 

engagement with social and political issues has not always been protected, even in 

Anglo-America (Altbach, 2001). An important case is the ‘political turmoil’ at the 

University of California in the 1960s (see Chapter 1, Kerr, 2003). Moreover, many 

would agree that academic freedom does not cover academic activities outside the 

campus (Kerr, 2003).  

 It remains unclear whether academic freedom should be extended to the full range 

of social and political issues, and whether it should be limited to classroom and 

laboratory. Indeed, in the US, academic freedom in its most recognised legal form is 

generally limited to classroom and laboratory. The 1940 Statement of Principles on 

Academic Freedom and Tenure of the American Association of University Professors 

(AAUP) states that ‘teachers are entitled to freedom in the classroom in discussing their 

subject, but they should be careful not to introduce into their teaching controversial 

matter that has no relation to their subject.’54  

If academic freedom only includes the teaching and research activities of the 

university, faculty and students’ broad engagement in social and political issues would 

not be protected by academic freedom, as such engagement is not essential to either 

teaching or research. However, one essential mission of the university is educating 

students. Teaching is not just knowledge transmission. It is a process of personal 

development – xiushen and Bildung – including development as social persons who 

take responsibility for the collective good (for discussions about the collective good, 

see Chapter 9).  

 
54 Retrieved from www.aaup.org (20th August 2020). 



 191 

 In both the Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions, critical reflection through 

xiushen and Bildung are essential. Students’ freedom to engage in social and political 

classroom discussions is essential. The university is also responsible for cultivating 

good citizens, an important public good role (Jarvis, 2002; Marquand, 2004). Merely 

mastering disciplinary knowledge does not make a student a good citizen. A good 

citizen should have the capacity and the public spirit to engage in public issues. In 

addition, in the liberal Anglo-American tradition, freedom of thought and expression 

are protected as individual democratic rights.  

Although there is no tradition in Confucianism of freedom of thought and 

expression as a natural right, free expression is encouraged because of its contribution 

to the public good of prosperity. However, as noted, that freedom is seen as productive 

only when discussions are constructive and grounded in reciprocity. Some may claim 

that this requirement is harmful to academic freedom, especially in research. This claim 

is not untenable. The essence of freedom lies in the capacity of individuals to critically 

reflect and exercise judgment. The sole concern of research and inquiry should be with 

the truth. The Confucian requirement of contributing to the collective good can create 

dilemmas. However, that Confucian requirement does not impose thoughts on 

individuals, or bend the truth. Instead, it elevates an important human value often 

overlooked in higher education: mutual trust. If academia is trusted to be constructive 

and reciprocal, the potential for dilemma is minimised. 

As mentioned, academic freedom and the freedom of thought and expression are 

vulnerable not only to political authorities, but to social customs and norms, and the 

market. Trow (1991/2010, p. 206) asserts that there is a crisis of mutual trust between 

higher education and society. The spread of formal requirements for public 

accountability, the growing competition among universities and researchers for funding, 

and people’s growing scepticism towards intellectuals and experts are embodiments of 

this decreasing mutual trust between higher education and society (Trow, 1991/2010, p. 

206). The Confucian expectation of constructive academic activities does not mean that 

each activity must be specifically sanctioned in terms of intentions. Rather, it is 

premised on mutual trust between the university and other spheres including the state 

and society. Being constructive is compatible with being critical. When state and 
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society have trust in university activities, believing that university activities are 

conducive to and produce public goods, they will genuinely protect academic freedom. 

Moreover, when there is trust, the critical reflections of universities are more influential. 

With academic freedom and support from state and society, the university is more 

actively engaged and able to advance the improvement of the status quo through the 

exercise of criticism. 

This ideal situation does not always emerge. Along with the decrease in mutual 

trust are threats to academic freedom, including in the US and UK universities where 

academic freedom is under legal protection (for discussions of legal protection of 

academic freedom in the UK and the US, see for example, P. Lee, 2015; Palfreyman, 

2007). In the US, academic freedom at universities is under the protection of the 

American Association of University Professors (AAUP) that was founded in 1915 for 

the purpose of guaranteeing academic freedom and job security of university faculty. 

In part, the AAUP is responsible for investigating alleged professorial academic 

freedom violations on university campuses. In part, the AAUP’s definition of academic 

freedom, which was made ‘based on its real-world experiences investigating cases,’ is 

the interpretation of academic freedom that is widely implemented at American 

universities (P. Lee, 2015, p. xi). 

Despite the institutionalised arrangements to protect academic freedom, it has been 

pointed out that American universities are facing threats to their academic freedom. For 

example, Nelson (2010, pp. 53-59) provides a list of threats, including 

instrumentalization that concentrates university activities on narrowly defined goals 

and outcomes, posing dangers to faculty’s freedom to teach in a way they believe they 

should; contingency, in a sense that many faculty have little role in activities such as 

course design because they are often in fear of losing jobs; abuses of the national 

security state, which perhaps is one of the most threatening aspects to academic 

freedom when this thesis was written in the year of 2020, with the growing tension 

between the US and China; neoliberal assaults on academic disciplines, as universities 

today often adopt the belief that academic priorities should be primarily guided by 

market forces; unwarranted research oversight from the federal government; and 
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political intolerance, which in the US, has been promoted by ‘the renewed culture wars’ 

in the last decades.  

In the UK, the Robbins Report stresses the need to establish a balance between 

freedom for academic institutions and the institutions’ role in serving the country’s ends 

(see the Chapter of Academic freedom and its scope of Committee on Higher Education, 

1963). According to Pritchard (1998, p. 103), when the Robbins Report was written, ‘a 

climate of trust was still in existence … and Robbins had confidence in the good sense 

of both government and university leaders to sort out any difficulties which might 

occur.’ Nevertheless, scholars/researchers have observed threats to academic freedom 

in British universities too. For example, Traianou (2015, p. 39) points out that from the 

1980s onwards there have been internal changes within universities in the UK that have 

‘significantly reduced academic freedom.’ This was due to certain changes regarding 

the external environment, such as the UK government’s increasing intervention in 

university affairs based on the assumption that universities should seek to maximise the 

(economic) returns of public investment. 

In Chinese universities, scholars/researchers have identified problems of academic 

corruption and plagiarism (Zha, 2010). In China, the tradition of the comprehensive 

state means that it is the state’s responsibility to regulate academia and make it 

trustworthy, in contrast with the liberal Anglo-American tradition that sees academia as 

an independent community, responsible for sustaining the public trust on its own behalf. 

As Zha (2010, p. 18) states, the government ‘has now had to become a watchdog for 

the academic integrity of scholars and universities in China.’ With a state that is closely 

involved in universities’ academic activities, there are potential dangers for academic 

freedom. Yet in China the state supervision is seen by people as an indispensable 

responsibility, partly because the state functions as a kind of watchful parental figure 

for other spheres of social actions. All of this confirms that the liberal Anglo-American 

approach to academic freedom can hardly work in the Chinese context (Marginson, 

2014a; Zha & Shen, 2018).  

In China, the best strategy is to develop China’s own interpretations of academic 

freedom drawing on Confucian traditions. Arguably, the government as a watchdog is 

a side-effect of the Confucian tradition of mutual trust and reciprocity between higher 
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education, state and society. Only when Chinese universities win the trust of state and 

society can they enjoy academic freedom in the liberal Anglo-American sense. At the 

same time, as discussed, liberal Anglo-American universities do not always enjoy 

authentic academic freedom in the sense of their tradition (Altbach, 2001; Ren & Li, 

2013; Tierney & Zha, 2014), and trust is an issue.  

 Another reason why mutual reciprocity and trust matter in China is the political 

and social responsibilities that universities exercise. As will be discussed in Chapter 9, 

in China, knowledge is not pursued for the sake of knowledge itself. Its practical use is 

crucial. Inquiry and new knowledge are expected to meet social needs. The pure 

interests of academics are exercised but are less important. In these circumstances, it is 

hard to sustain absolute academic freedom. On the other hand, intellectuals are expected 

to be involved in knowledge application, as in Imperial times when scholar-officials 

participated in the making and implementation of policy. Rather than following the 

liberal Anglo-American practice of the independent critic, Chinese professors are 

mostly interested in proposing suggestions and influencing policies. This is an attractive 

role. One mission of Chinese universities is that of an influential think tank (Hou, 2011; 

Yuan, 2012). This is seen by Chinese people as an important task and it contributes to 

public trust. All these activities involve the exercise of positive freedom. 

Researchers who benchmark Chinese universities against liberal Anglo-American 

norms of academic freedom often criticise Chinese academia’s close engagement in 

government agendas (see for example Zha & Hayhoe, 2014). However, the practical 

orientation to knowledge does not in itself retard positive academic freedom, and may 

instead contribute to individual agency and capability. This practical orientation does 

not coerce, nor does it restrain universities’ academic activities. Chinese universities 

are free to conduct pure inquiry and are well supported in conducting basic research. 

As Hayhoe (2011, p. 17) states,  

The term ‘academic freedom’ (xueshu ziyou), which is used to denote a kind of freedom 

particularly appropriate to the university in the Western context, and which arose from the 

dominant epistemology of rationalism and dualism in a European context, is not a good fit for 

China. On the one hand, Chinese scholars enjoy a greater degree of ‘intellectual authority’ 

(sixiang quanwei) than is common in the West, due to the history of the civil service 
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examinations and the close links contemporary universities have with major state projects. On 

the other hand, there is a strong tradition of ‘intellectual freedom’ (sixiang ziyou) in China, 

which is rooted in an epistemology quite different from that of European rationalism. It 

requires that knowledge be demonstrated first and foremost through action for the public good, 

also that knowledge be seen as holistic and inter-connected, rather than organized into narrowly 

defined separate disciplines. (Hayhoe, 2011, p. 17) 

 

8.4.2 University autonomy in higher education 

Berdahl, Graham, and Piper (1971, p. 8) defines university autonomy as ‘the power of 

a university or college ... to govern itself without outside controls.’ According to this 

definition, a university should control its own activities on an independent basis. This 

suggests that university autonomy concerns protecting the university’s negative 

freedom.  

Arguably, the difference between academic freedom and university autonomy is 

insufficiently studied. Many scholars/researchers see university autonomy as the 

institutional aspect of academic freedom (Ren & Li, 2013; Tierney & Lanford, 2014). 

Yet while both academic freedom and university autonomy touch on the idea of liberty, 

they are markedly different. Academic freedom highlights freedom of thought and 

expression in teaching, research, and student cultivation. It centres on freedom as a 

necessary condition for critical and reflective thinking, and inquiry, by faculty and 

students. In contrast, university autonomy concerns the operation of the university as 

an institution in a social context. If we understand university as a sphere, as noted, 

university autonomy is largely determined by the university’s relationship with other 

spheres especially the spheres of state and society. I shall primarily concentrate on the 

relationship between the university and the state in this sub-section. 

  The liberal Anglo-American tradition sees the university as a distinctive type of 

public sphere independent of other spheres. Perhaps the Habermasian idea of the public 

sphere may imply that the university should be an independent sphere with the other 

spheres not imposing restraints. However, the idea of the public sphere as discussed is 

more focused on the academic freedom of the university and its capacity to critically 
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reflect on social and political issues. This does not shed much light on university 

autonomy. An examination of university autonomy begins with an investigation of the 

scope of state and society, revealing the university-state and university-society 

relationships.  

 It is generally agreed that university autonomy is a precondition of effective 

university operation and should be guaranteed (Pan, 2009, p. 9; Thorens, 1993). Exactly 

what is meant by university autonomy is much more variable. University autonomy 

covers a range of aspects such as courses, research, public service and overall mission. 

As indicated in Chapter 4, the central concern of classical liberal thinkers is the scope 

of the state. Their intention is to protect individual liberty by limiting the power and 

functions of the state. Yet classical liberal thinkers also make the state a watchdog 

whose main responsibility is to guarantee the functioning of other spheres. The first 

point suggests maximum university autonomy, the second point less so. 

Ideally, classical liberal thinkers would favour absolute university autonomy, for at 

least three reasons. Firstly, if university affairs are not solely determined by university 

faculty but are controlled by external entities, the university is no longer a self-

governing community of scholars and there is no difference between a university and a 

bureaucracy (Pan, 2009, p. 11; Polin, 1983). Secondly, under political and social 

pressure, universities can lose its academic freedom, the protection of which is essential 

to academic activities (Y. Cai, 1986; Lobkowicz, 1983; Pan, 2009, p. 11). Thirdly, the 

university may lose the status of a public sphere if controlled by external social and 

political powers (Wolff, 1992). However, the above reasons are focused primarily on 

academic freedom rather than university autonomy. As long as university autonomy 

sufficiently protects academic freedom, the above conditions can be realised.  

In liberal Anglo-American countries there is no absolute university autonomy, 

though universities in both the UK and the US have enjoyed a large measure of self-

government (Pritchard, 1998). On the one hand, there has been increasing intervention 

of university affairs from the business sector. For example, in American universities, 

the business community can make a difference through their members who have seats 

on universities’ boards of trustees (Nelson, 2010, pp. 1, 2). Commercial companies, 

such as pharmaceutical companies, might also intervene in research and circulation of 
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research results in higher education. On the other hand, the UK and US governments 

also exercise control over universities in multiple ways. As noted, since the last quarter 

of the 20th century, especially in government, there have been widespread demands for 

the public accountability of university performance and an ongoing tension between 

public accountability and university autonomy. It seems that certain external controls 

are acceptable providing they do not harm academic freedom. Yet it is still unclear to 

what extent the university is free of external control.  

Pan (2009) claims that absolute university autonomy hardly exists. States control 

universities in different ways and intervene in their affairs to varying degrees (Green & 

Hayward, 1997; Maassen & van Vught, 1994; Pan, 2009). But both the state-university 

relationship, and judgments about it, vary by country and culture. It is problematic to 

discuss university autonomy without paying attention to its context, as the case of China 

makes clear.  

As was discussed in Chapter 3, the modern university appeared in China in the late 

19th century. Unlike the Imperial academies, where there was no tradition of autonomy, 

the universities founded between the late Qing dynasty and 1949 followed international 

models, particularly the model of American universities with its tradition of university 

autonomy and academic freedom. However, those universities disappeared after 1949. 

and did not leave evident legacies in Chinese higher education. Firm state oversight has 

been exercised since 1949, though the degree of autonomy has varied. Higher education 

has experienced decentralisation and (re)centralisation (H. Wu & Li, 2019) with state 

control swinging back and forth (H. Wu & Li, 2019; Zha & Hayhoe, 2014).  

Given the lack of a Chinese tradition in university autonomy, it is less surprising 

that researchers benchmark governance in Chinese universities’ against their US and 

UK counterparts. This benchmarking is often associated with criticism. Zha and 

Hayhoe (2014) argue that Chinese universities lack university autonomy and this 

hinders the evolution of Chinese higher education. They remark on Chinese universities’ 

‘serving governmental agendas’ and ‘social embeddedness’ (Zha & Hayhoe, 2014, p. 

42). As discussed earlier, the practical focus in knowledge does not necessarily restrict 

positive academic freedom. It may not be a problem of academic freedom nor university 

autonomy. However, Zha and Hayhoe (2014) do suggest that researchers rely too much 



 198 

on liberal templates. Altbach (2016) even argues that American governance is the only 

way to protect university autonomy, and the only way to make universities successful. 

However, benchmarking does not enhance mutual understanding and cooperation. It 

does not protect university autonomy in China. University autonomy cannot be 

discussed as abstract or normative. The discussion must be contextualised.  

In China, there is a lack of traditional thinking concerning university autonomy and 

it is unclear how best to protect this autonomy. Nevertheless, China is searching for a 

Chinese mode of university governance, with an aim of protecting Chinese universities’ 

institutional autonomy within China’s political system. For example, the unique dual-

governance system in Chinese universities might be a positive way forward (S. Han & 

Xu, 2019). In the Chinese language, zizhu, meaning self-mastery, is more often used to 

discuss university autonomy in China than self-governance (zizhi) (Hayhoe, 2011, p. 

17). While self-governance highlights legal independence from the state, self-mastery 

reflects the university’s engagement with the state and the social responsibilities it bears, 

in addition to the university’s autonomy over various matters including student 

recruitment, course design, and research. 

All the same, contemporary university autonomy is problematic. Among Chinese 

universities, some – often elite universities – enjoy greater autonomy whereas others 

are gripped by the state (see for example, Chapter 9 of Pan, 2009; Ren & Li, 2013; L. 

Wang, 2010). Non-elite universities must strictly follow government regulation 

concerning the arrangement of courses and the design of curricula while elite 

universities have much more autonomy. Some elite universities independently decide 

on the opening of new courses and programmes. The urgent need is to develop a 

coherent and equitable governance system on Chinese soil under which university 

autonomy is well protected though not absolute.  

As with academic freedom, university autonomy would benefit from enhanced 

mutual trust and reciprocity between university and state, and between university and 

society. The tension between university autonomy and the demands of public 

accountability can be addressed if there is mutual trust between the university and 

elsewhere in society. When universities are trusted and well supported, they will gain a 

higher level of institutional autonomy and better protect academic freedom. 



 199 

 

8.5 Summary 

There is a wide conceptual distance between the liberal Anglo-American tradition and 

the Sinic tradition in relation to liberty. Individual liberty is at the heart of the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition. Confucian moral autonomy is limited to individuals’ inward 

moral perfectionism and the personal development of consciousness. It expresses 

freedom inwardly rather than outwardly. Although both traditions embrace free 

will/agency, they have markedly different attitudes towards freedom to act.  

 Due to different interpretations of liberty, it is not feasible to employ a set of 

universalised norms of academic freedom and university autonomy in higher education. 

The Sinic tradition’s focus on trust, reciprocity, and sympathy may provide a possible 

approach to academic freedom, university autonomy and relations with stakeholders. 

When universities gain trust from state and society, these spheres will genuinely and 

voluntarily endorse academic freedom and university autonomy as normal practice. In 

turn, when their autonomy is guaranteed, universities will better conduct their activities. 

Approaches to winning trust differ in each case. In the liberal Anglo-American tradition, 

academia is an independent community. Governments help to build mutual trust 

between university and state, but it is primarily the university’s own responsibility to 

win the trust of society. In the Sinic tradition, the state has an inevitable ‘watchdog’ role 

and can help universities to win public trust. 
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Chapter 9. The gong/public and si/private in higher education 

 

9.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores the fourth theme in the context of higher education: gong and si 

in the Sinic tradition, and the public and private in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. 

As this chapter will show, the distinction in English between ‘public’ and ‘private’ can 

refer to differing spheres of social action (e.g. state versus non-state, market versus non-

market) or value creation (non-market government or philanthropic provision versus 

market-based value). As well as its use in a dualism of public and private, the term 

‘public’ can refer to a universal and inclusive social space, as in ‘public opinion’ or 

‘public communication.’  

In Chinese, gong has multiple meanings. It can refer to specific non-individual 

collective spheres such as the state, or humanity as a whole. It also has normative 

meanings parallel to those of ‘public,’ including common, universal, open, and fair. 

Similarly, si may be understood as individual, personal, and secret; or normatively, as 

selfish. Gong and si are often used together to indicate the relative relationship between 

them. In Chinese society, there is a normative preference for gong over si. This relative 

relationship is illustrated by a pair of Chinese terms: dawo (the larger self) and xiaowo 

(the smaller self). As seen in Chapter 3, xiaowo, that corresponds to si or private, is 

located within dawo, that corresponds to gong or public, as in nested circles. The nested 

xiaowo is subordinate to the dawo that it nests within. Hence the primacy of gong over 

si.  

As Marginson and Yang (2020b, p. 3) argue, the English term of ‘public’ is not 

universal and has approximations rather than parallels in the Chinese language. 

Similarly, the Chinese concept of gong is non-universal, and there is no parallel in 

English. However, there are large overlaps between gong and public, and between si 

and private. Gong and si are often used as the Chinese translations of the English 

notions of public and private, and vice versa. Arguably, gong and si are the closest 

Chinese approximations to public and private; and conversely, public and private are 
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the closest English approximations to gong and si. Hence, I use gong and si when 

discussing the Chinese tradition of the resources and outcomes of higher education. 

The public – and specifically public good of higher education – lies at the heart of 

this thesis. Connotations of the public and private largely mould higher education 

systems (Nixon, 2011). At the risk of over-simplification, the relationship and boundary 

between the public and private affects public policies, the status of the university, and 

resources of the university from the state (Giroux, 2002; Marginson, 2007; Pusser, 

2006). At the individual level, people’s interpretations of the public and private direct 

their attitudes towards the university and strategies of investing in higher education 

(Monks, 2000). However, as was discussed in Chapter 1 in setting out the study, in 

different national-cultural contexts there are varying understandings of the public and 

private. 

 The chapter starts with separate examinations in each tradition. 9.2 examines gong 

and si in the Sinic tradition, followed by an investigation of the public and private in 

the liberal Anglo-American tradition in 9.3. Relevant concepts of the public good and 

of the public good of higher education are explored in 9.4 and 9.5.  

 

9.2 Gong and si in the Sinic tradition 

9.2.1 Gong/si and dawo/xiaowo 

In the early age (before the Spring and Autumn period, 770-476 BCE) of the Sinic 

tradition, gong and si were used to describe physical objects, like farming tools and 

clothing. After the Spring and Autumn period, the two terms started to contain abstract 

and metaphysical meanings (C. Huang, 2005). Confucius (551-479 BCE) and Mencius 

(372-289 BCE) emphasises the differentiation between gong and si. At their time, gong 

was the larger concept which contained si, and ideally, there was no conflict between 

them (C. Huang, 1991). In the Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127 CE), gong referred 

to righteousness, and si meant private goods and personal desire. Si Maguang (1019-

1086) claims that people ought to prioritise gong (C. Huang, 2005). During the 

Southern Song Dynasty (1127-1297 CE), gong meant the heavenly principle and 

private represented people’s will. Neo-Confucian master Zhu Xi (1130-1200) argues 

gong to be legal while si was illegal (Zhu & Lv, 1175/2001).  
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Xunzi (about 316-237 BCE) avers that public interests should take precedence over 

private interests, and people should use public norms to constrain private desire. 

Anyone who was able to contribute to the public good could become a decent 

gentleman (daru55). While there was a tension between public and private interests in 

Imperial China, the ideal situation was to find a balance to satisfy both. However, if 

that was not possible, then the prevailing moral criterion favoured the public (see 

below).  

Moral requirements of prioritising the public over the private are justified by the 

relative relationship between dawo and xiaowo. ‘Self’ (wo) is a critical term in seeking 

to understand public-private relations in China. Chapter 3 discussed how the Sinic 

tradition views xiaowo and dawo pertain to different spheres of social action (see also 

Figure 3-1 and Table 3-1 in Chapter 3). In a pair of dawo and xiaowo, xiaowo is the 

private and dawo is the public. As dawo is larger than xiaowo and therefore more 

important, xiaowo, the private interests, is to be sacrificed for dawo, the public interests.  

However, always nesting xiaowo in dawo deliberately overlooks potential tensions 

between them, which as noted are not well recognised or discussed in the Sinic tradition. 

C. Huang and Jiang (2005a) argue that a clear boundary between dawo and xiaowo, and 

therefore between the gong and si, is lacking and this exacerbates the tension. People 

can face dilemmas in choosing between personal will and moral obligations. For 

example, if someone’s father committed a crime, it could be hard to decide whether to 

report the crime (a public responsibility) or hide the fact (one’s private family interests) 

(Y. Han, 2009). In Imperial China, many people would rather commit suicide than 

violate moral principles or report their father (Huang, 2005). The deliberate neglect of 

potential tensions and the failure to address such dilemmas is criticised by many 

scholars/researchers (C. Huang & Jiang, 2005b, p. xi; T. Jin, 2005, p. 6).  

K. Cheng and Yang (2015, p. 127) remark that the Chinese structure of spheres of 

social action is hierarchical in nature and individuals are relative to the social fabric. 

The hierarchy may leave individuals and other xiaowos susceptible to dawos. The 

private is unprotected. It is essential to identify a clear boundary between public and 
 

55 Daru may refer to decent gentlemen, sages, and literati. In the Warring States period, only males were 

considered able to become daru.  
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private. Although laws and policies have been introduced in the People’s Republic of 

China to protect private property, the boundary is still ambiguous, and awareness of the 

importance of the private is still lacking. 

 

9.2.2 The communicative public 

Whereas the liberal Anglo-American tradition has developed the idea of the 

communicative public, represented by Habermas’s (1989) public sphere, there is no 

equivalent idea in the Sinic tradition. As will be discussed later, in conjunction with the 

centrality of liberty and democracy, the liberal version of the public communication is 

a relational space that is universally inclusive, open to all actors, and is independent 

from interference from other spheres (Marginson & Yang, 2020b, p. 38).  

In contrast, the tradition of the comprehensive state in China makes it scarcely 

possible to develop a universal communicative public outside the state. Instead, there 

is a sphere of communication within the state sphere. The Chinese university remains 

inside the state’s boundary and part of that sphere of communication (see Chapter 8). 

Such a sphere within the state’s boundary underscores the constructive contribution of 

communication to the state and, under some circumstances, has been compatible with 

free speech. For example, the intellectually cosmopolitan Jixia Academy during the 

Warring States period, fully supported by the state and within the state sphere, had full 

freedom to provide fearless advice to the state on statecraft.  

Largely because the communicative public lies within the boundary of the state, 

freedom of expression and discussion was and is in continuous flux. From time to time, 

in many Chinese dynasties, there was a group of officials named jianguan whose job 

was to make comments and criticisms (S. Cheng, 2001; Y. Zhao, 2000; see also Chapter 

8). Further, as Chapter 8 demonstrated, the fact that the communicative public sits 

within the state sphere in China does not necessarily mean there is no discussion about 

liberty in the Sinic tradition. 
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9.2.3 The collectivist tradition in China 

The collectivist priority of gong over si has been a fundamental tenet of Chinese society 

since Imperial times. In contrast with liberal individualism, in the Sinic tradition 

Confucian individualism is not in conflict with collectivism but supports it (Bell, 2017a; 

Rosemont Jr, 2015). However, as Chapter 3 explored, in the modern period the 

connotations of collectivism have changed. Despite the influence of Western liberalism 

and individualism, the prioritising of public interests is still central. However, 

interpretations of the collective spheres of social action, and the way individuals 

connect to them, have changed. This demonstrates the evolution of a Chinese social 

imaginary. 

Collectivism and Confucian individualism 

Hofstede (1980) argues that individualism views individuals as separate entities, 

distinguishable from social milieus; while collectivism asserts that individuals are 

extensions of the social systems to which they belong, and there is only a blurred 

distinction between the individual and the group (Hofstede, 1980). According to Earley 

and Gibson (1998, p. 265), the distinction between individualism and collectivism 

depends on the form of ‘the social connectedness among individuals.’ At the cultural 

level, there are guiding principles and normative patterns that prescribe behaviour. 

Individualism prioritises individuals’ interests. Collectivism argues that the group’s 

interests and goals should be primary (Earley & Gibson, 1998; Parsons & Shils, 1951).  

As demonstrated in Chapter 3, role-bearing Confucian individualism, that supports 

collectivism, is a foundation of the Confucian order. In this setting, individuals’ 

interactions with the family and other social groups cultivate and sharpen their 

collective consciousness and self-sacrifice, through the outward self-perfectionism of 

xiushen. Contemporary China adopts a similar strategy to strengthen individuals’ 

collective consciousness and their responsibilities towards dawo (Ho, 1979). Higher 

education, especially its moral education (partly manifested in political education), 

plays an essential role in carrying out this strategy (see also Chapter 6). 

The evolution of the collective spheres in China from mid-19th century onwards 
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As discussed in Chapter 3, the Imperial Chinese state was a civilisational state rather 

than a nation-state. The state had limited influence on grassroots society, whereas semi-

autonomous local units grounded partly in extended kinship undertook joint-

responsibility for social organisation and control. 

The establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 marked the decisive 

appearance of a modern nation-state in China. Amid its efforts to remake collectivism 

as socialist collectivism while reducing the influence of the family unit, the state 

became the most solid collective sphere. Collective interests still took priority but 

understanding of the collective spheres changed. In the new order, the interests of the 

state exceeded those of the family and tianxia. This led to criticisms of the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) for merely ‘serving the interests of Chinese nationalism’ 

regardless of interests of the world or other local associations (B. Schwartz, 1965, p. 

14).  

In retrospect, the CCP’s primary concentration on national development alone can 

be seen as a transitional strategy. Deng Xiaoping’s idea of ‘development is the absolute 

principle’56 suggests that the long-standing idea of tianxia, universal harmony and 

peace grounded in respecting diversity, had lost influence. However, as Marginson and 

Yang (2020a) note, China’s Belt and Road Initiative launched in 2013 suggests a return 

of tianxia at the official level. China is now using the new term of ‘a shared future for 

human beings (renlei mingyun gongtongti)’ to re-engage tianxia in the global platforms 

(Ruan, 2016). This is further discussed in Chapter 10. 

The Chinese family experienced significant suppression through a series of 

socialist mobilisations in the Mao period. By the end of the Mao era, the Confucian 

spheres of social action had been replaced by smaller families, people’s communes, and 

the state. The individual as a sphere of social action still barely gained recognition at 

this stage (see more details about this Chapter 3). 

 The important spheres of social action changed again after the policy of reform and 

opening up which began in 1978. The new capitalist influences on Chinese society were 

unprecedented and weakened China’s collectivist tradition. Rural areas saw the 

decollectivisation of agriculture and the release of people from communes (Y.-m. Lin, 
 

56 发展才是硬道理。 
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2011). People gained the right of free migration. With growing opportunities for labour 

and business in the cities, large scale rural-to-urban movement occurred. According to 

Muhlhahn (2019), China’s 2010 census shows that more than 261 million Chinese 

citizens were living in places other than where they registered in the household system. 

In urban areas, the government implemented policies to establish markets and 

encourage competition (Zang, 2011b). A large proportion of state-owned enterprises 

were privatised and many new ‘people-managed’ enterprises, big or small, emerged. A 

wide range of local units again became a vital sphere of social action. These local units 

were formed based on varying types of guanxi (social networks/relationships). 

Although traditional moral bonds and people’s loyalty to the family had weakened 

in the Mao era, many aspects of Chinese people’s traditional life were maintained. 

Family loyalty and obligation survived in rural areas (Johnson, Davis, & Harrel, 1993). 

Along with an end to the suppression of the family, the post-Mao era saw the state’s 

advocacy of traditional Chinese ideas including Confucian filial piety. There was a 

revived enthusiasm for lineage rituals and sentiments, renovating the ancestral house, 

and recompiling genealogical records (C. Liu, 2011; Huning Wang, 1991). The family 

became a more important sphere again. However, average family size shrank because 

of frequent migration and the one-child policy implemented in the late 1970s. The 

large-family unit, in which four or five generations of family members lived under the 

same roof, gradually shrank to a smaller conjugal family based on husband and wife, 

with children and sometimes also with parents. In the 1980s, the nuclear family 

constituted two-thirds of urban families, compared with only half in 1900 (Zang, 1993). 

At the national level, family size shrank from an average of 4.5 family members in 

1982, to 3.5 in the early 2000s. In 2006, there was 1.7 children per family (Zang, 2011a). 

The one-child policy decreased the fertility rate in China from about six births in 1970 

to only two in 1990. In the 21st century, the fertility rate fell below replacement level  

(Retherford, Kim, Chen, Li, & Cui, 2005; Z. Zheng, Cai, Feng, & Gu, 2009). 
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In the absence of the large traditional family, the role of the family system in 

monitoring members’ values, daily lives, marriage and career57 was correspondingly 

weakened. However, close bonds among nuclear family members did not vanish. 

Perhaps relations between parents and children became closer because they were no 

longer mediated by the large kinship hierarchy. In China, parents’ devotion to raising 

and cultivating their children, and children’s support for their parents, has not changed. 

This is reflected in the family’s investment in children’s education, including shadow 

education, and the familial pension system (Chou, 2010; Y.-J. Lee & Xiao, 1998; Wei 

Zhang & Bray, 2017). Arguably, since the Mao era there has been a revitalisation of the 

traditional idea of glorifying and illuminating the family. 

As large kinship systems have shrunk in importance and people’s communes have 

disappeared, spheres of social action based on guanxi have become more important. 

People who are more distant relatives, previously part of large family networks, often 

maintain a loosely-connected but larger social nexus. New forms of social nexuses have 

been created, forming a significant sphere of social action (Gold, Guthrie, & Wank, 

2002). In general, guanxi between members of smaller social nexuses are closer than 

relationships in larger nexuses. However, despite the resemblance between Confucian 

nested circles and social nexuses based on guanxi, relationships between different 

social nexuses are more complicated than in classical Confucianism. It is not easy to 

identify smaller and corresponding larger entities because different associations can be 

independent and unrelated. For example, an individual can simultaneously belong to an 

association of fellow provincials and an association of schoolfellows. Further, while 

people’s guanxi network expands and social nexuses diversify, most of these social 

nexuses are not as robust as the traditional family in their stability and the intensity of 

their influence on, and regulation of, members’ mentalities and behaviours. 

Grounded in differing degrees of loyalty and intimacy, social nexuses are imposing 

varying levels of influence on the individual. Often, members of new social nexuses 

are not bonded as closely as were traditional families. People tend to prioritise closer 
 

57 This is in contrast with the situation in Imperial China when individuals were tagged as members of the family. 

The family that one belonged to had great influence on one’s daily life, marriage, career, and smaller matters (L. 

Yang, 2017). 
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guanxi, and the welfare of individuals and more closely-connected social nexuses. At 

the same time the autonomous individual has become more important than before. 

The rise of the autonomous individual in contemporary China 

The traditional role of the individual in social spheres brought with it ethical obligations 

and restraints. Yet, when not situated in relational social nestings, individuals were 

more or less free from those obligations (Lifton, 2012). There existed ‘a recognized 

phenomenon that Chinese individuals unabashedly show a kind of egocentric behaviour 

outside the family, particularly in a non-kin social context’ (A. Y. King, 2018, p. 53). 

Today, however, the individual in China is gaining a more autonomous status (Y. Yan, 

2003). Individuals are nested in multiple, but more loosely-connected social nexuses, 

some of which may extend abroad. There is a lack of comprehensive and decisive social 

nexuses, like the traditional family, below the level of the state. Moved by pragmatism 

and materialism, the individual’s primary concerns focus on the economic potentials of 

national development and modernisation. This has become associated with increased 

economic inequality (Zang, 2011b), with intensified social conflicts and sharper social 

cleavage (Dali Yang, 2006). According to Adelman and Sunding (1987) and the World 

Bank58, China’s Gini coefficient increased from 0.220 to 0.386 from the year 1978 to 

2015. There are doubts about collectivist values inherent in understandings of the gong 

and si. More and more people tend to embrace self-centred and profit-first ideas, even 

within family life. Chinese people have become increasingly individualistic. Even 

though collectivism is officially endorsed by the government, the collectivist idea of 

prioritising gong over si is under challenge today. 

As far as contemporary family life is concerned, it is at least inaccurate to assume that 

individuals always put family interest above personal interest. Emotionality, desires, and 

personal freedom have become so important in everyday negotiation and contestation among 

family members that an individual would be unlikely to sacrifice his or her interests simply for 

the sake of reproducing the family. (Y. Yan, 2003, pp. 6-7)  

 
58 Data retrieved from https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?end=2015&locations=CN&start=1990 

on 8th Oct 2019.  
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Nevertheless, the ideas of ‘individual’ and ‘private’ understood in China still differ 

from the capitalist notion of ‘individual’ and ‘private.’ Individual and private are still 

relative to the social fabric. As Marginson and Yang (2020b, p. 24) state: ‘the story of 

Chinese society is not simply one of social fragmentation and unabashed individualism. 

New ties and hybrid forms replace old ties.’ While old social nestings gradually vanish 

and lose influence, new social nexuses appear and gain importance. For certain social 

nexuses such as the family and the state, the idea of xiaowo and dawo still make a 

difference in guiding individual behaviours. 

 

9.2.4 Collectivism in shaping Chinese higher education 

Collectivism has played an essential role in shaping China’s higher educational culture 

and modern higher education system. Three unique characteristics of the contemporary 

Chinese higher education system embody the evolving collectivist tradition. 

The first characteristic is that the primary missions of higher education institutions 

are state-oriented, reflective of the state as a significant sphere of social action. This 

also dictates the importance of the state-university relationship. Traditionally, higher 

education was organised and supported by the state (Jie Xu, 2000; Liansheng Zhang, 

2006). The state decided higher education content, as it often used higher education as 

a tool of governance. Higher education, together with the civil service examination 

(keju) was the main channel for cultivating and recruiting officials (Elman, 1991, 2000). 

It also contributed to the creation and dissemination of state-approved moralities and 

values. Through higher education and keju, state-approved virtues and moralities were 

installed as the content of learning and tests, ensuring that those values would prevail.  

Contemporary Chinese higher education draws on both the Chinese educational 

tradition and modern university organisation. On the one hand, the traditionally close 

relationship between higher education and the state is maintained. Gernet (1996) and 

Collins (2016) argue that Chinese higher education is structured as an extension of the 

state, and has been deliberately designed and guided to support the state’s pursuit of 

modernisation. As noted, the state sees higher education and science as crucial to 

national development and the ‘strong nation-state shaping of structures, funding and 

priorities’ is a distinctive element of Chinese higher education (Marginson, 2011c, p. 
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587). Like many Western countries, China views higher education as a useful tool to 

enhance national competitive capacity (Marginson et al., 2010; Olssen & Peters, 2005; 

Q. Wang, Cheng, & Liu, 2013). Many aspects of higher education, including 

programme provision, number of students, some curricula, and the appointment of 

presidents are state-supervised. Correspondingly, the state provides strong support for 

universities – more than half of higher education’s total financial income is from the 

state (China-MOE, 2013). Notably, modern Western theories such as human capital 

theory and Samuelson’s concept of public goods also provide rationales for the state 

investment in higher education (Marginson, 2006).  

The second characteristic is that there is a tight linkage between higher education 

and family. As noted, the family is an essential sphere in the Sinic tradition and is 

particularly important in higher education practice (see Chapter 3). The legacy of the 

linkage is still evident in China today, being partly embodied in parents’ investment in 

their children’s education and the idea that successful students bring glory to their 

families. Despite the growing importance of the individual as a sphere of social action, 

and the correspondingly decrease in the importance of family, Bodycott and Lai (2012) 

find that in higher education, the Chinese family rather than the individual student is 

still the critical locus of decision-making. They argue that the family’s impact is not 

only evident in initial decision making, but in an individual student’s social and 

academic well-being within and beyond higher education (Bodycott & Lai, 2012). 

Western notions such as higher education as a positional good and as cultural capital 

for social reproduction have become integrated with traditional Confucian values 

concerning the public and private good of higher education (Bodycott & Lai, 2012; 

Bourdieu, 1986; Marginson, 1997; Waters, 2005). This mix of values is arguably what 

the Chinese family now upholds concerning higher education.  

The third characteristic is the clear preference for the practical use of knowledge 

over the pursuit of pure knowledge, similarly influenced by the collectivist tradition. 

As noted, due to the state’s reliance on higher education to cultivate and recruit officials, 

the practical use of knowledge, especially that which is useful for governance, has long 

been highly valued by the Chinese people. According to Needham (1969), China was 

superior to the West between the first century BCE and the fifteenth century CE in terms 
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of technological advantage. He argues that ‘the Chinese civilization was much more 

efficient than the occidental in applying natural human knowledge to practical human 

needs’ (Needham, 1969, p. 190). However, China did not make much progress in pure 

knowledge and theoretical understanding, as this was regarded as not valuable (Huff, 

2009, p. 241). Without the pursuit of pure knowledge, China gradually lost its 

technological advantage. However, as discussed in Chapter 3, since the late-19th 

century modern higher education has been bonded to the project of national salvation, 

with the most valued knowledge produced and disseminated by higher education 

shifting from classical knowledge to modern scientific and technological knowledge 

serving modernisation.  

 

9.3 The public and private in the liberal Anglo-American tradition  

Chapter 4 investigated the scopes of the four spheres, the individual, civil society, the 

state, and the world. The examination of the spheres of social action in this section of 

Chapter 9 focuses on outcomes of transactions in those spheres, and implications for 

the public and private. I also explore two further spheres not discussed in Chapter 4, 

but essential when investigating the public and private in higher education – the spheres 

of the market and communication. 

9.3.1 The public and private: spheres of social action 

Outcomes of transactions and the dualism of public/private 

In On Liberty, Mill claims that individual liberty follows the doctrine of self-protection. 

Every individual enjoys absolute liberty as long as no one else is involved or influenced 

without consent (see Chapter 4). The requirement that others should not be harmed or 

inconvenienced specifies the limit of the individual sphere. It is a private transaction if 

an activity does not involve or influence other agents. Public transactions, whose 

outcomes involve or influence others, are only legitimate when those that are 

involved/influenced give their consent, or when they are necessary to prevent harm to 

people. 

Dewey also interprets the public/private dualism in relation to the outcome of 

transactions. As discussed in Chapter 4, Dewey (1927/2016b) argues that the only 
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distinguishing factor of the public and private is the scope of the influence of 

consequences. Further, he asserts that ‘the distinction between private and public is in 

no sense equivalent to the distinction between individual and social’ (Dewey, 

1927/2016b, p. 67). Private acts could be social at the same time, and public acts may 

not be socially useful. On many occasions, the consequences of private acts contribute 

to the community’s welfare, although no one else is directly involved or influenced. 

Similarly, one of the most cited quotes of Adam Smith (1827/2000, pp. 26-27) says, ‘it 

is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our 

dinner, but from their regard to their own interest.’ It is human beings’ pursuit of private 

interests that spontaneously serves the community. Some may also call this 

phenomenon the collective consumption of private goods (Spann, 1974). 

Although Dewey’s distinction between the public/private and social/non-social 

appears ambiguous, he provides a helpful definition of the public. Arguably, there are 

two attributes of Dewey’s public that deserve attention. Firstly, the differentiation of 

the public and private does not rest on who participates in human activities, but on 

immediate consequences of transactions for other human beings. Secondly, 

connotations of the public are not fixed. They are in constant change and relative to the 

private, which to a degree parallels with Confucian interpretations. In other words, the 

public is manifested on two scales: the private draws certain boundaries according to 

consequences of acts, and the boundary of the public is always more extensive than that 

of, and includes, the private. Though Dewey did not set up a limitation of how large the 

public is, he did identify a clear boundary between the public and private, rather than 

blurring the boundary as the Sinic tradition does.  

The public-as-state/government and the public/private dualism 

As Chapter 4 explained, the state should take charge of, and regulate, possible public 

consequences upon others. Seemingly, the state identifies with the public for Dewey. 

For example, based on Dewey’s theory, Marginson (2018h) states that the public can 

be understood as state ownership and/or control. Indeed, Dewey’s depiction of public-

as state has become an influential strand of the public/private dualism in the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition – so that the public simply means the state or government, 
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and the private means the non-state sector (especially the sphere of individual/family 

and the market sphere).  

However, for Dewey, the public is not always equivalent to the state. It is also 

understood more broadly. In Dewey’s notion of public, the public can be interpreted on 

multiple scales, including the global scale (see also Chapter 4). Equating Dewey’s 

public with the state can unduly narrow the notion. Dewey sees matters as public 

because they have to be resolved by politics – that can refer to both the state and 

grassroots democracy. Here, he intersects with two foundational ideas in the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition: the limited liberal state and the inclusive democratic space 

(Marginson & Yang, 2020b). I shall return to these two foundational ideas. 

However, there are problems with focusing solely on the outcome of transaction to 

unpack the public/private dualism. Firstly, the long debating topic – the relationship 

between public and private – is not touched on. The zero-sum assumption (Rizzo, 2004) 

regarding public goods and private goods is not well-addressed or refuted, but left aside. 

Secondly, the notion of a public act is a plain description of a type of activity that has 

consequences for people besides those who are directly engaged. Drawing on this 

definition, the term ‘public goods’ refers to public consequences. It does not concern 

whether or not those ‘goods’ augment the common public welfare and people’s lives. 

The sphere of the market and the public/private dualism 

The market is an important private sector in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. The 

economic perspective, represented by Samuelson’s (1954) formula of public/private, 

provides another approach to depicting the public/private dualism. 

 The economic perspective views society as composed of two parts: the market 

sector where the exchange of goods follows the law of market, and the non-market 

sector with governmental or philanthropic intervention. In the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition, the core objective is to maximise the scope of the market sector, as directly 

pursued in strategies of laissez faire (Viner, 1960). However, like Adam Smith, liberal 

economists acknowledge that in several areas, governmental and philanthropic 

intervention and provision is needed (Cornes & Sandler, 1986, p. 3). Some economic 

activities affect people not directly engaged, the outcomes of which are ‘externalities’ 

(Cornes & Sandler, 1996; Dybvig & Spatt, 1983). There are two kinds of externalities: 
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positive and negative (Dybvig & Spatt, 1983). Higher education and science are 

examples of positive externalities, whereas pollution generation is a negative 

externality (Martin & Scott, 2000; McMahon, 1987). Paralleling Dewey’s arguments, 

public actions are needed in relation to transactions that generate externalities, to 

maximise the positive externalities and minimize the negative externalities (Dybvig & 

Spatt, 1983). Actions by non-government agents outside the market such as 

philanthropists are also valued as public in the economic sense. 

There are also certain activities that can hardly be conducted within the sphere of 

the market, or that follow the law of the market. Neo-classical economic theory calls 

this situation market failure. The provision of collective goods is one area subject to 

market failure (Randall, 1983). Therefore, when there is market failure, public actions 

by non-market agents, not following the law of the market, are needed.  

Similarly, scholars/researchers point to the phenomenon of ‘the tragedy of the 

commons,’ which needs to be addressed by collective actions (Ostrom, 1990, p. 2).  

There appears then, to be some truth in the conservative dictum that everybody’s property is 

nobody’s property. Wealth that is free for all is valued by no one because he who is foolhardy 

enough to wait for its proper time of use will only find that it has been taken by another.... The 

fish in the sea are valueless to the fisherman, because there is no assurance that they will be 

there for him tomorrow if they are left behind today. (Gordon, 1954, p. 124) 

In The Logic of Collective Action, Olson (1965, p. 2) argues that ‘unless the number of 

individuals is quite small, or unless there is coercion or some other special device to 

make individuals act in their common interest, rational, self-interested individuals will 

not act to achieve their common or group interests.’ Olson (1965) notes that it is not the 

pure number of individuals, but how noticeable each person’s actions are, that 

determines the effectiveness of collective action. The key here is the free-rider problem, 

which is also one primary reason for market failure. In many cases, ‘coercion or some 

other special device’ is necessary if individuals are to collectively deal with the tragedy 

of the commons. This provides a further rationale for public intervention or provision 

(Ophuls, 1973), or privatisation – ‘end[ing] the common-property system by creating a 

system of private property rights’ (R. J. Smith, 1981, p. 467). Public intervention or 

provision justifies governmental, philanthropic and other collective actions in relation 



 215 

to common-pool goods; privatisation aims to turn common-pool goods into pure private 

goods.  

With this approach to the public/private dualism, economists further examine the 

spectrum of goods between the two poles of pure public goods and pure private goods. 

‘Private goods could be parceled out among individuals and efficiently allocated by 

markets, whereas public goods could not be divided among individuals, owing to 

nonrivalry of benefits and nonexcludability problems’ (Cornes & Sandler, 1986, p. 4). 

This definition draws on the two criteria for identifying public goods, proposed by 

Samuelson (1954). The two criteria are non-excludability and non-rivalry. Collective 

provision is essential for non-private goods, which consists of pure public goods, and 

impure public goods, including club goods and common-pool goods (Cornes & Sandler, 

1996; Randall, 1983). There is more on this below in section 9.4.  

The sphere of communication and the communicative inclusive public 

The sphere of communication, a social space in which agents communicate and express, 

provides another insight into the notion of ‘public.’ In contrast with the previous two 

ideas of public, based on public/private dualisms, the sphere of communication points 

to a different social connotation of the public: the communicative inclusive public.  

The communicative inclusive public imagines a shared inclusive space – the sphere 

of free communication – in which agents are related and communicate in the forms of 

expression, communication, and electoral behaviours (Marginson & Yang, 2020). It is 

relational and network-based, a shared space in the sense of a universal assembly, 

though methods of how this public is constructed can vary across contexts. In the 

French tradition, this relational inclusive public is state constructed in many respects. 

In the UK and US, it is partly constructed by commercial agents represented by social 

media platforms. The sphere of communication differs from the individual and 

collective spheres illustrated in Figure 4-1 in Chapter 4, which are agent-based, 

although certain agents may wish to dominate the sphere of communication.  

In the liberal Anglo-American tradition, the communication sphere is informed by 

the emphasis on liberty, especially freedom of thought and expression, as well as the 

idea of inclusive and grass-roots democracy. While the public/private dualism centres 

on distinguishing in zero-sum fashion between the scope of public and the scope of 
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private, the communicative inclusive public universally embraces all agents, including 

all that are ‘private.’ There is no wholly independent ‘private’ when ‘public’ is 

interpreted as ‘the communicative inclusive public,’ paralleling with the Sinic idea of 

tianxia. 

Many scholars/researchers see the public sphere as an ideal type of communication 

sphere (Calhoun, 1993; Castells, 2008; Habermas, 1989). Here there are two essential 

components of the public sphere – the idea of a space for free and grass-roots discussion 

and expression, especially in relation to social problems, and the possibility of 

influencing other collective spheres through this process of discussion, especially the 

state. Castells (2008, p. 78) defines the public sphere as ‘the space of communication 

of ideas and projects that emerge from society and are addressed to the decision makers 

in the institutions of society.’ This was explored in Chapter 8. Here I consider why and 

in what way the public sphere represents the universal communicative public. 

Although ideally the sphere of communication is universal, the scope for free and 

bottom-up communication in a common space can vary. This scope rests on society’s 

normative values. For example, in Imperial China, there was no emphasis on the 

universal inclusive democratic space or liberty in the modern Anglo-American sense.  

The public sphere described by Habermas (1989) is an early public sphere in the 

sense of the communicative universal public, though it was not wholly universal. His 

example is eighteenth century London where people met, formed their opinions, and 

communicated in places such as salons, coffee shops, and broadsheets. This was a 

bottom-up process of networked communication open to the social elite and the literati. 

It provided critical reflexivity, rationalising ‘public authority under the institutionalised 

influence of informed discussion and reasoned agreement’(Habermas (1989, p. xii).  

Enabling individuals to participate in the public sphere is another purpose for the 

public. Individuals are carriers of public opinion. Places for communication are not 

exclusive but available to all individuals. As Habermas (1989, p. 1) states, ‘we call 

events and occasions “public” when they are open to all, in contrast to closed or 

exclusive affairs – as when we speak of public places or public houses.’ ‘Open to all’ 

means that no one, regardless of social background or status, should be excluded from 

the public sphere. Sen (1999) points out that ‘open to all’ not only requires an 
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individual’s negative freedom to participate, but positive freedom to discuss and 

express. In other words, individuals need a certain level of basic capability to reason 

and communicate in the ‘public sphere.’ Hence, the idea of ‘open to all’ also indicates 

the idea of giving all human beings freedom to develop their capability, as reflected in 

the idea of Bildung (see Chapter 6), as well as enabling their free participation in the 

public sphere. 

The public sphere is available to all individuals, focuses on common issues, 

provides spaces for bottom-up and free communication on issues, is able to influence 

public authorities, and represents the universal communicative public. As discussed in 

Chapter 8, the idea that the university should be a public sphere opens another 

dimension of the role of higher education (Calhoun, 1993; Habermas, 1989; Pusser, 

2012; Pusser, Kempner, Marginson, & Ordorika, 2012) 

 

9.3.2 The public and private: value creation 

The previous sub-section suggested two connotations of the ‘public’ – the 

public/private dualism and the communicative inclusive public. This sub-section 

focuses on normative values in the liberal Anglo-American tradition informed by the 

tradition of the limited liberal state and the civic republican tradition59, and examines 

how those values have coloured the two connotations of public.  

 Chapter 4 has demonstrated that an essential aim of the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition is to protect individual liberty, from which develops liberal individualism. 

Lukes (1973, p. 37) lists the associated normative values (italics added). 

[Liberal] individualism referred, not to the sources of social dissolution or the painful transition 

to a future harmonious social order, nor to the cultivation of uniqueness or the organic 

 
59 The civic republican tradition, also known as classical republicanism or civic humanism, ‘can be traced back to 

ancient Greek and the work of Aristotle and to the writings of Cicero in ancient Rome, and that these ideas were 

then borrowed, critiqued, adapted and extended within the writings of Niccòlo Machiavelli, James Harrington, Jean-

Jacques Rousseau and James Madison’ (Peterson, 2011, p. 8). While the civic republican tradition is crucial to the 

ideas of universal public and (the) common goods, a detailed exploration of this tradition is not attempted in this 

thesis. 
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community, but rather to the actual or imminent realisation of the final stage of human progress 

in a spontaneously cohesive society of equal individual rights, limited government, laissez-

faire, natural justice and equal opportunity, and individual freedom, moral development and 

dignity. (Lukes, 1973, p. 37) 

Arguably, these are public-related normative values that the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition has developed to discursively regulate the relationship between spheres of 

social action. As discussed in Chapter 4, these values centre on liberty and equality. 

They colour interpretations of the public/private dualism, especially the scope of the 

public and private space, and individual access to the communicative inclusive public. 

 As discussed, in Anglo-American societies there is a long standing tension between 

individuals and human associations. Individualism addresses that tension. Lukes (1973) 

identifies four ideas basic to liberal individualism: the dignity of man, autonomy, 

privacy, and self-development (as reflected in the titles of Chapter 7, The dignity of 

man, Chapter 8, Autonomy, Chapter 9, Privacy, and Chapter 10, Self-development). 

These ideas are consistent with the limited liberal state, including the absence of state 

intervention, or minimum state intervention, in civil society, the market, and the sphere 

of civil communication. The liberal tradition draws a clear boundary around the state 

and installs a normative preference for private over public. It also values free decision-

making by the individual/family in the market. 

Protecting the sphere of individual/family does not mean wholly isolating the 

individual from collective spheres. As Chapter 4 demonstrated, Dewey refutes the idea 

that individuals and communities are two divergent extremes. As he saw it, atomic 

individualism justifies the free self-interest of the socially advantaged and worsening 

social inequalities.  

Methodological individualism is a branch of atomism. It is influential in Anglo-

American public debates, including those concerning higher education (Heath, 2015; 

Lukes, 1973). According to methodological individualism, the collective outcomes of 

higher education are simply the sum of individuals’ private interests (Marginson, 

2011b). This leaves the collective contributions of higher education largely overlooked. 

Methodological individualism is doubtful as a guiding principle in policy. Even 

some of its supporters argue that ‘the merit of methodological individualism should be 
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investigated in terms of methodological fruitfulness, not in terms of its political uses 

(or abuses)’ (Schumpeter, 1980, p. 1). Methodological individualism is an ideal case 

that privileges the individual sphere over the collective sphere (Heath, 2015). It is 

impossible to draw on ‘what is in any conceivable sense an individualistic system of 

values’ (Weber, 1922/1968, p. 18) as a mode of universal explanation. Nevertheless, the 

method and its solely individualistic system of values has been widely applied. One 

result has been to divert attention from a more constructive individualism, whose key, 

according to Dewey (1916/2011, p. 167), is to enable and support the individual’s 

development of free agency. The pursuit of the limited state by itself cannot do this, and 

tends to subtract from the resources needed.  

 

9.4 Relevant concepts of collective goods (plural) based on the 
connotations of the public 

This section examines different kinds of collective goods informed by the connotations 

of the public in the two traditions. These goods include public goods based on the 

public/private dualism, and common goods drawing on the communicative inclusive 

public. Enlightened by the Sinic tradition, I also introduce the concept of normative 

collective goods, which can connect agents to the singular form of ‘the collective good.’ 

 Marginson (2011b) argues that public goods (plural) originates from economics 

and is often used for objective and empirical descriptions. Samuelson’s economic 

definition now dominates the discursive usage of the term ‘public goods.’ In contrast, 

the singular form – the public good – is normative in nature and entangled with public-

related values (Calhoun, 1998; Mansbridge, 1998; Marginson, 2011b). It highlights the 

collective attribute of activities, interests, and resources (Marginson, 2011b; Powell & 

Clemens, 1998).  

The UNESCO-developed notion of ‘(the) common goods’ intersects with the 

communicative inclusive public – though it is perhaps more local and less society-wide 

than the full sweep of communicative society – and calls for the bottom-up and 

collective production of collective goods. Compared to public goods, common goods 

as defined by UNESCO have a more normative orientation. Common goods stress 

solidarity and cooperation, and collective interests (Locatelli, 2017). However, 
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‘common goods’ are still descriptive in nature. The normative term is the ‘common 

good.’ Here I refer to the singular ‘public good’ and ‘common good’ together as ‘the 

collective good.’ 

Connotations of the public good(s) and private good(s), in both Anglo-American 

and Chinese societies, are dominated by liberal Anglo-American interpretations (Tian 

& Liu, 2018). A comparison of the two traditions’ ideas of collective goods, on a more 

normatively symmetrical basis, is developed in Chapter 11.  

 

9.4.1 Economic/governmental public goods: collective goods in the sense of the 

public/private dualism 

Marginson (2018h) argues that the plural form of public good(s) can be depicted in two 

dimensions. The first dimension draws on economic theories of public goods, as in 

Samuelson (1954), as discussed above. Economic public goods are non-rivalrous and 

non-excludable. Goods can be divided into pure public goods with both attributes, and 

impure/quasi-public goods with one. The latter include ‘club goods’ (non-rivalrous) and 

‘toll/common-pool goods’ (non-excludable) (Benson, 2017).  

 The economic public goods concept has gained prominence in the Chinese context. 

In a review of Chinese discussion of public goods, Tian and Liu (2018, p. 9) discover 

that ‘Chinese scholars began to discuss public good(s) in 1990, from an economic point 

of view. In general, over the past 30 years, Chinese scholars’ discussions about “public 

good(s)” have mainly focused on meanings, classifications and externalities.’ The 

notion of economic public goods was alien to the Sinic tradition before its introduction 

from the West (Z. J. Fan, 2010; D. G. Yang & Zhang, 2000; J. Zhang, 2013). 

As noted by various scholars/researchers, defining public goods by non-rivalry and 

non-excludability has problems. Firstly, it is problematic to apply this definition to non-

capitalist societies, including a gift economy or an economy grounded in government-

owned/administered property (Marginson, 2018h; Mauss, 1954/1990; Ostrom, 2010). 

Secondly, the definition is naturalistic, assigning the category ‘public’ according to 

what is seen as the intrinsic nature of the good, and cannot encompass the fact that the 

public/private nature of certain goods can change according to the social or political 

arrangements (Marginson, 2018h). For example, whether higher education is non-rival 
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and non-excludable, and the extent in each case, varies in different societies. With the 

growing private input in higher education, whether higher education is a public good 

and contributes to public goods or not becomes more debatable (Locatelli, 2017). 

Thirdly, the definition fails to embrace normative values, such as equality, that are 

intrinsically important to society. Fourth, it fails to identify many collective goods that 

cannot be individualised or given meaningful price values (Marginson, 2018h). 

The second dimension Marginson (2018h) employs is the state/non-state 

dimension, offering the example of Dewey’s depiction of public/private. The concept 

of public goods in this dimension is that of governmental public goods. These are state-

addressed/provided or state-owned goods, and non-market-produced. It seems that 

governmental public goods are often economic public goods. But economic public 

goods may also include non-state collective goods, including certain common goods. 

The concept of governmental public goods is widely employed across the world. 

In the liberal Anglo-American tradition, the concept provides a second definition of the 

necessary roles and functions of the state, alongside the limited liberal state (Locatelli, 

2017). In the limited liberal state, the state’s essential responsibilities are largely 

informed by ‘market failure.’ This leads to a limited list of governmental public goods; 

but Anglo-American states can range wider than this, beyond the strict limit implied by 

liberal doctrine, for example in equity policy in higher education.  

Governmental public goods can be different across countries, depending on the 

prevailing political system. For example, with the traditions of the comprehensive state 

and collectivism in Chinese society, the state undertakes larger responsibilities, and 

more goods are state-owned or state-produced. Higher education is largely a 

governmental public good in China, as the bulk of financial source of higher education 

comes from the state; but less so in the US, where even the so-called public universities 

do not primarily rely on government funding. However, in all countries governmental 

public goods, like economic public goods, are not necessarily beneficial to all. In other 

words, solely working with the state/non-state dimension does not guarantee the 

essential character of the goods: how beneficial, how accessible, how broadly 

distributed. 

 



 222 

9.4.2 Common goods, and public goods in a traditional Sinic sense: collective 

goods in the sense of the (communicative) inclusive public 

There is also the notion of common goods. The common goods concept is closer to the 

communicative inclusive public than the public/private dualism and moves a step 

beyond communication to include collective action. Many scholars/researchers 

recognise the problems associated with the concepts of economic and governmental 

public goods, and suggest the use of ‘common goods’ rather than public goods to 

discuss higher education’s collective contributions (see for example Locatelli, 2017; 

Tian & Liu, 2018; UNESCO, 2015). Here the notion of common goods suggests joint 

activity by a wide array of agents engaged in both defining and producing common 

goods, respects the potential for diverse interpretations in practice, based on differing 

cultural contexts, and has a normative orientation in favour of collective welfare. 

Dupré (1994, p. 173) defines common goods as goods ‘proper to, and attainable 

only by the community, yet individually shared by its members.’ UNESCO (2015) 

asserts that the concept of common goods includes collective goods produced by 

multiple stakeholders, such as diverse organisations in civil society, arguing that this 

cannot be fully covered by the notion of public goods. Based on S. Deneulin and N. 

Townsend (2007), Szadkowski (2018, p. 5) argues that the notion of common goods  

places the ontological emphasis on organic wholeness, an original relationship in which the 

actions regulated by specific normative ideals (solidarity, global cooperation, equality) are 

capable of stabilising the harmonious relationship within the whole (e.g., given community, 

nation or humanity) and between its parts (e.g., particular actors). (Szadkowski, 2018, p. 5) 

The common goods concept highlights two attributes: collectively produced/shared, 

and collectively beneficial. To be collectively produced or shared does not require 

production or ownership by the state. Common goods can incorporate collective goods 

produced or owned by many entities. Meanwhile, the idea encourages, and opens up 

space for, inclusive and bottom-up participation (UNESCO, 2015, p. 78), which is itself 

a common good contributing to democracy, consistent with the civic republican 

tradition, especially its local communal forms. The attribute of collective interests is at 

the base of the normative orientation of common goods. The term ‘common goods’ 
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does not refer to outcomes of common action, but only those consequences that are 

collectively beneficial. UNESCO (2015) states that common goods concern the good 

life of individuals and the goodness of life that is common to all persons. On the other 

hand, the goodness of life may be interpreted in varying ways across contexts. 

Nevertheless, all of this contrasts with ‘public goods.’ As was noted above, no 

presumption can be made about the collective interests of public goods, however they 

are defined. Another attraction of common goods for scholars/researchers is that the 

term falls outside the zero-sum public/private dichotomy (Szadkowski, 2018; 

UNESCO, 2015), and provides space for private/individual and common interests to 

advance together.  

Although it does not share the civic republican tradition, the Sinic tradition 

nevertheless develops a concept of traditional Sinic public goods that seems to highly 

overlap with UNESCO’s common goods. Arguably, although the concepts of economic 

public goods and governmental public goods are now highly visible in China, they are 

distinct from the concept of public goods in a traditional Sinic sense. 

In China, the meaning of “public good” goes far beyond the idea of “good” or “wealth”. … 

They are goods for public benefit, which are produced on the basis of public demands, relying 

on public power and through consensus and cooperation. … In this sense, the meaning of 

public goods in China is more related to common goods, which are collective in nature, 

beneficial to all, and perhaps fostering social inclusion, integration, tolerance, equality, and 

human rights, with a distinct feature of intrinsic value and shared participation. (Tian & Liu, 

2018, p. 10) 

As discussed in section 9.2, there is no absolute private in the Sinic tradition. The 

public is relative to the private and at the utmost means tianxia (all under heaven). The 

public as tianxia to a large extent overlaps with the universally inclusive public in the 

liberal Anglo-American tradition. In tianxia, all creatures belong to one community as 

a whole; tianxia is collectively shared by all. There is also the anthropocosmic 

worldview (see Chapter 3) – that people are expected to work collectively and in a 

harmonious way with other creatures and nature, for the collective good of all under 

heaven. This idea is embodied in the Chinese phrase of tianxia weigong (all under 

heaven belongs to all and is for all) (see Chapters 10). It can be argued that tianxia 
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weigong parallels with the concept of global common goods. For global common goods, 

in line with the globally inclusive public, all agents in the world, including grassroots 

agents, collectively communicate and act for the universal interests. This is a wholly 

inclusive and bottom-up process, similar to the process of producing public goods in 

the traditional Sinic sense, at the village level. Though formal democracy was absent in 

the despotic Imperial state, the conjoint communicative experiences in Chinese local 

communities, where the Imperial state’s power hardly reached, nurtured the democratic 

spirit of the Chinese people (J. C. Wang, 2012, pp. 105, 106). 

Those [communities] which were important, which really counted in forming emotional and 

intellectual dispositions, were local and contiguous and consequently visible. ... The state, even 

when it despotically interfered, was remote, an agency alien to daily life. Otherwise it entered 

men’s lives through custom and common law. (Dewey, 1927/2016b, p. 134) 

Using the concept of (global) common goods does not mean the concepts of 

economic and governmental public goods have no purpose. The three concepts emerge 

from different connotations of the public – the market/non-market of the public/private 

dualism, the state/non-state of the public/private dualism, or the (communicative) 

inclusive public. Together, they are able to address different kinds of collective goods. 

Because the three kinds of collective goods concern heterogeneous qualities, they are 

not directly complementary. Putting them together does not enable a satisfactory 

categorisation of collective goods. This is attempted on a different basis in Chapter 11. 

 

9.4.3 Normative collective goods: connecting agents with the singular form of the 

collective good 

The Sinic tradition’s particular emphasis on virtues and morals leads to another kind of 

collective goods, one that connects different agents within a social order. For 

Confucianism, the collective good (singular) with the highest status is the maintenance 

of harmony and order. De (德), meaning virtues or morals, is fundamental to achieving 

this aim. In the Sinic tradition, de centres on the individual’s moral consciousness, and 

the conduct of external behaviour in a moral and virtuous way. It is believed that good 
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governance should be based on de, rather than coercive measures. When every 

individual acts in accordance with de, harmony and order is realised.  

Dao creates all things under heaven while de nurtures them.60 

Governance based on de is like the North Star taking its place in the sky, while all the other 

stars revolve around it.61 

 The term gongde combines the characters of gong (the public) and de. Gongde 

consists of numerous de that are related to collective life and need to be obeyed and 

practiced by the universal public, that is, by every individual under heaven. In other 

words, gongde refers to the normative values that have a collective impact by shaping 

an individual’s personality and guiding external behaviours. The typical values in the 

Sinic tradition include Confucian wuchang – ren (humanity and benevolence), yi 

(righteousness), li (propriety), zhi (wisdom), and xin (integrity). The Sinic tradition’s 

emphasis on de indicates the need to bridge the gap between agents and their external 

actions contributing to the collective good. People are not born with the de that would 

lead them to behave for the sake of the collective good. They have to learn how to 

behave. This idea has a parallel in the Anglo-American tradition. As discussed, Olson 

(1965, p. 2) notes that rational, self-interested individuals do not necessarily act for the 

collective good. Here the liberal Anglo-American tradition resorts to external coercion, 

or privatisation, to sustain the collective good. The Sinic tradition falls back on 

normative values. 

In the Sinic tradition, individuals are expected to self-cultivate, especially through 

the process of moral perfectionism. They become morally virtuous and able to behave 

in a way that sustains the collective good, closing the gap between agents and the 

collective good. Here, values directly stipulate the scope of, and the relationship 

between, the Sinic spheres of social action. These values are also collective goods, in 

the sense that they are jointly produced and/or accepted by the collective, permeate 

through different spheres of action to shape an agent’s behaviour and the relationship 

between the spheres (and thus influence the public/private dualism), uphold the scope 
 

60 道生之，德畜之。 –Chapter 51, Daodejing. 

61 为政以德，譬如北辰居其所，而众星共之。 – Weizheng, Analects. 
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of the (communicative) inclusive public, and colour the interpretations of what is 

commonly beneficial. These values are not captured by the three kinds of collective 

goods previously discussed – economic public goods, governmental public goods, and 

common goods. Instead, they belong to another specific kind of collective goods – 

normative collective goods. Arguably, these normative collective goods are key to an 

agents’ joint production of the collective good, including common welfare. 

Normative collective goods are not only important in the Sinic tradition, they also 

play a significant role in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. The production of 

collective goods requires individual agents to behave in certain ways that are steeped 

in values. This is manifested in moral and citizenship education programmes.  

As this indicates, normative collective goods vary across contexts. Given different 

social and political cultures, societies interpret the collective good in a wide range of 

ways. Hence, various sets of normative collective goods are created in accordance with 

societies’ understandings of the collective good, although certain common or widely 

supported values that originated in particular traditions, including equity, democracy 

and sustainability, now make a difference at the global level. The key is to enable 

societies to draw on their own traditions and institutions, and raise their awareness of, 

and respect for, the existence of commonalities and differences. 

What is meant by the common good can only be defined with regard to the diversity of contexts 

and conceptions of well-being and common life. Diverse communities will therefore have 

different understandings of the specific context of the common good. … Public policy needs 

to recognize and nurture this diversity of contexts, worldviews and knowledge systems, while 

respecting fundamental rights, if it is not to undermine human well-being. (UNESCO, 2015, p. 

78) 

In the liberal Anglo-American tradition, following the civic republican tradition, 

normative collective goods are produced in the communicative inclusive public, and 

have a universally public effect. According to Dewey (1916/2011, p. 50), democracy is 

not only about certain kinds of political structure, but refers to a broader economic, 

social, and political environment that requires a consensus on specific issues in society. 

These issues include ‘freedom of speech, movement, and association,’ a moderate level 

of ‘inequalities in standards of living,’ and a social structure allowing ‘all to develop to 
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their fullest potential’ (J. C. Wang, 2012, p. 16). Consensus on these issues relies on a 

set of normative values as well as education to help individuals internalise those values. 

Individuals internalise normative values through both formal and informal education. 

Meanwhile, generations of individuals continually add new insights into the existing 

values, add new values, or abandon certain existing values. This process of normative 

collective goods production is a bottom-up and collective endeavour, and flourishes 

best in a communicative inclusive public space with strong norms of discussion. 

 

9.5 Higher education and the gong/public and si/private 

Connotations of the gong/public and the si/private are essential to higher education 

(Hazelkorn & Gibson, 2017). As demonstrated in Chapter 1 and previous sections of 

this chapter, many aspects of higher education practice rely on how the two notions are 

understood by societies (Calhoun, 2006; Marginson, 2007). However, there is still a 

lack of clarity about what the gong/public and si/private and the collective good(s) 

mean in higher education (Naidoo, 2004; G. Williams, 2016).  

 Marginson (2018h) points out four reasons why there is a lack of clarity. Firstly, 

with respect to public/private dualism, higher education differs in various aspects 

including ‘location of activity (state sector versus outside), the source of funding 

(government versus household or private organisation) and the nature of the activity’ 

(Marginson, 2018h, p. 323). Some scholars/researchers such as Hazelkorn and Gibson 

(2018) investigate the location of higher education activity by looking at the ‘publicness’ 

of higher education – whether higher education sits inside or outside the state sector. 

Some focus on financial sources of higher education (see for example, Carnoy et al., 

2014; Paulsen, 2001). Growing competition for funds, corporatisation, and the 

expanding role of student tuition fees reflect the changing pattern of higher education 

finance (Marginson, 2013b). Likewise, studies on the nature of the activity look at 

higher education activities and their consequences. Research on the collective good 

contribution of higher education belongs to this group (for example Calhoun, 2006). 

The second reason is the diversity of political and educational traditions across the 

world. As discussed, diverse traditions have led to differing interpretations of the 

public/private. The third reason is the different approaches taken across the social 
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sciences (Marginson, 2018h). The fourth reason is a ‘sustained and influential assault 

on notions of the public good or public interests, which has partly obscured the public 

dimension in higher education and other sectors’ (Marginson, 2018h, p. 323). In 

addition to scholarly work such as the writings of Hayek and Friedman, the 

marketisation of higher education and the emergent of for-profit higher education 

embody an aspect of this assault (Locatelli, 2017, p. 116). Despite these obstacles of 

understanding, elaboration and clarification of public and private in higher education is 

urgently needed in order to better understand and develop higher education, and in order 

to better understand the similarities and differences between societies. 

This section of the chapter re-interprets the outcomes and resources of higher 

education on the basis of the notions of the gong/si and public/private, in both the Sinic 

and liberal Anglo-American traditions, that have been discussed. It centres on two 

questions: (1) to what extent does higher education produce collective goods? and (2) 

is higher education organised so as to produce such collective goods? 

 

9.5.1 To what extent does higher education produce collective goods? 

It is widely agreed that higher education produces collective goods (Filippakou & 

Williams, 2015; Pusser, 2006), though there are many different takes on which 

collective goods higher education brings forth.  

Externalities as public goods in economic sense 

The term ‘externalities’ of higher education, as public goods in an economic sense, is 

one of the dominant approaches to capture higher education’s collective goods.  

Some economists define the benefits from higher education that are received by 

individuals simply as private goods (see for example, Blundell et al., 1999; Monks, 

2000). These private goods include higher economic returns, better employability, 

augmented social status and reputation, better life quality, better health outcomes, and 

the growth of individual capability (see Chapter 5 for more discussion about individual 

development in higher education) (Kelly et al., 2010; Marginson, 2016b; J. Williams, 

2016). Meanwhile, economists are also aware of collective interests following from the 

production of these individual private goods (Spann, 1974), in the form of externalities. 
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For example, accompanying the growth of individual capability is the greater 

productivity of the labour force, as economic externalities (Glewwe, Maïga, & Zheng, 

2014; Marginson, 2019); and the instilling of common core virtues into social members, 

possibilities for social mobility, and an improvement in shared social literacy, as social 

externalities (Tilak, 2008a, p. 455). However, economics lacks rigorous methods for 

calculating the exact amount of economic externalities generated in higher education, 

and tend to overlook social externalities produced by higher education (see below) 

(Chapman & Lounkaew, 2015; Marginson, 2013a). 

The production of knowledge, as an important collective good, is a core activity of 

higher education (Calhoun, 2006). Research in higher education advances scientific and 

technological knowledge, which is essential in the development of national economic 

and political capacity and more importantly, the development of humanity (McMahon, 

1987; Peters, Liu, & Ondercin, 2012). For example, policy consultancy, innovation 

spill-overs, more advanced medical treatment for better health, and strategies to tackle 

global climate change, all rely on research to create knowledge. Meanwhile, there is 

also knowledge in humanities and social sciences created by higher education. Besides 

their contributions to addressing social problems, knowledge in the humanities and 

social sciences are often closely related to normative collective goods. For example, 

curricular design in moral and citizenship education plays a crucial role in instilling 

common values into young members of society. 

Nevertheless, scholars/researchers have pointed to a tendency to view higher 

education in a primarily individualistic way – ‘Higher education is under some pressure 

to focus primarily or exclusively on individualistic economic benefits’ (Marginson, 

2014c, p. 52). The knowledge related aspect of higher education, especially in relation 

to humanities and social sciences knowledge, is less recognised in policy discourses 

and this can lead to neglect also within internal university priorities (Marginson, 2014c; 

J. Williams, 2014).  

Normative collective goods 

Higher education’s contribution through the formation and distribution of normative 

collective goods is often neglected. Normative collective goods, outcomes grounded in 

the goals and values of society, are intangible and hard to measure, although it is 
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possible to identify normalising practices that implement values; for example, 

neoliberal governance that structures higher education so as to be closely aligned with 

the market economy. However, normative collective goods are an essential component 

of higher education’s collective goods. 

 Arguably, a central purpose of higher education is to ‘foster a vibrant public good, 

which includes increased democratic participation, equality before the law, [and] 

positive social transformation’ (Letizia, 2015, p. 1). In contemporary contexts, higher 

education is engaged with the promotion of social justice (Pusser, 2006; J. Williams, 

2016). Meanwhile, in the Sinic tradition there is arguably an emphasis on higher 

education to propose, update, and disseminate values. All of these aspects demonstrate 

higher education’s function in creating normative collective goods. Values, including 

liberty, solidarity, inclusion, tolerance, and equity, are essential in upholding a 

harmonious collective sphere of social action (Marginson, 2018b; McMahon, 2009). 

These values are key in constituting a balanced relationship between the different 

spheres of social action. For example, the value of liberty stipulates the boundary 

between the sphere of the state and the sphere of the individual. It also forms a 

cornerstone in turning the sphere of communication into the public sphere in 

Habermas’s sense. Tolerance is crucial in mitigating potential tensions and conflicts 

among differences. Harmonious spheres and balanced relationships between spheres 

are crucial for the social order. 

Values become public values only when they are accepted and practised by 

members of societies (Jørgensen & Bozeman, 2007), which also rests on education 

including higher education through educating individuals. As Nixon (2011, p. 32) states, 

‘higher education is centrally concerned with how people develop their life projects, 

negotiate their life choices, and configure their life purposes. It is, first and last, 

concerned with human flourishing.’ The formation of these values requires knowledge 

creation in higher education. Many of the influential and widely accepted values in 

societies are proposed by thinkers who have connections with higher education, in 

addition to those values coming from government, media, and think tanks. Compared 

to the situation in Anglo-American societies, thinkers connected with higher education 
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are arguably more influential in the Chinese society. These thinkers either engage in 

higher education activities or work in higher education (see also Chapter 8). 

The contents of values are debatable in society and vary in different societies. 

Corruption of values may also happen (Marginson, 2016a). The growth of a virulent 

blood-and-soil form of nationalism in the 21st century is regarded by many 

scholars/researchers as a sign of the corruption of values (see for example Brubaker, 

2017; Vaughn, 2017). Higher education as a public sphere is expected to provide a free 

space for critical reflection on public issues, including values. Ideally, as discussed, 

higher education-fostered and incubated reflexivity is an important reference point for 

decision-making by states and social and economic leaders (Habermas, 1989; Pusser et 

al., 2012).  

While higher education is partly responsible for proposing and disseminating 

values, however, the marketisation and privatisation of higher education have resulted 

in the evacuation of values inside and outside higher education (Marginson, 2006). In 

other words, higher education is susceptible to changes in the spheres of society, state, 

and market. The growth of nationalism arguably implies that an over-emphasis on 

individualist thinking, for example, in organising higher education and defining its 

purposes is problematic, and there is a need to reemphasise the shared responsibility of 

members of societies (Nixon, 2011; J. Williams, 2014). The organisation of higher 

education is dependent on values, and higher education’s activities, in turn, influence 

the implementation of values on a social scale. 

 In sum, higher education produces collective goods. The externalities concept is an 

Anglo-American way of opening up the terrain of collective goods but it still 

underplays them – as it sees them as secondary to market transactions – and it altogether 

misses the dimension of normative collective goods. Anglo-American economics 

institutionalises values indirectly, through the method of methodological individualism 

and the limited state and zero-sum approach to the public and private. But this is a 

clumsy way of creating and normalising values, and as has been shown, problematic. 

The extreme individualist economic values are not broadly supported in higher 

education, as they exclude much of what it does. Thus, it is necessary to re-emphasise 

the normative collective goods that higher education produces.  
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9.5.2 Is higher education organised so as to produce such collective goods? 

Sub-section 9.5.1 has discussed the collective goods produced by higher education. 

However, it is not clear whether the organisation of higher education is conducive to 

producing such collective goods. The organisation of higher education includes 

financing, and accessibility (Tian & Liu, 2018; Tilak, 2008b; J. Williams, 2016). 

In relation to financial sources, one way to support higher education’s production 

of collective goods is to sustain it with the public purse. Public financial support can be 

applied to research, students, infrastructure, as well as teaching and learning activities. 

However, higher education’s collective goods are not only generated for the state sphere. 

Other social spheres also benefit. In turn, these spheres may also need to support higher 

education financially. This resonates with UNESCO’s argument of viewing higher 

education as a common good, being supported collectively by various state and non-

state actors in society (Szadkowski, 2018; Tian & Liu, 2018; UNESCO, 2015). 

Some scholars/researchers are concerned that an increase in public funding can be 

associated with reduced institutional autonomy (J. Williams, 2016). In addition to the 

dangers associated with state involvement, funding from other spheres such as the 

market sphere and the social sphere may also result in reduced autonomy for higher 

education and pose a threat to academic freedom. This problem suggests that it is 

important to explore possible ways of balancing the autonomy of higher education with 

the external influences flowing from funding support. Here, the idea of mutual trust 

may be helpful (Giroux, 2002; Habermas, 1989). See also Chapter 8 for the discussion 

of mutual trust in higher education. 

The financing and regulation of higher education partly determine whether or not 

it is located in the public sector. While higher education is responsible for responding 

to public demands (for example, by producing collective goods), the liberal Anglo-

American tradition would argue that the independent status of higher education should 

be maintained. Higher education itself should determine, after critical reflection, 

whether and how to respond. As Chapter 8 delineated, it is different in the Sinic tradition 

where the comprehensive state applies. As Marginson and Yang (2020b, p. 19) state: 

‘Within the comprehensive Sinic state, questions about university autonomy and 
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academic freedom play out within the boundaries of the state rather than on the 

boundary between the state and society.’ 

 The availability of student places and social access, has long been a debatable topic 

in higher education. Scholars/researchers have pointed out the resulting problems of 

defining a public good based on non-rivalry and non-excludability. Goldin (1977, p. 53) 

asserts that this definition creates an unavoidable choice: ‘shall every one have equal 

access to that service (in which case the service will be similar to a public good) or shall 

the service be available selectively: to some, but not to others?’ This raises an important 

question about higher education – accessibility or excellence? (Collins, 2016; 

Marginson, 2013a, 2016a) According to Calhoun (2006), social accessibility of higher 

education is a virtue, one more important than other virtues. But this does not mean that 

accessibility always trumps quality or excellence. Balance is desirable. Societies 

employ various strategies to reach that balance (I shall come back to this point in the 

next sub-section).  

How collective goods are understood 

The provision of collective goods in practice is affected by the scholarly and policy-

related discussion about those collective goods, including the lack of clarity in that 

discussion and the partial neglect of the collective dimension, especially the neglect of 

higher education’s role in producing normative (values-oriented) collective goods. 

In attempting to determine whether activity in higher education is public or private, 

scholars often focus on locality, financial sources, and accessibility. The state/non-state 

notion of the public determines whether higher education is a governmental public good 

in terms of locality (Labaree, 1997; Marginson, 2018h). In relation to financial sources, 

higher education is seen as a governmental public good if the bulk of higher education’s 

financial income is from the public purse (Calhoun, 2006; Devaney & Weber, 2003; 

Labaree, 2016). The concept of economic public goods is used to explore whether 

higher education is a public good in relation to accessibility (Goldin, 1977; Hazelkorn 

& Gibson, 2018). However, arguments made at a descriptive level vary in different 

societies and different periods (Marginson, 2018h). Countries have varying attitudes 

towards how higher education should be organised to produce collective goods. 
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Marginson (2006) argues that in Anglo-American countries, the decrease of state 

financing to higher education has been associated with a shift to the view of higher 

education as mainly a producer of private goods. In the US, where the public purse is 

not the main financial source for higher education, the sector is understood more as a 

private good rather than a public good (Labaree, 2016), and is read in terms of a 

meritocratic and competitive ideology and regarded as a commodity. The ‘student as 

consumer' discourse has gained prominence in the US since the 1970s when a rise in 

tuition fees occurred (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997). Clark (1986) regards the attributes of 

US higher education as limited state authority, academic oligarchy, and high market-

orientation. Higher education in the US is seen as an independent domain that enjoys 

high-level autonomy. In this framework the federal government has limited regulatory 

authority and operates from a distance. Knowledge is seen as contributing to public 

goods and thus research funding, to a certain extent, comes from the federal 

government’s support.  

In the 1960s in the UK, the state sought to equalise the participation of all citizens 

through public funding, although higher education still catered mostly for elites at that 

time (Fisher, 2006; Tilak, 2008a). In 1963, the state issued the Robbins Report in which 

higher education was seen as a public good, and contributing to the public good, and 

one that should receive financial support from the public (Committee on Higher 

Education, 1963). In exchange, higher education was expected to expand massively to 

meet growing social demand. At that time, the state was widely perceived by the public 

as a ‘benevolent dictator’ because of its responsibility to safeguard all citizens’ 

economic and social well-being (Desai, 2003). However, in the past three decades, 

heavily influenced by the restructuring of the welfare state in the 1980s, the UK higher 

education system has been increasingly associated with political and economic 

ideologies related to neoliberalism (Robertson, 2010). The marketisation of higher 

education and the rise of the practices of the student consumer have been joined to 

successive governments’ attempts to shift the funding of higher education away from 

the state and on to students as customer beneficiaries (Naidoo & Williams, 2015). 

Governments have created the conditions for a quasi-market, while at the same time 
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market mechanisms are deployed to achieve governmental goals (Naidoo & Williams, 

2015). 

In contrast, China’s higher education continues to be organised in a way that 

enables the production of collective goods, notwithstanding the diverse financial 

sources (Tian & Liu, 2018). As discussed in Chapter 3, modern universities emerged in 

China in the late Qing dynasty. Prior to the massification of higher education in the late 

20th century, the state regarded higher education as an indispensable part of the state 

system and gave it full support. The market played no role. The mission of higher 

education was to support the state and produce collective goods. In the last two decades 

of the twentieth century, there was rapid massification, privatisation and governmental 

deregulation in Chinese higher education. With the rise of private actors in China’s 

higher education system, the distinction between the public and private became more 

blurred, and higher education’s public role came under debate. 

While the worldwide trend to privatisation and marketisation makes higher 

education less like a public good, massification has made higher education more 

available to the public. In terms of accessibility, higher education is becoming more 

like a public good. Now, all three countries under discussion in this thesis – China, the 

US, and the UK – have entered Trow’s stage of universal higher education (Trow, 

1973/2010; UNESCO, 2018), though in different ways. The California Master Plan is 

a representative strategy of massification, the central idea of which is pursuing ‘equality 

with excellence’ (Kerr, 2011). In the three decades of its golden age of higher education, 

California made higher education available to most of its residents while maintaining 

the high quality of the University of California campuses at the top of the institutional 

hierarchy. The quality of the university of California was sustained by generous 

financial support from the State government (Kerr, 2011). However, this pattern is 

being challenged, largely because of the decrease of public financial support, reflecting 

changing attitudes towards higher education’s contributions to collective goods.  
 

9.6 Summary 

The differences between the social and political structures of the Chinese and Anglo-

American societies are partly embodied in their varying understandings of the 
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relationships between spheres of social action. The liberal Anglo-American tradition 

interprets the public in two ways – the public/private dualism and the communicative 

inclusive public, whereas there is no absolute si in the Sinic tradition and gong is 

normatively preferred. Different interpretations shape attitudes towards individualism 

and collectivism. Collectivism is supported by Confucian individualism in the Sinic 

tradition, prioritising gong over si. In contrast, liberal individualism has prioritised the 

individual sphere. However, despite existing differences, the two traditions largely 

agree on values of equality and solidarity, though nuances of the values might diverge. 

Higher education produces various collective goods. This statement provides the 

rationale for treating higher education as a public or common good in the normative 

sense. However, at a descriptive level, higher education is not always organised so as 

to produce collective goods, and this is influenced by its locality, financial sources, and 

the attributes of its activities. Societies also employ contrasting policies in moulding 

their higher education systems, making it difficult to create a cross-national consensus 

on how higher education ought to be organised.  

Arguably, two kinds of collective goods are regarded across societies as important 

empirical collective goods produced by higher education: prosperity/progress and 

social order. However, there are many more positive collective goods produced by 

higher education that are often under-recognised. For example, human flourishing 

manifested in the advancement of knowledge and the development of arts, and public-

related values including social justice, and social tranquillity. Meanwhile, connotations 

of ‘the social order’ and ‘prosperity/progress’ are received differently across societies. 

Higher education is expected to fulfil varying responsibilities in contributing to these 

outcomes. Correspondingly, the way the state functions in relation to these aspects also 

varies. These differences reaffirm the importance of grounding the discussion of 

‘public/gong’ and ‘private/si’ in a national context.  
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Chapter 10. Global public/common goods and tianxia weigong (all under 
heaven belongs to/is for all) in relation to higher education 

 

10.1 Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the fifth and final key theme: global public/common goods, or 

global collective goods, in the liberal Anglo-American tradition and tianxia weigong 

(all under heaven belongs to/is for all) in the Sinic tradition.  

Higher education contributes to a wide range of public and/or common goods, 

many of which are located within national borders; for example, higher education’s 

contribution to a country’s ‘human power,’ social cohesion, and economic 

competitiveness (Hüfner, 2003; Nyborg, 2003; Tilak, 2008a). Indeed, the mainstream 

narrative about higher education’s collective outcomes focuses on national 

public/common goods. While some aspects that transcend the national border are 

sporadically discussed, such as knowledge advancement and the international mobility 

of talent, higher education’s outcomes in the global sphere remain under-researched. 

However, in the contemporary context such an examination is urgently needed.  

 There are at least two reasons to investigate collective goods in the global sphere. 

The first is the existence of worldwide common problems. In a certain respect, states 

across the world face similar problems due to ever-increasing globalisation. These 

include the threat of international terrorism, financial instability, climate change, and 

epidemics. These problems not only challenge the sustainable development of any 

single country, but of humanity as a whole. There is an urgent need for countries to 

establish common solutions for these common problems (Kaul, Grunberg, & Stern, 

1999b; I. Taylor, 2014). Addressing common problems requires joint efforts. For 

example, the mitigation of global climate change can be scarcely realised by a single 

country. Secondly, as pointed out by Amartya Sen (2011, pp. 129, 130) (see also 

Chapter 4), a country’s, and even an individual’s behaviour can have effects that flow 

across national borders. The cost and benefits of individual, institutional or national 

conduct in one country can be carried by people in other countries (Kaul et al., 1999b; 

Rao, Kapstein, & Sen, 1999; Sen, 1999). This calls for discussion of global collective 
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goods. Here methodological nationalism creates constraints that must be overcome. I 

shall come back to this later. 

 Further, higher education in particular, works with collective goods in the global 

sphere. Higher education systems are routinely connected across borders (Marginson, 

2018b, 2018g), as reflected in the international mobility of academics and students, and 

international research collaboration. In a global common space, the outcomes of higher 

education often reach beyond national borders. For example, knowledge as a major 

theme of higher education is intrinsically a collective good shared by the whole of 

humanity (see more on this in 10.2), notwithstanding the language hierarchies and 

unequal power between research systems. However, national and local governments 

are the main supporters of higher education in most countries. The legitimacy of public 

finance for higher education rests largely on its production of national and local 

collective goods. In contrast, the production of global collective goods is not always 

understood, is often short of support, and is sometimes restricted by governments (e.g., 

countries’ immigration regulations may limit the flow and mobility of academics and 

students).  

 Against this backdrop, the chapter focuses on the ideas of collective goods in the 

global sphere in relation to higher education. In this process, cross-border activities in 

higher education are discussed. I start by discussing the dualistic worldview and 

methodological nationalism in the liberal Anglo-American tradition, which has been 

the starting point for Anglo-American ideas of global public goods and global common 

goods. The limitations of the liberal Anglo-American concepts are discussed. Section 

10.3 introduces tianxia and tianxia weigong from the Sinic tradition and examines how 

tianxia weigong may shed light on interpretations of global collective goods. I then 

discuss the implications for higher education in 10.4. 

Compared to the other four key themes, more abundantly investigated in academia, 

global public goods only started to attract attention in the late 20th century (Kaul et al., 

1999b). It was not until the 21st century that scholars/ researchers started to examine 

global common goods (Anand, Gasper, Deneulin, & Townsend, 2007; UNESCO, 2015). 

There is not much scholarship to draw on. This chapter is both a reflection on the 
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existing discussion and an explorative search for new insights by introducing the 

Chinese idea of tianxia and tianxia weigong into the discussion.  

 

10.2 Global public/common goods in the liberal Anglo-American tradition 

10.2.1 The dualistic worldview and methodological nationalism 

As presented in Chapters 6 and 9, the dualistic worldview of I and non-I is fundamental 

to the liberal Anglo-American interpretation of ‘the public.’ This worldview also shapes 

the interpretation of ‘the world.’ The assumption of continuous conflict between I and 

non-I, is a foundational pillar of the current world order, in which the world as a whole 

is subsumed under self-interested nation-states (Chernilo, 2006; B. Wang, 2017, p. 7). 

As the state’s legitimacy derives from within the boundary of the nation-state rather 

than beyond it, states that understand the world in the terms of I and not-I are routinely 

self-interested and responsive only to domestic needs (T. Zhao, 2011, pp. 2, 3, 16).  

This bordered outlook has been described as ‘methodological nationalism’ (see for 

example, Shahjahan & Kezar, 2013; Wimmer & Schiller, 2002).  

Methodological nationalism takes the following ideal premises for granted: it equates society 

with nation-state societies, and sees states and their governments as the cornerstones of a social 

sciences analysis. It assumes that humanity is naturally divided into a limited number of nations, 

which on the inside, organize themselves as nation-states, and on the outside, set boundaries 

to distinguish themselves from other nation-states. It goes even further: this outer delimitation, 

as well as the competition between nation-states, presents the most fundamental category of 

political organization. Indeed, the social science stance is rooted in the concept of the nation-

state. It is a nation-state outlook on society and politics, law, justice and history, that governs 

the sociological imagination. (Beck, 2007, p. 287) 

Though the limitations of methodological nationalism have been repeatedly addressed 

by social scientists (see for example, Beck, 2007; Chernilo, 2011; Shahjahan & Kezar, 

2013), it still largely shapes discussion of global public/common goods.  

How then do nations cooperate and on what basis? In a methodologically 

nationalist world, the device for cooperation is multilateralism. In the ideal multilateral 

world order, nation states relate as equals (Babones, 2017; Bell, 2017b; Callahan & 
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Barabantseva, 2011). Each state has equal international status and equally participates 

in the international decision-making process. It is expected that states will work 

together and make international agreements so as to maintain a peaceful international 

environment, and produce the agreed global public goods (Kaul, Conceicao, Goulven, 

& Mendoza, 2003; Kaul et al., 1999b; I. Taylor, 2014). In the multilateral order, in 

addition to governmental cooperation, social forces including non-governmental 

organisations are also encouraged to work jointly to produce global common goods.  

This idea is not always achieved. In reality, smaller states are not always the equals 

of larger states in international affairs (B. Wang, 2017, pp. 1, 2). International 

agreements are not always effective in regulating every state’s behaviours, as was 

shown in the US-Iraq war. In the multilateral order, the collective welfare of the globe 

is often subordinate to the interests of individual nations.  

The nation-state framework may work well with national issues but causes 

problems at a global level. Scholars/researchers search for ways through these problems. 

A common strategy in the liberal Anglo-American tradition is to both work with the 

inter-state global system and encourage non-governmental organisations’ participation 

(Kaul et al., 2003). This strategy is acknowledged in UNESCO’s development of the 

idea of global common goods (Anand et al., 2007; UNESCO, 2015). Alternatively, 

some scholars/researchers familiar with the Chinese tradition argue that the nation-state 

framework is itself a decisive problem and must be addressed in order to move forward 

(B. Wang, 2017, pp. 7, 8; T. Zhao, 2011, pp. 15, 16, 32). The idea of tianxia has been 

suggested as an alternative perspective in understanding and intervening in the world 

(see for example, Bell, 2017b; Duara, 2017; H. Lee, 2017; Lewis & Hsieh, 2017; Z. Xu, 

2018; T. Zhao, 2011, 2019; Y. Zhou, 2017). I consider this pathway in 10.3. 

 

10.2.2 Global common challenges and global public/common goods 

Chapter 9 discussed two approaches to depicting the public in the liberal Anglo-

American tradition: the public/private dualism and the universal (communicative) 

public. The discussion of ‘public goods’ largely follows the public/private dualism, 

whereas that of ‘common goods’ is closer to the universal (communicative) public. The 

discussion of global public/common goods in this chapter follows a similar pattern.  
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Global public goods 

Global public goods refer to those public goods that extend beyond national borders 

and are shared by people from different countries. For example, I. Taylor (2014, p. 13) 

argues that global public goods are goods whose ‘benefits are sufficiently widely 

dispersed across the globe.’ In Taylor’s definition, benefiting every country across the 

world is not a necessary requirement of global public goods. As long as a public good 

is shared by more than one country, it is a global public good (I. Taylor, 2014). Kaul 

and colleagues (1999a, p. xxi) add inter-generational aspects and recognition of social 

groups. Global public goods are public goods ‘whose benefits reach across borders, 

generations and population groups.’ The mitigation of climate change is a global public 

good not only because it benefits people across the world, but also because it benefits 

future generations. In addition, Kaul et al. (1999a, pp. 3, 4) argue that certain goods 

transcend national borders but benefit certain groups in countries, often advantaged 

populations. If we are to view the Internet as a global public good, its benefits should 

be accessible to all groups, particularly those with low income and living in remote 

areas.  

Given these provisos and caveats, the extant interpretations of global public goods 

largely rest on the connotation of public goods themselves – the key issue is what is 

included in that category. Nevertheless, when exploring global public goods, 

scholars/researchers tend to only consider the economic definition of public goods (see 

for example Kaul et al., 1999a; I. Taylor, 2014). Here global public goods are defined 

as goods that are non-rivalrous and non-excludable, as well as beneficial across 

countries, generations, and groups (Kaul et al., 1999a). Given that solely relying on the 

economic interpretation of public goods is problematic at the national level, it is also 

problematic at the global level, and in additional ways. Locatelli (2017, p. 175) makes 

the point that policies following the economic interpretation of global public goods may 

‘potentially perpetuate the harmful facets of economic globalisation via the spread of 

capitalism.’  

Nevertheless, the economic exposition does identify one important attribute of 

global public goods, which is related to market failure. According to Samuelson (1954), 

as the market is unable to produce public goods it is the government’s responsibility to 
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provide them. This indicates that the provision of global public goods is in need of a 

global government. In reality a ‘global government’ does not exist. Arguably, today’s 

turmoil, as illustrated by the failure of international coordination in relation to climate 

change and the Covid-19 pandemic, shows that global public goods are seriously 

underprovided, and there is a great need for international organisations with authority, 

if not some kind of global government (Séverine Deneulin & Nicholas Townsend, 2007; 

Kaul et al., 2003; Kaul et al., 1999b; I. Taylor, 2014).  

There are constant international efforts to cope with cross-border conflicts and to 

produce global public goods of peace, sustainability and security (Kaul et al., 2003). 

Some methods derive from the idea of global governance (Castells, 2008; Dingwerth 

& Pattberg, 2006; Held & Maffettone, 2016). There are numerous multilateral 

organisations, such as the United Nation and the World Health Organisation. These 

organisations reflect the hopes of Dewey and others that international cooperation and 

multilateral organisations would be sufficient to sustain global public goods (Dewey, 

1921/1976, pp. 218, 219; Kaul et al., 2003; Kaul et al., 1999b; I. Taylor, 2014). 

Nevertheless, exacerbating international conflicts, longstanding inequality gaps, and 

persisting under-provision of many global public goods show that new approaches may 

be needed. With the role and nature of nation-states unchanged within present interstate 

relationships, it seems difficult if not impossible to develop a mechanism for countries 

to sustain a high level of cooperation, share the cost of global public goods, and 

distribute global public goods effectively. In a methodologically nationalist world, 

simply unpacking global public goods as public goods at a global level is very unlikely 

to deliver the necessary results.  

Global common goods 

Some scholars/researchers have suggested a framework other than ‘global public goods’ 

to mitigate conflicts between countries, narrow inequality within or between countries, 

and secure the provision of jointly valued outcomes. UNESCO (2015) suggests the 

concept of global common goods as a constructive alternative. This no longer centres 

on the public/private dualism, and it places more emphasis on agency and delivery than 

does the concept of global public goods.  
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The idea of global common goods suggests a universal common sphere, devoted 

to collective welfare and comprised of diverse agencies. As discussed in Chapter 9, the 

problems of the economic definition of global public goods are largely due to the 

narrow notion of ‘goods.’ We need to understand ‘goods’ as those conducive to human 

well-being and the good life rather than merely goods in the transactional economic 

sense (Séverine Deneulin & Nicholas Townsend, 2007); and we need a concept that 

addresses the good life of humanity as a whole as well as that of individual human 

beings. Here, global common goods resonates with a cosmopolitanism that views all 

human beings belonging to a single relational community with shared moralities 

(Kleingeld & Brown, 2019; Robbins & Horta, 2017). This humanistic approach 

embraces a wider range of goods than does economic global public goods (Locatelli, 

2017; UNESCO, 2015), from a peaceful environment to the progress of arts. 

Meanwhile, as Séverine Deneulin and Nicholas Townsend (2007) argue, enabling every 

individual to live a good life is an important global common good, which reprises 

Amartya Sen’s (1999) argument in Development as Freedom (see also Chapter 7 on 

Sen’s discussions of equality of freedom to achieve). 

As the humanistic approach shows, in contrast with global public goods, global 

common goods makes normative values explicit. In Rethinking education: towards a 

global common good, UNESCO (2015) lists several values as global common goods: 

cultural and social diversity, social harmony, respect for life and human dignity, equal 

rights and justice, and a sense of human solidarity and shared responsibility for our 

common future. This universalist vision is carried through in the notions of agency and 

delivery associated with the common goods concept. In addition, a plurality of 

contributions from the whole of humanity is called for. As E. Zhang (2010) sees, the 

term ‘public’ in global public goods may suggest that global public goods are provided 

only by the public in the sense of government. The concept of global common goods 

overcomes this limitation, as common goods have been defined ‘as those goods that, 

irrespective of any public or private origin, are characterized by a binding destination 

and necessary for the realization of the fundamental rights of all people’ (UNESCO, 

2015, p. 77).  
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The inclusion of diverse communities in producing global common goods is a new 

approach to world governance, one that no longer relies entirely on nation-states and 

makes effective use of the extensive and often intensive cross-border activity of non-

state actors in a globalising world. The engagement of plural actors also opens the 

possibility of more effectively addressing cultural and regional diversity. UNESCO 

(2015, p. 78) argues that there are at least three advantages of employing the concept 

of global common goods in comparison to global public goods: 

[Firstly, it] goes beyond the instrumental concept of the public good in which human well-

being is framed by individualistic socio-economic theory. … [Secondly,] What is meant by the 

common good can only be defined with regard to the diversity of contexts and conceptions of 

well-being and common life. … [Thirdly,] The concept emphasizes the participatory process, 

which is a common good in itself. The shared action is intrinsic, as well as instrumental, to the 

good itself, with benefits derived also in the course of shared action. (UNESCO, 2015, p. 78) 

Nevertheless, as it has been used so far, the concept of global common goods has 

not broken entirely with the methodological nationalist standpoint that subsumes the 

world and society under nation-states, and ‘prevents the social science from getting at 

the heart of the dynamics of modernization and globalization, both past and present’ 

(Beck, 2007, p. 287). The intrinsic problems of ‘global public goods’ that arise from 

the assumption of zero-sum relations between nation-states, and nation-state’s being 

primarily responsive to national interests, persist with ‘global common goods.’ Further, 

non-state social forces lack potency in tackling global conflicts – non-governmental 

agencies are vulnerable to interventions with governments that have a monopoly of 

force. The idea of global common goods does not go far enough conceptually to solving 

the under-provision of global public/common goods. Thus, I now turn to the Sinic 

tianxia weigong as a means of rethinking the idea of global public/common goods in 

the liberal Anglo-American tradition.  

 

10.3 Rethinking global public/common goods through tianxia weigong 

This section introduces the idea of tianxia and tianxia weigong as a potential alternative 

perspective to the liberal Anglo-American discussion of global collective goods. From 
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here on, the term ‘global collective goods’ is used to refer to both global public goods 

and global common goods taken together. While the global public goods concept is 

useful as it points to the market failure and financing problem, as well as distributional 

issues including justice, it is limited by the fact that it understands goods in only 

economic terms. The global common goods concept adds in agency and diversity and 

normative collectivity and non-state actors, which is also helpful. Both contribute to 

understanding global collective goods, though they share the common limitation of a 

nation-state world.  

As will be discussed, the concept of global collective goods is perhaps closer to the 

English approximation of tianxia weigong.  

There are primarily two approaches to the interpretation of tianxia in academia – 

the normative approach and the realpolitik approach (B. Wang, 2017, pp. 5, 12). As 

discussed throughout this thesis, the tianxia idea is rooted in the Confucian 

anthropocosmic worldview. Tianxia, as the entity that is the largest in scope in the 

Confucian social imaginary, represents the idea of the entire world of shared values and 

cultures, including nature as well as humanity. As discussed in the previous chapters, 

this worldview is fundamentally different from the liberal Anglo-American dualistic 

worldview composed of I and non-I. It stands in dramatic contrast with the world of 

methodological nationalism and the mindset of Hobbesian zero-sum competition, 

deeply embedded in Anglo-American societies. 

 

10.3.1 Tianxia as a normative appeal 

Tianxia implies transcendence of the nation-state perspective. It normatively constructs 

a universal order of tianxia unbounded by ethnicity or geography. 

 Tianxia literally means ‘all under heaven.’ In the Sinic tradition, it is a symbolic 

ideal reflecting a universal civilisational order and the pursuit of the ideal kingly way 

(Jilin Xu, 2017; Z. Xu, 2018). For Confucianism, the ultimate aim is to bring harmony 

and peace to all under heaven. There is no boundary to the civilisational order or the 

reach of tianxia. Tianxia weigong (all under heaven belongs to/is for all) demonstrates 

an idea of ‘no other’ in all under heaven. All is under heaven and, all under heaven 

belongs to all and should serve the good of all (B. Wang, 2017; T. Zhao, 2011). This is 
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very different to the dualistic worldview of I and non-I/other. In the framework of 

tianxia and tianxia weigong, due to there being no ‘other,’ the relationship between 

different entities, including either individualistic or collective entities, is not zero-sum, 

but potentially reciprocal and harmonious (T. Zhao, 2011, pp. 9, 33-36). The foundation 

of tianxia is the Confucian reciprocal relationship, which is supported by Confucian 

moral and ethical doctrine (see also Chapters 6 and 8) (Duara, 2017, p. 71). 

According to B. Wang (2017, p. 1), ‘tianxia refers to a system of governance held 

together by a regime of culture and value that transcends racial and geographical 

boundaries.’ The emphasis on culture, value, and mutual acceptance and recognition, 

rather than racial and geographical boundaries, is consistent with the civilisational state 

(see more in Chapter 3). In other words, a tianxia system is not an ‘inter-national’ 

system, consisting of independent nation-states. Instead, it appeals for transcendence of 

the ‘inter-national’ world so as to understand the world as a world per se.  

According to Zhao Tingyang, whose work The Tianxia System: An Introduction to 

the Philosophy of World Institution has attracted wide attention and is largely 

responsible for the revival of the tianxia idea in the 21st century (Duara, 2017, p. 70), 

the tianxia idea requires us to think through the world, not to think of the world (T. 

Zhao, 2011, p. 3). Thinking through the world highlights at least three aspects. Firstly, 

thinking through the world understands the world as a collective agent shared by human 

beings as well as all other creatures on earth. The world, in this case, is not an 

aggregation of independent nation-states. It is a single entity with sub-collective agents 

such as states. Secondly, the priority for the different levels of entities, or spheres, is 

the good of tianxia rather than parochial interests. For example, at the individual level, 

every human being becomes responsible to serving the good of tianxia. This is 

consistent with the Sinic collectivist tradition that prioritises the collective good over 

the individualistic good. In discussing the terms of dawo and xiaowo, tianxia refers to 

the dawo that transcends all other existing entities which are xiaowos. Thirdly, to think 

through the world paves the way for discussing global/world citizenship. In the 

perspective of tianxia, the national identity of the individual is secondary to being a 

member of tianxia. This reverses the dictum of the former British Prime Minister Teresa 

May, who said: ‘If you believe you’re a citizen of the world, you’re a citizen of 
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nowhere.’ The tianxia viewpoint is not a mere abstraction. It may not exist for Theresa 

May, but it already exists in China.  

Thinking through the world consolidates human beings’ responsibility to serve the 

world, and to focus only on the good of the world and not state interests or other 

parochial interests. It is in this sense that the Sinic approximation of the liberal Anglo-

American global collective (public/common) goods is the collective goods of tianxia, 

rather than collective goods that transcend national borders. Collective goods of 

tianxia are goods that benefit and belong to all under heaven. The starting point is 

tianxia, not the nation-state. National goods becomes private in relation to collective 

goods of tianxia: the state is xiaowo, tianxia is dawo. Correspondingly, global collective 

goods, or more precisely, collective goods of tianxia, take precedence over parochial 

goods in the behaviours of country, organisation and agent.  

I move now to the normative core of tianxia: values. Values of tianxia that are 

particularly emphasised include the pursuit of order and harmony, and embracing 

diversity, as aspects of a harmonious and peaceful tianxia. The central concern of 

Confucianism is order and harmony, as repeatedly discussed in previous chapters. 

Harmony without assimilation (heer butong) reflects the Confucian pursuit of order as 

well as its openness to, and respect for, diversity. This requires flexibility, mutual 

understanding, respect, and dialogue (Fang, 2003). Mere tolerance as in the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition is not enough. Parallel to Smith’s natural sympathy and 

Kant’s sympathy in humanity, the Confucian movement from qin qin (affection for 

one’s kin) to fan ai zhong (affection for all humanity) is a journey to the realisation of 

harmony without assimilation. Confucianism endorses a series of moral values, 

represented by the Five Constant Virtues (see Chapter 6), as a foundational pillar to 

uphold the social order. The pillar of virtue, to a large extent constituted formal/legal 

regulations in guiding people’s daily life in Imperial China. The notion of tianxia takes 

Five Constant Virtues to the level of the world as a whole.  

 

10.3.2 Tianxia in realpolitik 

T. Zhao (2011, 2018, 2019) imagines how the idea of tianxia may be implemented in 

realpolitik. He argues for a political entity/sovereignty at the tianxia level. In Zhao’s 
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imagination, the world is an organic whole, and there are lower-level entities below 

tianxia/the world, but these are not nation-states (Callahan, 2004; Hui, 2017; Lewis & 

Hsieh, 2017; T. Zhao, 2003, 2011). An example of tianxia system in history is the Zhou 

Dynasty (1046-256 BCE) in China.  

In Zhao’s view, the contemporary extension of the tianxia model would involve a world 

government controlling a larger territory and military force than that controlled by the 

autonomous substates. These substates would be independent in most respects, except in their 

legitimacy and obligations, for which they would depend on the recognition of world 

government. Rather than being based on force and self-interest, the cultural empire would use 

ritual as a means to limit the self and its interests. Tianxia is a hierarchical worldview that 

prioritizes order over freedom, elite governance over democracy, and the superior political 

institution over the lower level. (Duara, 2017, p. 70)  

Duara (2017) interprets a tianxia system in association with cosmopolitanism. He 

points out that the tianxia idea reflects the cosmopolitan thought of all humanity 

belonging nonexclusively to a single community (Duara, 2017, p. 67). While existing 

nation-states centre on humans’ belongingness in terms of locality, race, and religion, 

tianxia is based on the belongingness to humanity and the world. Correspondingly, 

institutions or representatives of the tianxia community need to ‘make sovereign 

decisions in some (mutually agreed upon) areas of political society’ (Duara, 2017, p. 

67). Existing international organisations like the United Nations are not the kind of 

institutional representatives in tianxia. Perhaps the closest existing institution is the 

European Union, although it is operating at a regional, not global level. In the tianxia 

framework, institutions at the global level produce collective goods of tianxia for all 

humanity.  

In Zhao’s imagination, meritocracy, not democracy, is used for selecting political 

leaders for global institutions (T. Zhao, 2011, pp. 19, 20). Tianxia incorporates the 

people’s will (min xin) (T. Zhao, 2011, p. 19). Democracy is only one technical method 

for revealing the will of people. Democracy is not an end in itself, the end is the people’s 

will. In Zhao’s opinion the best way to capture the will of the people is meritocracy. 

Elites lead in tianxia. 
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 However, such realpolitik discussion of tianxia has been challenged and criticised, 

primarily concerning inter-state relations. A central concern is equality between states, 

a foundational pillar of the existing interstate relationship, albeit not always well 

implemented. In the tianxia system, at least in scholarly discussion, it is acceptable to 

have hierarchy between states (X. Yan, 2011, pp. 97, 104). Some critiques argue that in 

Imperial times, such as under the Zhou Dynasty and the Han Dynasty, tianxia was 

structured with China as the ‘inner’ part and neighbouring countries as the ‘outer’ part, 

as manifested in the Sino-centric tributary system. This ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ relationship 

is a structural parallel of centre-periphery relations today (Callahan, 2008; T. Liang, 

2018). Some tianxia scholars/researchers justify such a hierarchy by attaching to it a 

graded system of responsibilities. Countries with higher positions take larger 

responsibilities for maintaining the order of tianxia, including help for those in need. 

Hence the government of Imperial China provided protection for recognised tributary 

countries. In the contemporary context, X. Yan (2011) offers the example of China’s 

relations with Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Yan argues that bigger 

countries should take greater responsibilities in cooperation and in the production of 

global collective goods – although this does not strictly follow the equality principle, 

nevertheless, it arguably benefits both smaller countries and the world (X. Yan, 2011, 

p. 105). Yan’s argument is consistent with Zhao’s ‘thinking through the world,’ which 

prioritises the good of dawo over xiaowo. But liberty and equality are less emphasised. 

Critics of the tianxia system point to the potential for major countries to influence 

or dominate weaker ones. Callahan (2008) questions China’s use of tianxia. He sees 

tianxia not as a regime of culture and authority but the projection of a global hegemon 

(Callahan, 2008; Callahan & Barabantseva, 2011). Many Chinese scholars/researchers 

state that with the rise of its economic power, China needs to expand its soft power and 

that one way of facilitating this is through re-imagining the world order. Tianxia is one 

way that China can establish its own discourses (W. Ding, 2018; F. Sun & Chen, 2016), 

for example around the Belt and Road Initiative. These interpretations are not 

inconsistent with Callahan’s critique. However, there have long been critics inside and 

outside China of the embedding of a centre-periphery construct in tianxia, thereby 

repeating the Imperial tribute system (for example, Imperial China as the centre while 
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countries who paid tribute to Imperial China as periphery) (Callahan & Barabantseva, 

2011; Chirot & Hall, 1982; Fairbank, 1968; Hui, 2003). Fei Xiaotong (2015), a Chinese 

sociologist who works with the structure of social relations as nested circles, makes the 

point that the individual’s affection becomes thinner when the circle expands. The same 

might apply to the affection of the hegemonic centre in a centre-periphery world order. 

However, B. Wang (2017, p. 17) states that while a tianxia system might be hierarchical, 

there would not be coercion by the country with greatest power. They point out that in 

Chinese history the Imperial state seldom interfered with or invaded tributary countries.  

Mutual trust is a core requisite if the tianxia idea is to be taken forward. However, 

mutual trust between agents/institutions/countries with diverse races, cultures, values 

and languages is not easy to achieve. Fei (2015, p. 50) emphasises self-cultural 

awareness, summarised as ‘an appreciation of one’s own culture, an understanding and 

appreciation of other cultures, and mutual respect, would result in people’s living 

together harmoniously, which then leads to the status of unity in diversity.’62 Although 

scholars/researchers may argue a tianxia system would work on the basis of voluntary 

participation rather than coercion, as discussed, however, the tianxia idea may be 

vulnerable to coercive mechanisms of domination. Perceptions of this danger may 

prevent it from being employed in the contemporary world. Some argue tianxia merely 

pictures a utopia that has never existed in history, and can hardly be achieved today.  

Unfortunately, [tianxia] is either a utopian imagining or an ‘invented tradition.’ In history, we 

have a hard time finding a monarchy that possessed this tripartite legitimacy. Under the ancient 

Xia dynasty, ‘when Yi sought the throne, Qi killed him.’ The consolidation of the Zhou dynasty 

required killings to the point that ‘the blood ran down the halberd.’ The Han was created out 

of the terrible battles between the Han and the Chu. … The legitimacy that establishes a 

monarchy is based at least in half on military might. (Ge, 2017, p. 11) 

Another obstacle facing the tianxia idea is that the emphases on harmony over 

diversity, stability over liberty, and meritocracy over democracy are major divergences 

from the liberal Anglo-American world view (B. Wang, 2017, p. 13). The Confucian 

notion of solving practical problems of statecraft through norms, values, behaviours 

 
62 各美其美，美人之美，美美与共，天下大同。 
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and accepted rituals rather than law, contract and the final backing of state coercion also 

diverges from the liberal Anglo-American worldview.  

Nevertheless, despite the difficulty in employing the tianxia idea in realpolitik, the 

problems of the current world order, including unresolvable power struggles and the 

under-provision of global collective goods, point to the value of considering the idea of 

tianxia. Given the urgency of the problem of global collective goods, the late Ulrich 

Beck and scholars/researchers from East Asia have worked on ways to integrate 

cosmopolitan visions and the tianxia worldview. Beck (2016, p. 257) proposes a 

cosmopolitan sociology that addresses the ‘fundamental fragility and mutability of 

societal dynamics shaped by the globalization of capital and risks today.’ Beck’s (2016, 

p. 257) cosmopolitan sociology requires,  

Firstly, by criticizing methodological nationalism; second, by introducing the concept of 

cosmopolitanization; third, by re-mapping social inequalities; fourth, by discussing risk society 

in the context of East Asian development; and fifth and finally, by proposing a cosmopolitan 

vision. (Beck, 2016, p. 257) 

According to Beck (2016) and S.-J. Han, Shim, and Park (2016), cosmopolitanism can 

be consolidated and rendered more effective when the normative layer of the tianxia 

worldview is added. 

 

10.3.3 Tianxia weigong and collective goods of tianxia 

UNESCO (2015) argues that global common goods enables a more humanistic 

consideration in comparison to global public goods. However, a humanistic perspective 

still rooted in the dualistic I/not-I worldview and an ‘inter-national’ global setting, is 

not enough to challenge methodological nationalism or develop social and political 

machinery sufficient to address the existing global problems. The tianxia worldview 

can add more to the mix. 

While the implications of the tianxia idea for realpolitik are unclear, the idea sheds 

new light on global collective goods. Tianxia weigong understands the world as an 

organic collective whole. In line with the Sinic collectivist tradition, there exists no 

‘private’ in all under heaven. All under heaven belongs to all, and is for all. Belonging 
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to all reflects the fact that the world is collectively shared not only by human beings but 

by all creatures on earth, while being for all highlights the absolute priority of collective 

goods over individualistic/private goods.   

Tianxia weigong moves decisively beyond methodological nationalism. The world 

is a public realm and all humans are responsible to contribute to the good of the world. 

Here ‘global collective goods’ become understood not as ‘public/common goods,’ but 

more in the sense of the collective goods of tianxia. Global collective goods are goods 

that benefit all under heaven and require human beings’ concerted contribution. Not 

just the public authority, but many agents and agencies carry joint responsibility to 

produce such collectively shared goods. These global collective goods are not marginal 

to national goods: the importance of global collective goods is not lower than that of 

parochial goods. 

In the long term only a world government, responsive to the world while effectively 

engaging the many agents, institutions, localities and scales within it, can fully sustain 

the production of global collective goods. Further, even though such a world 

government could hardly be established in the current world order, the normative idea 

of tianxia of thinking through the world – of prioritising global collective goods and 

consolidating all agents’ and agencies’ responsibilities to produce global collective 

goods – is still worthy of consideration. This approach can be considerably advanced 

in higher education now. In fact organisations such as research intensive universities, 

collaborating on a large scale, can produce very significant global collective goods. 

 

10.4 Global collective goods, collective goods of tianxia and higher 
education 

10.4.1 The student 

Higher education produces global collective goods through the education of the 

individual student. As demonstrated in Chapter 6, the individual student self-cultivates 

at university while receiving an education. Not only are skills and knowledge acquired 

through higher education, but students’ personal capabilities are also enhanced. 

Students may also learn to identify with and internalise values that are essential to the 
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well-being of all under heaven, part of higher education’s production of normative 

collective goods.  

Through the acquisition of skills and knowledge, graduates contribute to a 

country’s combined human power. They also promote world economic prosperity; each 

country’s economy is an integral part of the global economic system (Griffiths & 

Arnove, 2015). Meanwhile, studies show that higher education graduates are more 

likely to be internationally mobile (Marginson, 2018d; Verbik & Lasanowski, 2007). 

International mobility on the one hand is a global collective good, contributing to the 

enhancement of both combined and individual capabilities and combined freedoms 

(Tran, 2016). On the other hand, it leads to other global collective goods, such as 

interaction among people from different countries and communities. Such interaction 

contributes to the mutual understanding between, and the respect for, each other, which 

are fundamental to the maintenance of a peaceful and harmonious world environment 

(Fang, 2003; Fei, 2015).  

The enhancement of individual capability is a crucial global collective good as it 

plays an essential role in promoting both the individual’s well-being and humanity’s 

well-being (Boni & Walker, 2013; Sen, 1999). To take one example, there is abundant 

empirical evidence demonstrating the significant correlation between receiving higher 

education and improving students’ own and their families’ health conditions (see for 

example Hartog & Oosterbeek, 1998; Zahran, Zack, Vernon-Smiley, & Hertz, 2007). 

Furthermore, the Covid-19 pandemic has shown that the health of one person can have 

global effects.  

In addition, many important values, as normative global collective goods, are 

embedded in higher education and gradually internalised by students. Global normative 

collective goods can centre on values essential to the well-being and flourishing of all. 

For example, diversity is an essential global common good, as emphasised by UNESCO 

(2015), enabling each society and community to develop its own interpretation of 

values, including what is ‘good,’ embedded in the society or community’s culture. As 

noted, diverse development and interpretation is itself an important global collective 

good. Likewise, higher education’s daily operation also calls for diversity. As Chapter 

6 shows, the manifoldness of the environment is essential to individual development. 
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Likewise, values of tolerance, equality, and mutual respect are shared by the whole of 

humanity; and many of these values, as normative collective goods, are also crucial to 

the functioning and evolution of higher education; for example academic freedom and 

the diversity of persons, methods and ideas (Altbach, 2001; Bodycott & Lai, 2012). 

Students’ identification with, and internalisation of, values involves moral and 

citizenship education, including education for global citizenship (Arthur & Bohlin, 

2005; Jarvis, 2002; Ramirez & Cha, 1990; Szelényi & Rhoads, 2007). Most national 

governments have policies on preparing students to become desirable national citizens 

(Kennedy, Fairbrother, & Zhao, 2014). There are less programmes inside universities 

centring on world and global citizenship education (Moon & Koo, 2011; C. Zhang & 

Fagen, 2016). Through educating individual students, higher education could play a 

vital role in attaining and maintaining a harmonious, peaceful and desirable world. 

Research shows that higher education influences attitudes and perceptions. 

Marginson (2018g) points to the clear divide between higher education graduates and 

others in the Brexit vote and Donald Trump’s election in 2016. University-educated 

individuals are less likely to reject science and experts, for example in relation to global 

climate change, and are less readily mobilised as an unreflective source of populist 

power (Marginson, 2018g; Silver, 2016; Swales, 2016). Higher education helps to form 

capacity in public reason and fosters tolerance of difference (see Chapter 6). Shared 

reason and tolerance are in themselves global collective goods, and they also act as 

intermediate global goods in that they facilitate other global collective goods such as 

civil peace, international tolerance and the mitigation of global climate change. 

 

10.4.2 Knowledge 

Higher education contributes to global collective goods/collective goods of tianxia 

through the production of knowledge. UNESCO (2015, p. 79) understands knowledge 

as ‘encompassing information, understanding, skills, values and attitudes.’ Knowledge 

is a common heritage which belongs to and is contributed by the whole of humanity 

(Ndofirepi & Cross, 2017; Stiglitz, 1999; UNESCO, 2015). Normally, knowledge 

produced in higher education should be available to all human beings.  
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In this regard, higher education does not always live up to the expectation. There 

is a world trend towards the privatisation of knowledge, including knowledge 

production, dissemination, and reproduction (Cozzi & Galli, 2011; Maskus & 

Reichman, 2004; Stiglitz, 1999). This is evident in higher education, resulting in 

concerns and suspicions about whether higher education contributes to global collective 

goods in the knowledge domain (Szadkowski, 2018). For example, medicinal 

knowledge produced by higher education is not always accessible to every individual 

across the world. This suggests that higher education needs to pay special attention in 

order to make knowledge accessible. The open-access-mode of publication is one 

solution (García-Penalvo, de Figuerola, & Merlo, 2010; Molloy, 2011). Making 

knowledge more accessible involves educating the public, including fashioning the 

communication of knowledge to render it comprehensible and improve its reception. 

Knowledge is also an intermediate global collective goods that is vital to the 

production of many other global collective goods. Scholars’ philosophical discussions 

about justice, liberty, and equity feed into the attainment and maintenance of a fairer 

and more peaceful world (Rao et al., 1999; I. Taylor, 2014). Studies in science and 

social science often target global problems and attempt to propose solutions. A strong 

example is research on climate change, which involves many thousands of people in 

almost every country, visible to each other, and collaborating extensively, largely from 

the bottom up. This kind of knowledge has the potential to influence global policies. 

When this thesis was being written, the world was facing the global epidemic challenge 

of the novel coronavirus COVID-19. International collaboration in research, open-

access publishing of the results of research, and providing the worldwide public with 

relevant knowledge and information, is of paramount importance in the common fight 

against this global challenge (X. Xu, 2020). 

Scientific knowledge produced by universities is also transferred to technological 

applications that benefit people and social groups across the world, including future 

generations (Agrawal, 2001; Hou, 2011; Santoro & Gopalakrishnan, 2000). 

Nevertheless, the trend to knowledge privatisation indicates that it is necessary to 

critically investigate the extent to which higher education is contributing to global 

collective goods through knowledge production, and to identify gaps and blockages. 
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10.4.3 Global equity 

As noted, higher education contributes to global collective goods through its 

commitment to values. A quintessential example is higher education’s commitment to 

equity, in both the global and the national sense. Chapter 7 discussed higher education’s 

contribution to domestic social equity. I concentrate on equity in a global sense here.  

Many higher education institutions and agents assist the development of emerging 

countries (Novelli, 2013). One mechanism is the recruitment of international students, 

especially specific targeting of international students from certain countries (Mazzarol 

& Soutar, 2002; Rosa & Renze, 2012; Verbik & Lasanowski, 2007). Numerous 

universities have established scholarship programmes for international students from 

low-income countries, often based on the World Bank category. It is hoped that well-

educated international students will contribute significantly to their home countries, 

though in reality, these countries often face the problem of brain drain (Beine, Docquier, 

& Rapoport, 2008).  

Higher education’s commitment to global equity is also embodied in international 

research collaboration. Some international collaborative research projects focus on 

emerging country problems: for example, social science research’s focus on local 

responses to the global financial crisis; medical research focusing on epidemic diseases 

such as dengue fever and malaria; and projects designed to assist with food security or 

urban water supply. Aid-based assistance extends also to professional development. 

Universities in wealthy countries may organise training programmes for teachers and 

other professionals from emerging countries. (The distinction between ‘developed’ and 

‘under-developed’ countries may be criticised by post-colonial scholars63). 

 

10.4.4 National and global perspectives 

Despite higher education’s commitment to global collective goods, in most countries 

the primary concerns are still fixed within the national border. For example, compared 

 
63 For example, Burns, L. (2019). Postcolonialism after world literature : relation, equality, dissent. New York: 

Bloomsbury Academic. But the investigation of this topic is not attempted in the thesis. 
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to global equity, universities and academics focus mostly on equity in national terms 

(Bowen et al., 2005; Clancy & Goastellec, 2007; Q. Jia & Ericson, 2017).  

Higher education across the world is primarily funded by national, provincial and 

sometimes local government. Institutions and their agents are primarily responsive to 

the needs of nations and proximate communities. The operation of higher education 

institutions must abide by national regulations. National governments mostly prioritise 

their own interests when making decisions: as noted, their legitimacy comes from inside 

the country, not outside. While many countries have commitment to global collective 

goods, such as promoting international mobility, and international research cooperation, 

national goods generally have primacy. In higher education, the prioritisation of 

national goods is apparent in at least five ways.  

Firstly, while academic freedom is nationally nuanced (see Chapter 8) it also has a 

common global aspect. No academic faculty anywhere want to be told by non-faculty 

what they can and cannot learn, investigate or teach. All faculty share a commitment to 

the pursuit of truth. Yet in many countries, for reasons such as public accountability 

requirements and other governmental regulations, official policies interfere with free 

academic decision making (Palfreyman, 2007; Traianou, 2015).  

Secondly, there is often (though not always) an emphasis on addressing national 

issues when providing research funding for higher education. Sometimes funding 

provided by governments is targeted to specific research topics, or more generally 

designated areas of national priority. When governments invest in topics that are mostly 

relevant to domestic issues, research for producing global collective goods can be 

under-supported (Bayer & Urpelainen, 2013; Reisen, Soto, & Weithöner, 2008).  

Third, the aforementioned privatisation of knowledge, which to a certain extent is 

reinforced by the Intellectual Property Rights regime (Cozzi & Galli, 2011; UNESCO, 

2015, p. 80), arguably hampers the global dissemination and reproduction of knowledge 

produced by higher education. We need a better balance between making knowledge 

available for humanity and protecting intellectual property rights. 

Fourth, national governments may focus strongly on higher education’s role in 

preparing students as national citizens (Calhoun, 2006; Jiao Li, 2006; H. Qi & Shen, 

2015). Moral and citizenship education often contains a nationalist strand with global 
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elements less visible (Davies & Pike, 2010; Jarvis, 2002; Szelényi & Rhoads, 2007). 

The nationalist element, such as certain ideas of patriotism, does not always contribute 

to the cultivation of global citizens.  

Fifth, as previously discussed, international mobility is a global collective good, 

but countries’ immigration and visa regulations often contain barriers restricting 

mobility (Appelt, van Beuzekom, Galindo-Rueda, & de Pinho, 2015; Neumayer, 2006). 

Mostly, the more influential is the nationalist strand in politics, the stricter will be the 

visa regulations. Arguably, the limitation posed on students and academics by such 

regulations impedes higher education’s production of global collective goods. For 

example, at the time when this thesis was written, the US government was making 

efforts to impose limits on Chinese international students. In May 2020, the US 

government was under criticism from American universities because it planned to 

cancel the visas of Chinese graduate students and researchers in the US, who had ties 

to certain universities which were believed by the government to be affiliated with the 

People’s Liberation Army.64 This policy threatened to affect thousands of Chinese 

graduate students and researchers who played important roles in the production of 

knowledge in the US higher education (Gaule & Piacentini, 2013). 

Higher education is intrinsically globally-connected. Single countries operating 

alone are no longer able to deal with many higher education issues, such as mobility 

and international research collaboration. Methodological nationalism retards attention 

to such issues while blocking from view the existence of the cross-border dimension, 

the need to be more globally effective and the potential means of doing so. Informed 

by the tianxia weigong idea, in which global collective goods are no longer marginal to 

more parochial goods, I argue that the organisation of higher education can be adjusted 

as follows, in response to the five aspects listed above: 

(i) Academic freedom: higher education should work towards a common global 

commitment to specified negative and positive academic freedoms. 

(ii) Research: to better respond to global challenges and issues, it is essential to 

provide national government and non-government financial support for 
 

64 See for example, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/28/us/politics/china-hong-kong-trump-student-visas.html 

(accessed on 30th August 2020). 
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research on global topics. The anthropocosmic worldview of the Sinic 

tradition, which stresses the harmonious balance between humanity and 

nature, provides a framework for global ecological research grounded in 

tianxia. 

(iii) Privatisation of knowledge: knowledge is a global collective good belonging 

to all under heaven. There is a need to better balance the relationship between 

knowledge available for humanity and protecting intellectual property rights. 

(iv) Students as citizens: while higher education is often effective in preparing 

national citizens, states need to further emphasise the importance of preparing 

global citizens.  

(v) International mobility: In tianxia, there is no ‘other’ and belongingness is not 

based on locality, race, and culture. Regulations limiting international 

mobility of academics and students, and international research collaboration, 

rarely have an intrinsic justification and need to be reconsidered. 

 

10.5 Summary 

Compared to the other four key themes, global collective goods and tianxia weigong 

have attracted less attention from academia. The prevalence of global challenges, 

conflicts, and struggles over power point to the existing problem of the under-provision 

of global collective goods. Higher education contributes to global collective goods. 

However, higher education institutions worldwide are also facing challenges and 

limitations that negatively influence their contribution to global collective goods. 

Scholars/researchers seek solutions to the under-provision of global collective 

goods. Some call for active participation and contribution from the non-governmental 

sector and communities. Some point to the intrinsic problems inherent in the existing 

nation-state and interstate system. Scholars/researchers familiar with the Sinic tianxia 

and tianxia weigong critique methodological nationalism and propose to think through 

the world, not of the world. Certain values are emphasised, including harmony, order, 

stability, and diversity. When the central concern is the world/tianxia, parochial goods 

are subordinate to global collective goods. The practical issue is to develop mechanisms 

guaranteeing the sustainable provision of global collective goods. In higher education, 
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activities based on the perspective of tianxia offer the potential means of overcoming 

the obstacles that confine higher education’s production of global collective goods. 

However, problems arise when translating the normative appeal of tianxia into 

realpolitik. There remain fundamental tensions between the idea of tianxia and certain 

liberal Anglo-American ideas – hierarchy versus equality, harmony and order versus 

liberty, and meritocracy versus democracy. These disagreements indicate the barriers 

to global consensus and partly explain existing misunderstandings between 

agents/institutions from diverse backgrounds. Agreement cannot always be reached. 

However, tianxia and tianxia weigong do provide an alternative approach, and the 

discussion is important. 
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Chapter 11. Trans-positional assessment II: Comparison and the potential 
for complementarities, hybridisations, and synergies 

 

11.1 Introduction 

Building on Chapters 6 to 10, this chapter conducts Trans-positional assessment II. 

Again with reference to the five themes discussed in Chapters 6-10, this chapter 

compares the two traditions, and searches for complementarities, hybridisations, and 

synergies between them. It responds to the sixth sub-research question, which contains 

two interrogational components: What are the similarities and differences on each of 

the five key themes between the higher education-related Sinic and liberal Anglo-

American traditions? Are there possibilities for hybridisations, synergies, and 

complementarities of the two traditions concerning the five key themes, as ways to 

trans-positionally reconstruct the related notions of ‘public (good)’ in higher education? 

 In this chapter, the comparison and combination are done one pair at a time (note 

that the fourth pair, gong and public, and the fifth pair – tianxia weigong and global 

public/common goods – are discussed together. See 11.5). For each pair, I start with a 

systematic comparison, and outline the findings using figures. Similarities and 

differences between the notions in each pair are identified. Some 

similarities/differences between the two traditions are reflected in the comparison of 

more than one theme (for example, the differing worldviews).  

Based on the similarities and differences, I then attempt to search for the potential 

for combination. Combination can be in three forms: complementarities, hybridisations, 

and synergies. As Chapter 2 shows, complementarity combines ideas that are 

contrasting but at the same time mutually complementary. Hybridisation combines 

distinct parts from two or more concepts to become a new single ‘hybrid’ concept, and 

the parts remain separate as they were before. Synergy also makes combination of 

distinct parts from two or more concepts, but in a synergy the distinct parts work 

cooperatively, a combination that is more effective than if they worked in a high degree 

of isolation.  
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To reiterate, I do not attempt to comprehensively combine the two traditions in 

relation to the five themes. In addition, as will be discussed, both the potential for 

combination, and the absence of combination, are both seen as possible. 

 

11.2 The first pair: xiushen and Bildung 

11.2.1 Comparison between xiushen and Bildung 

This sub-section compares the ideas of xiushen and Bildung (including the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition’s take-up of Bildung) discussed in Chapter 6. As Figure 11-

1 shows, xiushen and Bildung differ regarding the view of the world, the assumption of 

the individual’s natural personality and capacity, the process of individual development 

including the interplay between individual and the environment, and the primary aim 

of individual development. Nevertheless, despite the differences, their views overlap 

on two specific aspects of the individual’s development: the cultivation of an 

individual’s free will/agency, and the cultivation of moral qualities/public spiritedness. 

The grey area shows how the two traditions overlap (this applies to other figures in this 

chapter too). 

Differences between xiushen and Bildung  

The anthropocosmic worldview vis-à-vis the dualistic worldview, and the aim to 

maintain a harmonious world vis-à-vis the aim to protect individual liberty while 

mitigating the tension between I and non-I. The difference between the worldviews 

of the Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions is fundamental to the comparison of 

xiushen and Bildung (and the other pairs too, see later). As demonstrated in previous 

chapters, Confucianism views the world as an organic and harmonious whole, 

consisting of the expanding entities (from the self to tianxia). Xiushen, as a process of 

individual self-perfectionism, aims to ensure that individuals genuinely work for the 

maintenance of the harmonious world.  

In contrast, the liberal Anglo-American tradition follows the dualistic worldview 

that views the world as composed of I and non-I/the other. There is constant tension 

between I and the other. A typical example of this is the contradiction between freedom 

of I and limitations on freedom caused by the other. While Bildung attempts to mitigate 
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the tension between I and non-I, its priority is to protect and enhance individual liberty. 

Here individual liberty embraces both negative freedom that protects individuals from 

external intrusion, and the cultivation of an individual’s free agency as positive freedom.  

The sameness of personhood vis-à-vis diverse individuality. As has been 

investigated in Chapters 6 and 7, the two traditions disagree on the natural personality 

and capacity of human beings. While Confucianism asserts that human beings are born 

with the same personhood (covering the natural personality, capacity, and potential), 

the liberal Anglo-American tradition believes in the diversity of essential individual 

attributes. With this difference, xiushen and Bildung have developed varying 

approaches to individual development, especially concerning the role of environmental 

support (see below). 

Inward and outward self-perfectionism vis-à-vis socially-nested self-formation. 

Drawing on the varying worldviews and assumptions of human beings’ natural capacity 

and potential, the two traditions further diverge in terms of the process of individual 

development.  

Confucianism views xiushen as an individualistic process, not relying on the 

external environment. Also, as all individuals share the same natural capacity and 

potential, it is believed that the success of the individualistic process of xiushen is 

mainly determined by the individual’s own efforts. There are two broad stages of 

xiushen: inward and outward self-perfectionism. It was expected that, through higher 

learning, individuals gradually developed and exercised their capacity for critical 

reflection and thinking. Thus the free will was cultivated, manifested in an individual’s 

ability to stay attuned to the way and stay true to him/herself. In Confucianism, this 

inward self-perfectionism is viewed as a purely individualistic process. The aim is to 

reach the status of internal sagehood. 

Outward self-perfectionism concentrates on the individual’s interaction with 

collective spheres such as family, local community, and the state. This process 

emphasises the cultivation of moral qualities, with which individuals become morally 

virtuous. The key moral qualities to be cultivated are the individual’s responsibilities in 

contributing to the good of collective spheres and maintaining a harmonious world. The 

end of outward self-perfectionism is external kinglihood. Notably, although outward 
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self-perfectionism involves interaction between the individual and collective spheres, 

the main method of perfection proposed by Confucianism is again highly individualistic, 

in the sense that the method deliberately neglects the external environment’s role in 

individual development. Outward self-perfectionism largely concerns the individual’s 

self-cultivation of, and behaving in line with, moral qualities. It is assumed that when 

morally virtuous individuals stay true to themselves, morally and behaviourally, they 

are in a harmonious relationship with the world. When every individual is morally 

virtuous, the harmonious world is maintained. 

Arguably, in this worldview the impact from the environment is deliberately 

overlooked, in relation to both the inward and outward self-perfectionism of xiushen. 

Despite the claim of xiushen being a highly individualistic process, individuals de facto 

self-cultivate with external support, and through the interplay with the other. For 

example, the teacher’s guidance plays an important role in higher learning (and thus 

inward self-cultivation), and outward self-perfectionism is realised through an 

individual’s interaction with collective spheres.  

 In contrast, Bildung is understood as a process of socially-nested self-formation, 

although liberalism to a large extent follows an individualistic tradition. The 

environment is pivotal to Bildung. It is agreed by both the German tradition and 

liberalism that there are at least two environmental prerequisites for Bildung: freedom 

of development and the manifoldness of situation. The two prerequisites are associated 

with the assumption of the diversity of natural individuality. As human beings are born 

with diverse natural individuality, Bildung should not follow a certain template, but be 

rendered consistent with the individual’s individuality. To employ this idea in the 

context of education, Dewey argues that teachers need to adjust their pedagogy and 

teaching content according to each student’s individuality. Freedom, mainly in the form 

of negative freedom here, enables such free development. The manifoldness of situation 

provides individuals with different options, and thus helps to prevent a monotonous 

situation. Based on these two prerequisites, Sen further argues that the environment 

should also attempt to actively support an individual’s development. In other words, 

environmental supports, including education, are necessary to Bildung.  
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 In addition to the recognition of potential impacts and necessary supports from the 

environment, liberalism acknowledges the constant interplay between individual and 

the other throughout Bildung. According to Dewey, individuals are not isolated from 

the community – individual growth takes place in the community. When the two 

environmental prerequisites are in place, the relationship between individual and 

community can be reciprocal. Meanwhile, the individual’s participation in collective 

activities is indispensable to Bildung – for example, public discussion is conducive to 

the development of an individual’s free agency, and public participation contributes to 

the cultivation of public spiritedness. 

 Nevertheless, while liberalism draws attention to the environment, it focuses less 

than might be expected on the agency of the individual in the process of development, 

including determination, self-effort and resilience. When Bildung emphasises the 

development of individual agency, this mostly refers to reasoning, not qualities such as 

diligence and determination. Both of the presence of the importance of the environment 

and the absence of the individual agency in Bildung are complementary to Confucian 

xiushen. Xiushen centres on the individual’s agency, such as self-efforts and 

determination, while overlooking the effects of the environment. This complementarity 

is enlightening to the discussion of student development, equity, and liberty in higher 

education (see below). 

Similarities: the free will/agency, and moral qualities/public spiritedness 

Xiushen and Bildung start with different worldviews and assumptions about natural 

individuality, and disagree on the process of individual development. However, they 

have reached a consensus on two aims of individual development.  

The first is the development of the free will in Confucianism and free agency in 

liberalism. As discussed, xiushen aims to enable the individual’s development of the 

free will through inward self-perfectionism. The keystone of this development is to 

ensure individuals are attuned to the way through constant repossession of the way. 

This is a process of training the free will, especially the ability to critically reflect and 

think. Individuals thereby become able to stay true to themselves. Similarly, Sen’s 

concept of capability consists of two components: free agency and freedom to make 

choice (see also Chapter 8). For Bildung, the development of free agency centres on the 
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training of the ability to reason. Freedom to make choice builds on an individual’s free 

agency, manifested in the ability to truly understand the available options, and further 

requires negative freedom within which to make choices. Although freedom to make 

choices is not embraced by Confucianism (this is discussed in Chapter 8 and 11.4), the 

liberal emphasis on the development of free agency substantively overlaps with the 

Confucian emphasis on the development of free will.  

 Xiushen and Bildung also agree on the ‘public’ aspect of individual development: 

the cultivation of moral qualities in xiushen and the cultivation of public spiritedness in 

Bildung. The moral qualities particularly stressed by xiushen include the individual’s 

responsibility to contribute to the good of the collective spheres and to maintain a 

harmonious world. The public spiritedness in liberalism is key to the mitigation of the 

tension between individual and community. Arguably, despite varying attitudes towards 

individual liberty, both of the Sinic moral quality and liberal Anglo-American public 

spiritedness emphasise the individual’s engagement with community and aim to make 

individual development conducive to community-building. Both expect to achieve a 

harmonious and well-ordered society consisting of members with these desirable 

qualities. See Figure 11-1 for an illustration of the above comparison (note that Figure 

11-1 also shows the complementarity between xiushen and Bildung that will be 

discussed in the next sub-section). 
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Figure 11- 1 An outline of the comparison and complementarity between xiushen and Bildung 
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11.2.2 Searching for complementarity, and implications for student development 

in higher education 

This section draws on the similarities and differences between the ideas of xiushen and 

Bildung to search for complementarities. It also explores how the complementarities 

may enlighten student development in higher education. To repeat the point, the aim is 

not to complement the varying worldviews, the difference between which can hardly 

be reconciled. The primary focus is on complementing the different assumptions of 

human beings’ natural individuality, and the distinct processes of xiushen and Bildung.  

 It is evident that both xiushen and Bildung have strengths and weaknesses. On the 

one hand, xiushen affirms every individual’s equal potential and natural capacity, and 

foregrounds an individual’s agency (here agency primarily refers to qualities including 

diligence and determination). But it fails to encourage diverse pathways of individual 

development, or to consider the influence of the environment on individual 

development. For example, there is a lack of recognition of the different outcomes of 

xiushen affected by social inequality. On the other hand, Bildung’s stipulation of the 

environment is more successful in enabling diverse development of individuals in 

accordance with their manifold individualities. Nevertheless, in scholars’ discussions 

of Bildung, the importance of individual agency (especially diligence and determination) 

in individual development is seldom recognised. The assertion of the diversity of 

individuality, arguably, reflects the liberal Anglo-American tradition’s attitudes towards 

inequality of individual capacity and talent (see also 11.3). Together with the idea of 

equality of opportunity, it seems that individuals with ‘lower’ talent or capacity may be 

provided with fewer opportunities, which can stand in contradiction with the idea of 

social equity. 

 I propose a complementarity of xiushen and Bildung that takes into account both 

agency and environment in individual development, and recognises human beings’ 

equal potential, and diverse individuality, to be developed. This combination suggests 

that the best situation for individual development is when individual agency is 

harmonised with the external environment. This situation is also ideal for social 

equity, as I shall attempt to argue in 11.3. 
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 Specifically in the context of higher education, the complementarity points to two 

aspects: student’s agency and the necessary support from the environment (including 

from higher education institutions, as well as society). As discussed, there are two 

similarities between xiushen and Bildung: the shared emphasis on the development of 

the free will or free agency, and the cultivation of moral qualities or public spiritedness. 

Here the thesis understands free will and free agency as equivalent in the sense that 

both of them centre on the individual’s capacity for critical thinking, reflection, and 

reasoning. I shall expand on the complementarity with respect to the two similarities. 

 Individuals’ capacity for critical thinking, reflection, and reasoning, is expected to 

be an important aspect of student development in higher education. If both individual 

agency and environment are considered here, then while society, especially higher 

education institutions, need to provide the space for students to develop, it is also 

necessary to emphasise student agency and the student’s own efforts, devotion and 

determination. The emphasis on students’ agency not only points to the need for the 

individual’s own efforts and determination, but implies the need to support and enable 

every individual student to develop. In other words, although individuality is diverse, 

informed by the idea of xiushen, every student is educable and with equal potential. It 

is possible for any student to achieve their goals as long as s/he is minded to develop, 

provided s/he has the necessary external support.  

In addition, in relation to the question of free space for development, one distinctive 

aspect is the freedom of discussion including public discussion. According to liberalism, 

public discussion is essential to the development of free agency. As most students are 

adults when they commence higher education, they already possess the basic capacity 

for reason and critical thinking, which enables them to participate in public discussion, 

in which such capacity is further developed. This freedom of discussion is also 

enlightening for academic freedom in higher education, though academic freedom 

depends on whether and how higher education is located in the broader public setting, 

and is not the same in each culture (see more about this in 11.4). 

 As indicated, one of the primary aims of the cultivation of moral qualities/public 

spiritedness in higher education is to make higher education graduates desirable 

members of society. On top of graduates’ ability to reason and think critically, their 
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sense of responsibility to society is crucial. The desired moral qualities include the 

individual’s commitment to actively serving the collective good and maintaining a 

harmonious world in the Sinic tradition. Such moral qualities are cultivated not only 

through inward self-perfectionism, but also through external moral education. In the 

liberal Anglo-American tradition, individuals who are publicly spirited actively 

participate in public affairs and work on mitigating the tension between I and non-I. 

According to liberal thinkers, public spiritedness can be cultivated through public 

participation. Therefore, to support students’ cultivation of moral qualities including 

public spiritedness, higher education can be helpful in at least two ways: providing 

moral education or citizenship education, and encouraging and providing opportunities 

for students to engage with society. In addition, moral education and citizenship 

education should be organised in a way that is compatible with students’ development 

of free will and free agency. 

 

11.3 The second pair: gongping/equity 

11.3.1 Comparison between gongping and equity 

This sub-section summarises the comparison of the two traditions’ ideas on 

gongping/equity, with a particular focus on social equity. It explores the differences and 

similarities, and sheds light on the next sub-section concerning complementarity.  

The two traditions on social equity are different, but overlap. The liberal Anglo-

American tradition’s social equity is mainly originated in the Enlightenment, whereas 

the Chinese gongping has been shaped by both Sinic philosophical schools of thought 

represented by Confucianism and the modern Western ideas of social equity. Much of 

the overlap is a result of Western influence on the Chinese tradition.  

A summary comparison is illustrated in Figure 11-2. This presents the 

philosophical rationales for, and constitutes of, social equity, in each tradition. The two 

dotted boxes for the Sinic tradition, in addition to the one primary philosophical 

rationale (social order including social justice), reflects the influence from the West on 

the ideas of social equity, and the importance of Confucian moral equality, respectively. 

The dotted lines connecting the dotted boxes and the specific constitutes of Sinic social 

equity show how the ideas in the two boxes have impacted social equity in China. 
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As Figure 11-2 illustrates, the two traditions diverge concerning the philosophical 

rationales for social equity. For the liberal Anglo-American tradition, the primary 

rationales are democracy, social justice, and social order. Among the three, social equity 

is a necessity for the first two rationales but merely a good in relation to the third. In 

the Sinic tradition there is one primary rationale for social equity – social order, in 

which social justice is also included. For the Sinic tradition, social equity is regarded 

as beneficial for the maintenance of social order, and therefore a necessity. It is also 

beneficial to social justice, which further contributes to social order.
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The Sinic tradition                                           The liberal Anglo-American tradition 
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Figure 11- 2 An outline of comparison of (social) gongping/equity between the Sinic and liberal Anglo-American traditions 
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As discussed in Chapter 7, with three philosophical rationales, there are three 

primary constitutes in the liberal Anglo-American tradition: political and civil equality, 

social and economic equality (requiring fair equality of opportunity and fair distribution 

of wealth and income), and equality of freedom to achieve.  

In the Sinic tradition, there are four constitutes – political and civil equality, social 

and political equality, equality of opportunity, and equality of potential to self-cultivate. 

Three of these have one common rationale in the Sinic tradition. In addition, two other 

factors have impacted the four constitutes. One is the Western influence, associated 

with political and civil equality, and equality of opportunity. The other is the idea of 

Confucian moral equality, which leads to equality of potential to self-cultivate.  

Despite varying rationales, the two traditions overlap substantially in relation to 

the components of social equity. Arguably, except for equality of freedom to achieve in 

the liberal Anglo-American and equality of potential to self-cultivate in the Sinic 

tradition, all constitutes in either tradition have resonance in the other, as indicated by 

the grey area in Figure 11-2. 

 As noted, one of the main differences in relation to the components of social equity 

lies in liberal Anglo-American equality of freedom to achieve versus the Chinese 

equality of potential to self-cultivate. As noted, the difference is derived from a 

contrasting assumption on human beings’ talent and capacity. In the liberal Anglo-

American tradition, Rawls’s idea of fair equality of opportunity maintains that 

individuals with similar talent and aspiration should have equal opportunity. Though 

Sen moves forward from this to propose equality of freedom to achieve, his focus is 

still on the provision of external opportunities, means, and resources for individuals to 

achieve. The domain of the individuals’ personal character, their internal formation, and 

support for this process, is arguably under-recognised (see also 11.2 above). Both 

equality of freedom to achieve and equality of potential to self-cultivate centre on 

individual development. However, Sen’s capability concerns the expansion of 

substantial freedom, especially human agency, and there is no specific destination of 

this process – capability development depends on personal individuality and can be 

highly diverse. Whereas, in the Sinic tradition, Confucian self-cultivation aims at 

achieving the status of internal sagehood and external kinglihood. 
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 In part the two equalities – equality of freedom to achieve and equality of potential 

to self-cultivate – are contrasting, in that they understand natural capacity and talent 

differently. In part, however, they centre on different aspects of individual development, 

that is, the external and internal factors, and in that respect they can be reconciled using 

complementarity, as will now be discussed. 

 

11.3.2 Searching for complementarity, and implications for equity in higher 

education 

The overlapping constitutes of social equity – political and civil equality, social and 

economic equality, and equality of opportunity – can act as a common bridge across the 

two traditions in discussing social equity. However, it is also necessary to note that their 

philosophical foundations vary, and correspondingly they are nuanced by contexts.  

Political and civil equality. Political and civil equality is a fundamental constitute 

of social equity in both traditions. The manifestations of this equality may involve equal 

political rights (such as rights of voting and running for public offices), or equal status. 

However, the precise manifestations, and the means of protecting this equality, may 

vary across contexts.  

Social and economic equality. The two traditions agree on the value of enhancing 

social and economic equality, while acknowledging the formidability of eliminating 

inequality. They also agree on making meritocracy a primary means of addressing 

inequalities. However, they diverge from each other on the extent to which, and means 

whereby, the state may intervene to achieve such equality. The divergence is 

particularly associated with the attitudes towards the relationship between equality and 

liberty in the two traditions (this is not attempted here, but see more in Chapter 4 and, 

for example Narveson, 1984). 

Equality of opportunity. Equality of opportunity is crucial to the enhancement of 

social and economic equality in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. Influenced by the 

West, this form of equality has become an important aspect of social justice and the 

maintenance of social order in Chinese society. 

 Without trying to homogenise the social imaginaries and political systems, it is still 

possible to reinterpret and complement the partly contrasting concepts of ‘equality of 
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freedom to achieve’ and ‘equality of potential to self-cultivate’ (see below). Further, 

there appears to be a growing convergence at the level of fundamental assumptions. In 

the liberal Anglo-American tradition there is an increasing tendency to regard all human 

beings as educable.  

To extend further the discussion in section 11.2, these two ideas of equality also 

focus on two complementary aspects of individual development: externally, the 

individual’s opportunities, resources, and means; and internally, the individual’s inner 

formation and personal character. The liberal Anglo-American tradition only considers 

external supports, despite the fact that the main focus of equality of freedom to achieve 

is the development of agency. Further, external supports tend to favour individuals who 

are ‘more talented’ following the assumption of inequality of human talent and capacity. 

In many social fields, including higher education, in which there is a pronounced 

meritocratic tendency, prior achievements are often taken into account while the 

individual’s potential is partly overlooked. Arguably, the Sinic tradition can fill this gap, 

thereby complementing the Anglo-American tradition in this respect. 

 In contrast, the Sinic idea of equal potential to self-cultivate assumes that every 

human has an equal possibility of becoming a sage through self-perfectionism, which 

is largely a personal journey in which success depends on personal efforts. As external 

supports are overlooked, socially disadvantaged individuals are left without the 

necessary opportunities and resources, reinforcing inequality. With its focus on external 

factors, the Anglo-American tradition can complement the Sinic tradition.  

The personal journey of Confucian self-cultivation has changed in contemporary 

contexts. Becoming a sage is not the only aim of individual self-cultivation. Yet still, 

the idea of equality of potential to self-cultivate persists – any individual can pursue 

their understandings of what it means to be a good person. This parallels with Sen’s 

equality of freedom to achieve, which entails having capacity to make and carry out 

decisions.  

 Taken together, the liberal Anglo-American equality of freedom to achieve and 

Sinic equality of potential to self-cultivate are partly complementary – they are 

contrasting while paradoxically completing each other as the principle of 

complementarity suggests. The fact that each of them only considers part of individual 
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development makes their complementarity meaningful. I propose the idea of equality 

of potential and freedom to achieve as a complementarity . 

 Equality of potential and freedom to achieve. Humans are equally educable and 

in that respect have equal potential to achieve. The pathway to achievement is not 

prescribed, but relies on personal choices and decisions. The ability to make and 

implement decisions requires the development of individual agency. While the 

development of agency involves individual self-formation and requires personal 

characteristics such as diligence, resilience, and perseverance, it also needs external 

supports including opportunities, resources, and means. Social equity can be 

maximised when external conditions are harmonised with individual effort – when 

social structure and agency are combined, collective conditions and the individual 

are combined, and the outer and inner self are combined. Following this pathway it 

is possible to achieve maximum personal empowerment of the maximum number of 

people. This is what constitutes equality of opportunity in the larger sense.  

As mentioned in Chapter 7, Sen’s idea of equality of freedom to achieve is not the 

dominant or mainstream liberal view. Arguably, Sen’s capability approach is a social 

democratic version of liberalism and while it has a significant role in liberal Anglo-

American thought, it is not nearly as central as Confucian self-cultivation in China. The 

complementary I have achieved here is between Confucian thought and one strand of 

liberal thought. 

 

11.4 The third pair: zhi (the free will) and liberty 

This section compares the third key theme: zhi (the free will) and liberty. In contrast 

with the attempt to search for combination for the other themes, I will explain why there 

is an absence of complementarity, hybridisation, or synergy for zhi and liberty. 

 

11.4.1 Comparison between zhi and liberty 

Zhi’s emphasis on the development of individual’s capacity of critical thinking and 

reflection arguably overlaps with the liberal Anglo-American emphasis on individual 

agency (see Figure 11-3). Arguably, this overlap is the only similarity between the two 
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traditions regarding this theme. The two traditions’ ideas on liberty have originated in 

diverging foundations and followed different development pathways. 

The sameness of personhood vis-à-vis diverse individuality. A fundamental 

difference between zhi and liberty lies in the assumptions of human beings’ natural 

individuality, a difference running through all of the themes. While the Sinic tradition 

avers that all humans share the same personhood, with the same natural character, talent 

and capacity, the liberal Anglo-American tradition stresses diverse individuality, 

implying that individuals have varied character, and some are more talented and have 

stronger capacity in certain areas than others.  

Xiushen’s internal emphasis vis-à-vis Bildung’s external emphasis. Building on 

the different assumptions, the two traditions hold varying views on the development of 

personhood/individuality. Confucian xiushen is a process of moral perfectionism, with 

a clear end: neisheng waiwang (internal sagehood and external kinglihood). 

Confucianism argues that the process of moral perfectionism is internally contingent 

only on individual’s self-determination and self-efforts, and everyone has the same 

potential to reach the end. Moral perfectionism does not call for the absolute free 

development of individuals. It follows certain steps, and has an ideal end. This works 

against having a society with a high level of diversity. 

In contrast, the liberal Anglo-American take of Bildung for individual development 

highlights the free development of individuality. As individuals already have diverse 

natural characters, talents, and capacities, the free development of individuality 

necessarily leads to a highly diverse society. The key to letting individuals develop 

freely is to provide an external environment that does not confine their development. 

This requires freedom and the vast diversity of social situations. This indicates an 

important rationale for protecting freedom – freedom’s contribution to individual 

development. 

Moral autonomy vis-à-vis individual autonomy. With varied approaches to 

individual development on top of distinct assumptions of natural individuality, the two 

traditions further disagree on two kinds of autonomy – moral autonomy vis-à-vis 

individual autonomy. Individual autonomy includes both the free will and freedom to 

act outwardly. Moral autonomy is limited to inward moral cultivation and perfectionism. 
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As discussed in Chapter 8, moral autonomy in the Sinic tradition embraces ‘the 

voluntary endorsement of morality and a reflective engagement in moral life,’ but not 

‘morality as self-legislation, and morality as the radical free expression of the 

individual’s will.’ (Chan, 2002, p. 282) The emphasis is on the cultivation of zhi/the 

free will. There is a separation of the free will and freedom to act. While an individual’s 

free will, especially critical reflection and reinterpretation, is encouraged, the outward 

expression of free will is restrained. One important restraint comes from moral qualities, 

upheld by different sorts of collective spheres such as the state, society, and family 

(partly manifested in collective-determination). Underlying these moral qualities are 

ideas of reciprocity and social and political responsibility to serve the collective good. 

Free discussion and expression are meant to be constructive and grounded in good will. 

In this framework there is a need for mutual trust, whereby the authority believes in the 

good will of the people, and conversely, the people have confidence in the authority to 

protect their freedom. 

In contrast, individual autonomy in the liberal Anglo-American tradition 

incorporates both the free will and freedom to express that free will. The cultivation of 

the free will (inward consciousness) requires a free and diverse environment, and the 

freedom to express free will requires freedoms such as the freedom of participation, 

discussion, and expression. In the liberal Anglo-American tradition, it is argued that 

inward consciousness is a product of the interaction between human beings and the 

external environment. In this framework, inward cultivation and moral autonomy form 

a basis for outward freedom of action. In Sen’s (1999) eyes, the individual’s free agency, 

as positive freedom, is an essential condition for the exercise of negative freedoms. 

Arguably, the shared emphasis on the development of the individual’s capacity of 

critical thinking and reflection, by the free will and the free agency, is the only 

commonality between the two traditions regarding the ideas of liberty in general. 

However, as will be explained in the next sub-section, specifically concerning liberty 

in higher education, the two traditions also overlap with each other on the importance 

of mutual trust between higher education and society, and between higher education 

and the state. This emphasis centres on the development of individuals. Higher 

education, whose tasks include student development, is informed by such an emphasis. 
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Figure 11- 3 An outline of the comparison between zhi (the free will) and liberty 

They overlap in a sense that both emphasise the development of the 
individual’s capacity of critical thinking and reflection. 
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11.4.2 The absence of combination, and implications for academic freedom and 

university autonomy in higher education 

I argue that it is formidable to complement, hybridise, or synergise the two traditions 

regarding the ideas of liberty, given the fundamental contradictions between them, 

represented by the different statuses ascribed to the individual’s freedom to act. Though 

the two traditions agree on the importance of the development of the individual’s 

capacity of critical thinking and reflection, embodied in the ideas of the free agency 

and free will, the difference on the question of whether to protect the freedom to express 

the free will, as a right, can hardly be reconciled. This difference is associated with the 

varying statuses attached to gong/public and si/private. 

The Sinic tradition is collectivist and prioritises gong over si. Individual behaviours 

are expected to be consistent with moral qualities and expectations concerning the 

collective good. In contrast, individual autonomy, comprising free agency and the 

freedom to act, is essential and cannot be compromised in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition. Any attempt to combine the two traditions will undermine the foundational 

views of each tradition. The Sinic tradition’s primacy of the public and limitation of 

individual behaviour for the sake of the harmony and order compromises the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition’s central claim of protecting individual autonomy. To follow 

the liberal Anglo-American tradition and make individual autonomy the priority is to 

compromise the Sinic tradition’s perpetual pursuit of harmony and order.  

Nevertheless, both the differences and the only commonality are relevant to the 

discussion of academic freedom and university autonomy in higher education. As 

Figure 11-3 illustrates, each of moral autonomy and individual autonomy has two 

components – moral autonomy includes both the free will and moral qualities, and 

individual autonomy includes both free agency and the freedom to act. The overlap is 

between the free will and free agency, with regard to their shared emphasis on the 

individual’s capacity of critical thinking and reflection. Four different components can 

be derived here: the free will, the free agency, moral qualities, and freedom to act. As 

discussed, though these four components can hardly be hybridised into one set because 

of the contrasting underpinning views, as discussed, each of them sheds light on 

academic freedom and university autonomy. 



 

 281 

 The free will and the free agency. The free will and the free agency are important 

to academic freedom in higher education. As Chapter 8 shows, it remains unclear how 

to define the scope of academic freedom in higher education. One crux lies in the 

freedom of discussions on social and political issues. Some scholars/researchers may 

argue that faculty and the student’s broad engagement in discussing social and political 

issues should not be protected by academic freedom because that engagement is not an 

indispensable component of either teaching or research. In other words, in the absence 

of the general freedom to discuss social and political issues, teaching and research 

activities may not be greatly affected.  

 Nevertheless, as discussed, such freedom is essential to the provision of a desirable 

environment for Bildung and the development of free will. In both traditions, the 

capacity for, and voluntary regulation of, critical reflection are key elements of free will 

and free agency. Hence the student’s freedom of broad engagement in social and 

political discussions in the classroom becomes an important condition.  

Moreover, a main role for higher education is to cultivate good citizens for society 

(Jarvis, 2002; Marquand, 2004). A good citizen is expected to have the capacity and the 

public spiritedness to engage in public issues. Both Kant (1996) and von Humboldt 

(2000) highlight the importance of the development of reasoning in making students 

good citizens, which requires the freedom to discuss political and social issues, and 

calls for the student’s active engagement in such discussions (see also Chapter 6).  

Arguably, the freedom required for the development of the student’s free will and 

free agency and public spiritedness is compatible with both traditions, and therefore it 

can and needs to be included in academic freedom in higher education in both contexts. 

In the Sinic tradition, this freedom is only protected in conditions in which discussions 

are constructive, take place on the basis of good will, and follow the principle of 

reciprocity. There is a need for mutual trust, which is discussed below. 

The freedom to act. The idea of the freedom to act is closely associated with views 

on academic freedom and university autonomy in Anglo-American societies. On the 

one hand, freedom of discussion and expression, which involve action, is a rationale 

for academic freedom. On the other hand, the freedom to act, as a negative freedom, is 

a rationale for university autonomy. Berdahl et al. (1971, p. 8) define university 
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autonomy as ‘the power of a university or college ... to govern itself without outside 

controls.’ Here the university has the freedom to control its own activities. Following 

Mill’s idea of self-protection, as long as the action does not influence others, the 

freedom to act ought to be protected. In Anglo-American higher education systems, in 

ideal circumstances, this kind of university autonomy is formally protected.  

Nevertheless, in many cases, university activities have direct or indirect impacts 

on society or the state, breaking Mill’s principle of self-protection. Further, modern 

universities are often financially supported by the public. This suggests a need for 

public supervision of university activities and performance. Indeed, in the UK and US, 

the government exercises control over universities in different ways. Since the 20th 

century, widespread demands for public accountability of university performance have 

generated ongoing tension between internal and external accountability autonomy (Dee, 

2006). Further, the increasing reliance on public accountability in higher education 

reflects a lack of mutual trust between on one hand, the university, and on the other 

hand, the state and society. The public accountability of higher education activities, the 

growing competition among universities and researchers for funding, and people’s 

rising sceptical attitudes towards intellectuals and experts are embodiments of this 

decrease in mutual trust (see Chapter 8). Even in liberal Anglo-American contexts, 

where freedom to act is normal, although not always equitably distributed, mutual trust 

plays a crucial role in higher education. The need for mutual trust is another overlap 

between the two traditions with regard to zhi and liberty in higher education. 

 Moral qualities. In the Sinic tradition, the idea of moral autonomy does not require 

the freedom to act. But there are certain moral qualities inherent in an individual’s 

expression of the free will, including reciprocity and serving the public goods. In higher 

education, it is expected that university activities constructively contribute to the 

collective good. This makes mutual trust essential to academic freedom and university 

autonomy in higher education.  

As noted, mutual trust is a common point between the two traditions, a key to 

maintaining academic freedom and university autonomy in both contexts. It is more 

fundamental in the Sinic tradition. In China, mutual trust is a precondition of academic 

freedom and university autonomy, theoretically and practically. In the Anglo-American 
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contexts, where academic freedom and university are theoretically protected, mutual 

trust has become de facto important in protecting them in practice.  

However, there is a difference between the two traditions – in the liberal Anglo-

American tradition, it is the university’s own responsibility to build and maintain 

mutual trust; whereas in China the state is responsible for supervising the university’s 

role in building and maintaining mutual trust. Ideally, in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition, the university is an independent sphere, freed from external control, though 

this is often not the case in reality. In the Chinese context, the university is an integral 

part of the state system. In the liberal Anglo-American tradition, academia is an 

autonomous community, fully responsible for sustaining public trust. In China, it is the 

comprehensive state’s responsibility to regulate academia and make it trustworthy.  

 

11.5 The fourth pair: gong/public and the fifth pair: tianxia weigong and 
global public/common goods 

This section considers two key themes that are intrinsically interrelated: the second 

theme of gong/public and the fifth theme of tianxia weigong and global public/common 

goods. The two themes are examined together because they focus on the same aspect 

of higher education – the public and private modalities of higher education – although 

the fifth pair particularly focuses on this aspect at the global level.  

The primary focus of this section is on the comparison and combination between 

gong and public, which also enlightens the comparison of tianxia weigong and global 

public/common goods. As Chapter 10 shows, tianxia weigong provides an alternate 

perspective to understanding the world to that of the methodological nationalism that 

has influenced the liberal Anglo-American concepts of global public/common goods. 

The rethinking of global public/common goods through the idea of tianxia and tianxia 

weigong in Chapter 10 is itself comparative in nature and indicates how partial 

hybridisation and synergy between certain aspects of the traditions may be achieved. 
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11.5.1 Comparison between gong and public, and tianxia weigong and 

global/common public goods 

This sub-section compares gong in the Sinic tradition and the public in the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition. Figure 11-4 outlines the findings of the comparison. For 

both traditions, the terms gong/public contain multiple meanings. 

 As discussed in Chapter 9, the two traditions interpret the gong/public based on 

distinct political ideas. The Sinic gong to a large extent draws on the pre-Qin (221-207 

BCE) ideas represented by classical Confucian teachings. Gong takes precedence over 

si, accompanied by a tradition of the comprehensive state that has no limits. In Imperial 

China, the comprehensive state tradition was manifested in the state as a civilisational 

state. However, in Imperial times the practice of the state as comprehensive and 

limitless was merely normative below a certain level as the Imperial Chinese state had 

a loose grip of local communities. In contrast, the liberal Anglo-American tradition’s 

‘public’ has been largely shaped by two post-Reformation ideas – those of the limited 

liberal state, and the civic republican tradition that envisions a bottom-up democratic 

space. The primacy of the individual/private sphere, especially of the protection of 

individual rights and the division of power, is key. These ideas are embodied in the 

forms of the modern nation-state in Anglo-American societies. 

In the Sinic tradition, there exists no absolute si or private. Si is nested within gong, 

and thus the public is always relative to the private. As illustrated by the escalating 

nested circles in Confucianism (from the self to tianxia), gong to the utmost means 

tianxia, all under heaven. Chapter 10 explains the twofold meaning of tianxia. On the 

one hand, tianxia reflects a normative appeal of ‘no other’ in all under heaven. Gong, 

to the utmost, identifies with this normative tianxia, echoing the universal public in the 

liberal Anglo-American tradition. Manifested in the idea of gong-as-tianxia or tianxia 

weigong, all under heaven belongs to all and is for all. With a civilisational state that 

had limited influence on grassroots society in Imperial China, individual members of 

society were expected to contribute to collective goods in a concerted way, mainly 

through local collectives such as the clan and local community. In this sense, the 

traditional Sinic notion of ‘public goods’ parallels with the notion of ‘common goods’ 

in the liberal Anglo-American tradition (see below).  



 

 285 

On the other hand, tianxia has a realpolitik meaning – that of the Chinese 

civilisational state as the legitimate representative of tianxia. There emerged the idea 

of gong-as-state. Arguably, in Imperial times, the normative claim of gong-as-state was 

equated with gong-as-tianxia. Nevertheless, the modernisation of the Chinese state in 

the 20th century and after has shifted the meaning of gong-as-state towards the liberal 

Anglo-American public-as-state. The modern Chinese state is no longer a pure 

civilisational state that resembles the state as the legitimate representative of tianxia in 

Imperial China, but to a large extent can be understood as modern nation-state (although 

one that retains elements of the civilisational state, as discussed in Chapters 3 and 9). I 

argue that today the tianxia idea is largely normative. Nevertheless, the tradition of the 

comprehensive state has been retained, so that higher education sits within the state. 

Higher education is regarded as an integral part of the public, in that respect. Sitting 

within the state has significant implications for Chinese higher education including the 

relationship between the government and higher education, higher education finance, 

access to higher education and other areas. These matters were examined in Chapter 9.  

The liberal Anglo-American tradition interprets the public in two ways: the 

(communicative) inclusive public based on the civic republican tradition, and the 

public/private dualism on the basis of the tradition of the limited liberal state. The 

liberal Anglo-American tradition imagines an open space for communication that 

allows and encourages free, inclusive, and bottom-up discussion. A typical example is 

Habermas’s public sphere. Ideally, the university is a public sphere, being an open space 

for discussion and protected by the ideas of institutional autonomy and academic 

freedom.  

This communicative inclusive public marks a distinctive difference between the 

two traditions. In the Sinic tradition, there is no equivalent open space for 

communication. Traditionally, freedom of discussion and expression was occasionally 

granted to literati working within the government. There gradually emerged a tradition 

of having more open space for discussion within the state, in contrast to beyond the 

state, as Chapter 8 shows. This legacy is salient in contemporary China. 

To move forward, in a democratic Anglo-American society, arguably not only 

communication but concerted grassroots participation in collective affairs may be 
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incorporated in the openly inclusive space. In other words, the inclusive public can go 

beyond the communicative inclusive public and involve an open space for action. In 

this sense, there is the universal public, which partly parallels the Sinic idea of gong-

as-tianxia. This open space for action does not mean there is no limitation on action, 

but it does entail the inclusive and bottom-up participation of social members in 

collective affairs, without them being directly surveilled or regulated by the state. This 

is in line with the UNESCO (2015) interpretation of (global) common goods that are 

produced by the common inclusive participation and actions of agents in the universal 

public. Common goods require joint participation by a wide range of agents. It is 

notable that UNESCO (2015) views education, including higher education, as a (global) 

common good, in the double sense that education is both a participatory sphere in its 

own right and one of the means of developing and distributing the capabilities of 

common and effective participation by all agents. This argument is also made by 

Amartya Sen (1999, p. 42) in Development as Freedom. 

The public/private dualism centres on the scope of, and the relationship between, 

the spheres of social action. Generally, liberal Anglo-American societies view the world 

as composed of four spheres: the sphere of the state, the sphere of the market, the sphere 

of civil society, and the sphere of the individual/family. The sphere of the 

individual/family, which is private, has normative primacy. The private takes 

precedence over the public, which is in contrast with the Sinic tradition. The sphere of 

the individual/family is seen as independent and autonomous, though it also overlaps 

with the other three spheres that are collective. Higher education should sit somewhere 

between the state, the market, and civil society.  

There are two primary approaches to the concept of public in the framework of the 

public/private dualism. The first is the economic approach, claiming public-as-non-

market. Here we find the assumption of a capitalist society – society consists of two 

parts (i.e. market and non-market). However, not every society is a capitalist society, or 

a capitalist society in this way, and thus public-as-non-market does not work well 

everywhere. The second approach is the political approach that draws on the idea of 

public-as-state/government. Here, the state/government is public whereas non-

state/government (market, civil society, individual/family) is private. It is evident that, 
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in capitalist societies, public-as-state/government is combined with public-as-non-

market. However, compared to the economic approach that only suits a specific kind of 

society, public-as-state/government may work across a larger set of contexts, as long as 

government is responsive to the needs of the populace (Dewey (1927/2016a, p. 130).  

Nevertheless, despite the prerequisite assumption of a capitalist society, the 

economic public has become one of the dominant discourses of ‘the public’ worldwide, 

including in contemporary Chinese higher education discourse. For example, the idea 

associated with economic public goods, translated as gonggong wupin or gonggong 

chanpin in Chinese, provides a rationale for the state’s financial investment in higher 

education, while also playing an important role in reforms that establish a cost-sharing 

mechanism in Chinese higher education finance (H. Cheng, 2006; Jianfa Li & Guo, 

2004). The notion of public goods in a traditional Sinic sense, which is similar to the 

concept of common goods, is distinct from that of economic public goods. 

 There is another similarity between the two traditions that is suggested by the Sinic 

tradition’s particular focus on the moral perfection of individuals. The similarity lies in 

the two traditions’ shared need of a bridge to connect the individual agent with his/her 

active contribution to the collective good in the singular form. Here the collective good 

involves normative judgments about what is desirable for the augmentation of the 

collective welfare. This similarity draws on the agreement by both traditions that 

individuals are not naturally concerned with the collective good. Their genuine and 

active willingness to contribute to the collective depends on their acceptance or 

acquisition of certain collectively-oriented values – normative collective goods. The 

two traditions’ emphasis on cultivating the individual’s willingness in this regard is 

embodied in widely implemented programmes of moral education or citizenship 

education in both Chinese and Anglo-American societies. In this respect, higher 

education is among the main producers of normative collective goods in society. 

In sum, there are numerous differences between the two traditions, while the only 

overlaps/similarities are between the ideas of gong-as-tianxia and the universal public, 

between the concept of common goods and the traditional Sinic sense of public goods, 

and between the shared emphasis on normative collective goods as the bridge to 

connect agent and the collective good. Notably, despite the overlap between gong-as-
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tianxia and the universal public, the two traditions diverge concerning their further 

developments of tianxia weigong and inclusive participation in public/common goods 

production. While tianxia weigong highlights thinking through the world and imagines 

the world as an organic whole, the idea of global public/common goods builds on the 

methodological nationalism that subsumes the world under nation-states. 

Arguably, however, the differences between the two traditions have been mitigated 

to a certain degree. This is partly due to the openness and heterogeneity of the Sinic 

tradition. Since the late 19th century, the Sinic tradition has continuously absorbed 

elements from the West including the liberal Anglo-American tradition, and Marxism 

and Leninism. For example, the modernisation of the state has led to a partial 

convergence between gong-as-state (in a traditional Sinic sense) and public-as-

state/government (in the liberal Anglo-American tradition); and the capitalisation of the 

Chinese economy, and the introduction of liberal individualism have expanded the 

autonomy of the individual. In addition, the family’s regulatory role in individuals’ 

daily life is weakening, while the Chinese state’s grip of society as well as the individual 

becomes stronger, suggesting the influence of Marxism and Leninism in China (see 

more details about this in 3.4 of Chapter 3 and 9.2.3 of Chapter 9). It seems that Chinese 

society is attempting to reach a new balanced combination of the individual and 

collective, and a new balance between individualistic goods and collective goods. The 

outcome of these tendencies remains to be seen. In higher education, both higher 

education’s production of pecuniary private/collective goods and non-pecuniary 

collective goods are well recognised and considered in China, indicating the mixed 

influence of traditional Sinic ideas and the Western ideologies (Bie, 2016; Hongcai 

Wang, 2014). 
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Figure 11- 4 An outline of comparison between the Sinic gong and the liberal Anglo-American public 
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11.5.2 Searching for hybridisation and synergy, and implications for higher 

education’s collective outcomes 

The two traditions have fundamental differences concerning the ideas of gong and 

public. For example, they differ on the views of the composition of society and the 

world. Further, liberal individualism and Sinic collectivism, and the primacy of gong 

in the Sinic tradition and the primacy of the private in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition, also seem to be contradictory. The differences and contradictions indicate the 

difficulties in complementing gong and public, and in searching for a common 

conceptual framework for discussing the outcomes of higher education.  

On the one hand, to base the common conceptual framework on the Sinic gong and 

si would violate the independent status of the individual and private in the liberal Anglo-

American tradition. On the other hand, to establish the framework centring on the 

liberal Anglo-American public and private would assume a limited liberal state, 

Western style capitalist society, and the division of power, which are all to a certain 

extent alien to the Sinic tradition. Seemingly, the contradictions mainly come from the 

differing political and cultural ideas and assumptions underlying the concepts of gong, 

public, si, and private. Therefore, efforts to establish a common conceptual framework 

for discussing the outcomes of higher education may need to avoid those concepts 

which have normative underpinnings, while working with those that are more 

descriptive and neutral with regard to political ideologies. Below I attempt to do so 

through hybridisations and synergies, using the terms of ‘collective’ and ‘individualised’ 

(in a normatively neutral way here) instead of gong/public or si/private. 

 The collective good, and the universal public and public-as-tianxia. As 

discussed, one of the similarities between the two traditions is the universal public in 

the liberal Anglo-American tradition, and public-as-tianxia in the Sinic tradition. The 

two ideas share the similar emphasis on the universal reach of collective outcomes. In 

both cases, these outcomes involve normative judgments, as they need to be understood 

as augmenting the collective welfare. Outcomes of higher education in relation to this 

similarity are captured by the concept of the collective good in the singular form. Kinds 

and levels of space may be added before ‘the collective good’ to refer to the particular 

outcomes associated with various kinds/levels of collectivity; for example, the global 
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collective good (drawing on the collective good of tianxia), the national collective good, 

the local collective good, or the non-pecuniary collective good. 

 Collective goods, common goods and the traditional Sinic sense of public goods. 

Drawing on the bottom-up democratic space in the liberal Anglo-American tradition, 

the concept of common goods calls for inclusive, open, and bottom-up participation of 

agents in producing common goods. This idea has resonance in the concept of public 

goods in a traditional Sinic sense. As Tian and Liu (2018) claim, perhaps the closest 

approximation of the traditional Sinic sense of public goods in the liberal Anglo-

American tradition is the UNESCO notion of common goods. As I see it, both common 

goods and public goods in the traditional Sinic sense can be regarded as collective 

goods. This concept of collective goods inherits the idea of bottom-up and collective 

participation. Here, higher education is a kind of collective good itself, calling for 

participation and contribution from a wide range of agents. It also contributes to 

collective goods.  

 Collective goods, and gong/public-as-state/government. As noted, 

modernisation has turned the Chinese state to a large extent into a modern nation-state; 

and accompanied by the influence of Western ideologies, the idea of public-as-

state/government in China overlaps with the liberal Anglo-American tradition, even 

though the boundary of the state differs in each case. In this sense, outcomes of higher 

education that have relevance in the state/government may be called (governmental) 

public goods, which is also a form of collective goods.  

 To use the notion of collective goods rather than public goods has its advantage. In 

addition to the meaning of state-owned/produced goods, the term ‘public goods’ can 

also be interpreted from an economic perspective; but as pointed out, public-as-non-

market assumes a capitalist society and a limited liberal state, and does not work well 

in the Chinese context. However, the visibility of the idea of public goods (in economic 

sense) in Chinese discourse on higher education reflects the fact that non-market 

collective goods not only exist in China but are important in the Chinese context. On 

one hand, to simply stop using the term ‘public goods’ may not work practically. On 

the other hand, the problems arising from applying the term of ‘public goods’ across 

contexts, which has haunted ideological assumptions, need to be addressed. I suggest 



 

 292 

using collective goods to capture various kinds of ‘public goods’ while avoiding 

unnecessary ideological assumptions/underpinnings associated with the latter term.  

Therefore, the notion of collective goods, embracing a range of publicly-related 

goods such as public goods (including governmental and economic public goods, and 

public goods in the traditional Sinic sense) and common goods, may be an alternative 

term to capture the collective outcomes of higher education across contexts. Again, 

various terms can be added before the term of ‘collective goods’ to reflect the different 

kinds of collective goods – for example, pecuniary collective goods, normative 

collective goods, and legal collective goods. As will be discussed later, collective goods 

also include the repercussions of certain individualised goods. 

 Collective goods, and normative collective goods. Normative collective goods, as 

a bridge connecting individual agent with the collective good in the singular form, 

specifically contribute to the cultivation and enhancement of the agent’s genuine and 

active willingness to contribute to the collective good. 

 Individualised goods, and non-absolute si vis-à-vis the absolute private. One of 

the fundamental differences between the two traditions lies in the status of the si and 

private. There is no absolute private in the Sinic tradition, and the pursuit of si/private 

reflects moral degeneration in the normative sense. Expressions such as yiji zhisi, 

meaning to one’s individualised and selfish ends, embody the inferior status of si. This 

Sinic understanding is in contradiction to the central status of the private and individual 

in the liberal Anglo-American tradition. Despite the contradiction in terms of the 

normative position, both individualised private goods in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition and the idea of individualised and selfish ends in the Sinic tradition point to a 

kind of non-collective goods – individualised goods.  

The direct influence of individualised goods is limited to the individual person. 

However, individualised goods may have repercussions for collective entities. For 

example, higher education’s augmentation of graduates’ salary may generate an 

increase in governmental income (e.g. tax income) and the growth of the national 

economy; higher education graduates’ improved agency and health awareness may 

further contribute to the improvement of the health conditions of the family and society. 
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The repercussions of individualised goods may be captured by collective goods. But 

individualised goods per se are not collective.  

Individualised goods are well acknowledged in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition, but are downplayed and discouraged in the Sinic tradition (including both 

indigenous Confucian ideas and the contemporary Chinese ideas that are largely shaped 

by Marxism) to a certain extent. The handling of individualised goods in China may 

change, partly because of the growth of individual autonomy. Meanwhile, the pecuniary 

returns of higher education for individual students and graduates are gaining 

importance in the Chinese context. 

 

11.6 Summary  

This chapter separately compares and seeks to combine the five pairs of key terms, and 

responds to the sixth sub-research question. For each pair, there exist both similarities 

and differences. However, some pairs have more similarities than the others. The 

conceptual distance between the pairs with more similarities is closer than that between 

the others. Arguably, gongping and equity have the closest conceptual distance, while 

zhi and liberty have the largest conceptual distance. 

Specifically, the two traditions diverge in their very foundational arguments, 

including their worldviews, assumptions about human beings’ natural talent and 

capacity, and on the question of which concept is designated the priority (order or 

liberty? public or private?). Some of these differences can be the basis for beneficial 

complementarities, such as the foci on individual’s personal agency (Sinic) and the 

external environment (Anglo-American) in individual development. Arguably, both 

aspects are important and in this domain, each can enrich the other. Putting these 

different strands of thought together can further higher education cooperation, and can 

bring new insights into higher education issues. Other differences can hardly be 

mitigated, such as differing views on the status of the si/private, and concerning 

freedom to act. Arguably, these differences can generate misunderstandings, and 

difficulties in cooperation between Anglo-American and Chinese higher education 

systems. Thus, as well as maximising the potential for agreement and complementarity, 
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it is equally important to acknowledge the continuing differences, if mutual 

understanding and cooperation are to be maximised. 
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Chapter 12. Conclusion 

 

This chapter summarises the main findings of the research, discusses the contributions 

of the research, and offers recommendations for future research. The summary concerns 

ideas that emerged from the trans-positional exploration of the public (good) of higher 

education in the two traditions. The discussion of the contributions of the research 

highlights the contributions of this research both substantively, to the field of Sino-

Western comparison of higher education, and methodologically, to the development of 

comparative conceptual analysis. Specifically, the discussion considers the position of 

the research in the studies of Sino-Western comparison of higher education, and reflects 

on the methodological issues so as to discuss the effectiveness and limitations of 

employing a trans-positional methodology for comparative studies of scholarship. 

 

12.1 Summary of main findings 

As noted at the outset of this study, higher education produces collective goods, and 

does so in all societies. However, societies vary in the incidence of such goods and also 

in how they are understood. There is considerable variation across the world in the 

connotations of collective goods, in understandings of what collective goods higher 

education can produce, in society’s expectations about higher education’s collective 

goods, and in the policies designed to support the production of collective goods by 

higher education. This variation, to a large extent, is a result of varying philosophical 

and cultural ideas underlying the conceptions of the public (good) across contexts. 

Drawing on different social imaginaries, associated with connotations of the primary 

spheres of social action, including the spheres of the individual, society, state, and world, 

and different interpretations of the relationship between these spheres, the two 

traditions studied in this thesis demonstrate distinctive approaches to the public (good) 

of higher education. 

The thesis suggests that the liberal Anglo-American higher education tradition is 

characterised by a strong focus on individualised interests, a central concern of the 

development of individual agency, belief in the value and legitimacy of atomised 
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competition, preference for a limited liberal state in interaction with higher education, 

and (in some but not in all quarters) an advocacy for higher education as a public sphere. 

It is also suggested that the Sinic higher education tradition is characterised by a strong 

focus on serving collective goods, higher education that is largely supported by a 

comprehensive state, and higher education that is incorporated within the sphere of the 

state. 

These characteristics of higher education, which arguably further shape higher 

education practices, have partly emerged from how each tradition frames the interaction 

between higher education and the primary spheres of social action. For example, as 

Chapter 9 noted, the individual, as the smallest entity in the Sinic tradition, may 

compromise her/his interests for the sake of collective interests; whereas in the liberal 

Anglo-American tradition, the individual’s interests take priority, at least nominally, 

although the individual is also subordinate to market forces. This divergence accounts 

for a difference between higher education in the two traditions: the strong focus on 

collective goods in the Sinic higher education tradition versus the strong focus on 

individualised goods in the liberal Anglo-American higher education tradition. 

Chapter 9 also demonstrated that the Sinic tradition envisions the state as having a 

comprehensive role in human affairs and higher education as part of the state. Higher 

education serves the interests of the state and receives support from the state. The 

support of the state includes financial investment, institutional support, and the state’s 

efforts in building and maintaining mutual trust between higher education and society. 

In contrast, the tradition of the limited liberal state in the liberal Anglo-American 

tradition imagines higher education as at least partly outside the state, with scope for 

critically evaluating and commenting on the state’s behaviours (though Anglo-

American states are not always comfortable with this practice). In the Anglo-American 

setting, higher education is solely accountable for winning the trust from society and 

the state. While the state is expected to financially support higher education as it is the 

state’s responsibility to sustain the supply of public goods, the strong focus on 

individualised outcomes of higher education provides the state with an ongoing 

rationale to decrease its financial investment in higher education. 
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As argued in Chapter 6, the Sinic tradition assumes that all human beings are born 

with equal virtues and potentials. It is equally possible for all to realise what they wish 

if they dedicate efforts and perseverance to self-cultivation. Personal effort, rather than 

factors in the external environment, is seen as the key to the success of self-cultivation. 

According to Chapter 7, in the Sinic higher education tradition, with personal efforts so 

strongly emphasised, there is a comparatively weaker emphasis on how social 

inequities may influence the results of individual self-cultivation. In addition, as 

Chapter 8 suggested, Sinic self-cultivation concerns the development of the individual’s 

free will, especially the capacity for critical thinking and reflection, in the context of 

the development and practice of certain moral qualities. Due to the continuous concerns 

about moral qualities, a distinctive characteristic of Sinic higher education is the focus 

on lide shuren (fostering moralities and virtues through education).  

In contrast, Chapter 6 argued that the liberal Anglo-American tradition understands 

human beings as born with different and diverse talents and potentials. One of the 

dominant narratives, as noted in Chapter 7, is that due to the existence of social 

inequities, it is essential for society to provide equal opportunities for individuals who 

have similar talents and aspirations. According to Chapter 8, in addition to opportunities 

and necessary resources, the environment also needs to provide individuals with free 

space and diverse options for their development. Through higher education, individual 

students can develop their capability, including their capacity to make choices and to 

carry out such choices. There is less emphasis on moral and ethical qualities than in the 

Sinic tradition. Many in the liberal Anglo-American world would argue that questions 

which particularly concern social philosophy are not for educators to prescribe, but are 

matters of individual choice. The liberal Anglo-American stress on the capacity to 

implement choice, on the basis of the freedom to act, without regard for the effects on 

others within the boundaries of legal conduct, distinguishes itself from the Sinic 

tradition, in which the social meaning of individual acts is primary. Arguably, it is this 

difference that makes it scarcely possible to combine the Sinic ideas of zhi and the 

liberal Anglo-American liberty, and to develop universal ideas of academic freedom 

and institutional autonomy in higher education. 
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 There are also tendencies to convergence between the two traditions, partly 

embodied in commonalities of higher education practices between the two contexts. In 

part, this convergence demonstrates a strong Anglo-American influence in the Chinese 

context. For example, in some respects the Anglo-American approach to higher 

education’s collective goods has become influential in China. As Chapter 9 

demonstrated, the economic interpretation of public goods, based on a capitalist society, 

has become a strong narrative in capturing higher education’s outcomes in China, 

although using this interpretation in the Chinese context can be problematic. According 

to Chapter 7, partly influenced by Anglo-American ideas, the importance of the external 

environment in the individual development is gaining attention in China, reflected in 

the growing concern of the unequal educational outcomes caused by social inequities. 

In addition, as argued in Chapter 10, methodological nationalism has become a 

dominant narrative in unpacking the world order, with shaping effects in cross-border 

higher education activities, and China has also been touched by the dominant narrative 

of methodological nationalism. The traditional civilisational Chinese state has become 

largely a modern nation state, embracing the current world order. Yet not completely 

so, as there are also attempts to rethink that world order in a Chinese way. The 

traditional Sinic idea tianxia provides an alternative view of the world, though its 

influence is limited even in China. 

 It should be noted that the commonalities of higher education practice are 

sometimes embodied in ‘superficial’ manifestations of the varying cultural and 

philosophical ideas. For example, both traditions emphasise the need to build and 

maintain mutual trust between higher education and the state, and between higher 

education and society. However, as suggested by Chapter 8, the two traditions diverge 

concerning how to build and maintain such trust – whether it is partly the state’s 

responsibility, or the university’s sole responsibility – due to their distinctive 

understandings of the state. At the same time, diverging cultural and philosophical ideas 

may gradually develop into more similar ideas in the contemporary context, indicating 

a converging tendency. For example, despite the varying assumptions about the natural 

talents and potentials of human beings in the two traditions, there is a converging 

tendency in higher education. Since the 1960s, there has been a growing trend in the 
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Anglo-American context to see all individuals as educable, which parallels the long-

standing Sinic assumption of the equal potentials of all human beings, with its origins 

in Confucian moral equality (see Chapter 7). 

 Building on the two traditions’ approaches to the public (good) of higher education, 

the thesis proposes the following five trans-positional viewpoints, as first discussed in 

Chapter 11. First, drawing on the Sinic focus on individual efforts and perseverance in 

self-cultivation, and the liberal Anglo-American focus on the support from the external 

environment in capability development, the thesis argues that theoretically the optimum 

situation for individual student development arises when individual agency is 

harmonised with the external environment. Second, following the first argument, social 

equity may be maximised when external conditions are harmonised with individual 

efforts – when social structure and agency are combined, collective conditions and the 

individual are combined, and the outer and inner self are combined. Third, on the basis 

of the two traditions’ distinctive attitudes towards the freedom to act, this thesis 

suggests that although there is no universal idea of academic freedom and university 

autonomy, the two traditions agree that protecting these qualities in higher education 

(with various connotations embedded in the specific contexts) requires efforts to build 

mutual trust between higher education and society, and between higher education and 

the state. Fourth, partly due to the enduring global challenges and the under-provision 

of global collective goods, the comparative analysis suggests the need to be cautious 

about nationalist ideas underlying the concepts of global public/common goods. Cross-

border higher education activities may benefit from thinking through a perspective of 

tianxia weigong. Fifth, taking into account the concepts of the public/common good(s) 

and the philosophical and cultural ideas underlying these concepts in the two traditions, 

the thesis claims that higher education’s outcomes may be better captured by carefully 

distinguishing among a trans-positional set of terms, including: the collective good, 

collective goods as common goods, collective goods as governmental-produced/owned 

public goods, collective goods as normative collective goods, and individualised goods. 
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12.2 Contributions of this research 

12.2.1 Contributions to the field of Sino-Western comparison of higher education 

Scholars/researchers have worked extensively on comparisons between the Sinic and 

Western traditions, in general and in higher education, and their work has informed this 

thesis. Many focus on introducing under-known Sinic thoughts to global audiences, for 

example, Tu Wei-Ming and William Theodore de Bary. The works of Tu and de Bary 

on Confucian thoughts, especially concerning individual self-cultivation and Confucian 

moral autonomy, have greatly influenced the argument of the thesis. 

Scholars/researchers also work on comparisons between the Sinic and Western 

traditions of social and political philosophical thoughts. Among them, works from 

Joseph Chan, Daniel A. Bell, and Ambrose Y. C. King have been drawn on repeatedly 

in the thesis.  

In relation to (higher) education, some scholars/researchers attempt to unpack 

Chinese educational thoughts for global audiences, suggesting how Chinese ideas can 

contribute to the development of (higher) education worldwide. Others attempt to draw 

on both Chinese and Western thoughts in looking for ways to develop China’s higher 

education system. The works of the latter group have also heavily influenced this thesis. 

These scholars/researchers include Ruth Hayhoe, Rui Yang, Qiang Zha, Thomas H.C. 

Lee, and Jun Li. However, arguably, their work still primarily leans towards Sinic 

educational thoughts and (higher) education practice in China, rather than attempting 

symmetrical or integrative comparisons between Sinic and Western educational thought.  

For example, the books written or edited by Ruth Hayhoe, including China’s 

universities, 1895-1995: A century of cultural conflict (1996), Portraits of influential 

Chinese educators (2007), and Portraits of 21st Century Chinese universities: In the 

move to mass higher education (2012), are primarily about higher education practice 

and educational thoughts in China, though through the lens of comparative education. 

The early works of Rui Yang primarily concern comparative education and the 

internationalisation of higher education, with a particular focus on Chinese higher 

education; see articles such as Tensions between the global and the local: A 

comparative illustration of the reorganisation of China’s higher education in the 1950s 

and 1990s (2000). However, Yang’s recent works focus more on Chinese cultural and 



 

 301 

educational thoughts, higher education practice in China, and possible ways to integrate 

Chinese and Western educational thoughts. See for example, Emulating or integrating? 

Modern transformations of Chinese higher education (2018b), The concept of Tianxia 

and its impact on Chinese discourses on the West (2015), and a commentary article 

written in Chinese, Integrating Chinese and Western bodies of knowledge is an 

important pursuit of Chinese higher education (2020). 

Their works have greatly facilitated Sino-Western mutual dialogue and enhanced 

mutual understanding, and have been invaluable sources of scholarship for this thesis. 

Nevertheless, while their works cover a range of topics of higher education, including 

the evolution of the university in China, world-class university building, academic 

freedom and university autonomy, and higher education internationalisation, the public 

(good) of higher education has not attracted great attention from them. There have been 

very few works on the public (good) of higher education, though there is one significant 

book chapter, written by Kaiming Cheng and Rui Yang (2015). 

 To the best of my knowledge, the thesis’s conceptual comparison of ideas in 

relation to the public (good) of higher education between the Sinic and liberal Anglo-

American traditions, and the search for their combination, is among the first 

explorations in a largely uncharted territory – the cultural and philosophical 

underpinnings of the public (good) of higher education, considered on a trans-positional 

basis. Exploration of this territory could be foundational to the evolution of 

international cooperation in higher education, as well as being of value to academic 

scholarship. 

When I was a Masters student focused on higher education policy in China, through 

both my own reading of literature and engagement with information from scholars’ 

talks, I learnt that China’s modern higher education history had been a process of 

constant learning from the West, and sometimes from Japan. The divergence and even 

conflicts between China’s own historical pathway of higher learning and political and 

educational culture, and Western ideas of modern universities, have generated 

difficulties for China’s higher education. Questions are repeatedly asked by researchers 

and scholars, for example about what China can draw from the Western systems and 

experience, and whether and in what ways China’s higher education ought to draw on 
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China’s own tradition and history. The key is to bring together the two distinctive 

traditions in shaping China’s higher education, in a conscious way. How to do this 

definitely has yet to emerge, but this thesis has aimed to contribute to this constructive 

project. 

Despite the efforts of the scholars/researchers discussed above, in the Chinese as 

well as the international English literature, the knowledge and information flow has 

been largely unilateral – primarily from the West to China, not vice versa. In other 

words, while China is learning from the West, the West has yet to learn effectively from 

China. 

However, a more balanced flow from China to the world can be important too. The 

richness of scholarship in the Sinic tradition and the achievement of China’s higher 

education since the late-20th century both indicate what the world may gain from this 

direction of flow. The bilateral and even multilateral flow of information and 

knowledge has become essential to higher education. In the era of globalisation and 

internationalisation, higher education exchange and cooperation are necessarily based 

on mutual respect and understanding. Real mutual respect and understanding depends 

on deep-rooted conceptual understanding on the basis of cultures and ideas, as well as 

empirical recognition of the existing manifestations of those ideas.  

This thesis has attempted such a comparison and has sought to bring together key 

concepts in the Sinic tradition and the liberal Anglo-American tradition, in relation to 

the public (good) of higher education. Five main aspects of higher education have been 

considered in the thesis, including student development, higher education equity, liberty 

in higher education, and higher education’s outcomes including those at the world level. 

Underlying the five aspects are fundamental political and educational cultural ideas in 

each of the two traditions: the social imaginary in each case; the boundary and 

responsibility of the state (including the relationship between the state and the 

university); the constitution of society, including practices of collectivism and 

individualism; the process of individual development and learning; and connotations of 

the ‘good.’ Arguably, taking the public (good) of higher education as the central theme 

of the comparison and combination has enabled me to carry out a comprehensive study 
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covering different aspects of the intersection between higher education and the 

individual, state, society, and the world. 

Moreover, it is expected that the conceptual findings of this research can lead to 

mutual understanding, and contribute to mutual cooperation between the different 

contexts of higher education practice, in the Anglo-American countries and China. This 

thesis uncovers some of the reasons for longstanding differences between the higher 

education systems of China and the US and the UK, differences that have affected 

higher education cooperation. For example, the different approaches to academic 

freedom and university autonomy are hindering cooperation, partly because they are 

not well understood. The findings of Chapter 8, especially regarding the Sinic 

separation of the free will and freedom to act and the liberal Anglo-American insistence 

on both free agency and freedom to act, explain much of the longstanding conceptual 

differences. With greater mutual understanding, cooperation faces less hinderances. 

 

12.2.2 Methodological contributions to comparative conceptual analysis 

The trans-positional approach employed in the thesis points to a possible way to 

conduct cross-cultural comparison in scholarship. It is necessary here to reflect on 

methodological issues that emerged during this study. When I started this research, one 

of the primary tasks was to find a way to engage in this exploration and comparison of 

scholarship. There was not much methodological material to draw on. While working 

through Amartya Sen’s works, I realised that his idea of trans-positional analysis could 

provide a methodological foundation for this research. However, he only proposes a 

broad philosophical approach. This approach has not been employed by him or others 

as a detailed and concrete methodological guideline for research. I endeavoured to find 

a way to operationalise it at a practical level. Yet problems emerged in this process.  

The first problem was that it was challenging to treat the two traditions equally 

when the starting point of this study was embedded in one tradition, not the other. If I 

went directly with the starting point of the public (good) of higher education (a Western 

construct), there would be a high risk that the comparison would become 

‘asymmetrical.’ To deal with this problem, I decided to engage with a two-step trans-

positional analysis, with the aim of the first step being to find a new starting point to 
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explore the public (good) of higher education in the two traditions, one that did not lean 

towards either tradition. The second problem emerged in the process of searching for 

the new starting point, when I realised that the two traditions could hardly be treated as 

‘equal’ if the thesis was to be written in English. In part, the English translations of 

certain Chinese terms were not able to capture all of the nuances of the Chinese terms.  

Thus I developed the lexical basis (Chapter 5) to address this problem. The lexical 

basis has worked well in forming the foundation for the comparison in this study. 

Arguably, establishing a lexical basis can be an effective tool to conduct cross-cultural 

comparison when the cultures are in different languages and especially when the 

respective sets of terms do not have identical meanings. The development of a lexical 

basis that incorporates terms from different languages and covers different topics of 

higher education can become a useful tool for higher education researchers and 

practitioners when doing other cross-contextual comparison and cooperation. 

The third problem concerned my positionality throughout this study. To a large 

extent, the outcomes of this research rely on my selection and interpretation of materials. 

This problem and how I attempted to address it was discussed in Chapter 2. 

 

12.3 Recommendations for future research 

The research topic of this thesis can involve lifelong thinking and exploration. The end 

of this doctoral study is not the end of this research. I shall continue to think, reflect, 

investigate, and evolve the topic in the rest of my life. Meanwhile, I would like to invite 

more scholars/researchers into this rich and intriguing research area. The more 

researchers/scholars there are, the more likely mutual respect and understanding may 

be realised. Here I suggest that the following topics may be worthy of consideration for 

future research. 

First, a trans-positional approach is likely to develop greater comprehensive 

interpretations of the public (good) of higher education if it can incorporate 

observations from more positions. Thus, further comparative and trans-positional 

explorations may consider including more contexts, traditions, and schools of thought. 

For example, the exploration of the French republican tradition may suggest a different 
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approach to the state, and dynamics between higher education and the state that are at 

significant variance with both the Sinic and the liberal Anglo-American traditions.  

Second, empirical studies that attempt to reveal how the varying cultural and 

philosophical ideas are reflected in higher education practice. For example, the thesis 

suggests that the two traditions have distinctive approaches to the harmonisation of the 

relationship between the individual and community. Thus, it could be interesting to 

further investigate how student formation in higher education occurs in the two contexts, 

building on differing ideas about the relationship between the individual and 

community, and concerning the issue of maintaining a harmonious society.  

Third, the thesis argues that there is no universal idea of academic freedom and 

institutional autonomy, although it is generally agreed that academic freedom and 

institutional autonomy are essential to the conduct of higher education activities. 

Further studies may comparatively examine how the different ideas across contexts 

have led to various ways of protecting academic freedom and university autonomy, and 

whether these various ways can effectively support the conduct of higher education 

activities. By doing so, certain conditions that are indispensable to the conduct of higher 

education activities everywhere may be identified. This may more clearly establish 

commonalities that were not directly apparent in the present study. 

Fourth, the thesis claims that higher education equity can be maximised when the 

external conditions (provided by the university and society) are harmonised with the 

individual’s efforts. Further studies may investigate how such ideal situations can be 

achieved in higher education. For example, two questions may be asked. In higher 

education admissions, what are the most effective ways to take into account students’ 

potentials? In higher education pedagogy, how can teachers inspire and support the 

development of students’ potentials to the largest extent? 

And finally, the thesis states that even though it is difficult to implement a tianxia 

perspective in a nation-state world, tianxia weigong provides an alternative perspective 

to understand the world and the global outcomes of higher education. Further studies 

may explore how higher education would be organised, especially in its cross-border 

activities, if it followed the idea of tianxia weigong. This suggests closer consideration 
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of global citizenship education and global research cooperation, which are already 

practised, especially the latter.
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Appendix I. Table of China’s dynasties 

Time Period  Dynasty 

BCE 1600-1046 Shang Dynasty 商朝 

BCE 1046-771 West Zhou Dynasty 西周 

BCE 770-476 the Spring and Autumn period (East Zhou) 春秋 (东周) 

BCE 475- 221   the Warring States period (East Zhou)  战国 (东周) 

BCE 221-207 Qin Dynasty 秦朝 

BCE 206-CE 220 Han Dynasty 汉朝 

220-581 
The Three Kingdoms period 三国时期 (魏、蜀、吴); Jin 
Dynasty 晋 ( 东 晋 、 西 晋 ); the Southern and Northern 
Dynasties 南北朝 

581-618 Sui Dynasty 隋朝 (Keju was established) 

618-907 Tang Dynasty 唐朝 

907-979 Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms 五代十国 

960-1279 Song Dynasty 宋朝 

1206-1368 Yuan Dynasty 元朝 

1368-1644 Ming Dynasty 明朝 

1616-1911 Qing Dynasty 清朝 

 


