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1. Preamble:
Last year a book called “Blue Book of Hong Kong: Annual Report on Development of Hong Kong (2012)” was published by the Advanced Institute for Contemporary China Studies, Hong Kong Baptist University. This book purports to give an expert review of Hong Kong for the first 15 years after returning to China in 1997. In the Education Section of the last chapter (Chapter B.16, p.206) of that Book titled “The Political, Social and Economic Problems of Hong Kong and Recommendations for Improvement” a statement reads so:
“On the change of subjects, universities, secondary and primary schools were required to set up general education and national education, which not only squeezed and reduced the time dedicated to other subjects, but also in practice facilitated the intrusion of a multitude of universal values from the West. For example, the Chinese University of Hong Kong’s general education curriculum is sponsored by, and its materials written with the assistance of, a US fund. Its teaching direction has, in practice, been directed by that fund.”

This is an outrageous allegation that the General Education Program at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, of which I was the Director for the last 14 years (1998-2012), was sponsored and directed by a certain US Fund. The Office of the University General Education found such allegation irresponsible and fictitious; and subsequently made a strong public protest demanding an apology and clarification to Baptist University, which later set up an Investigation Panel. In December 2012, a formal report on this issue was published and stated that the allegation was indeed false. Among other fact finding by the investigation, the director of the Advanced Institute for Contemporary China Studies, who was the author of the book, was found to be unable to substantiate the claim. Hence Hong Kong Baptist University formally apologized to the Chinese University of Hong Kong and especially to the Office of University General Education. Because of academic misconduct, the director was then removed from the office.

The case is therefore settled. But why such an allegation? The reference to the certain fund may well be the five-year Fulbright Scholar Program (2008-2012)
 that supported the introduction of General Education programs in all Hong Kong universities because of the curriculum change from a 3-year to a 4-year system in 2012. All the five Fulbright Scholars from the US who visited our university in these 5 years did participate in seminars and workshops on GE course development and management. However, they were not directly involved in setting up the GE program, let alone writing the curriculum. Apart from the alleged political intervention to academic freedom from the Mainland Chinese authority, there is no obvious reason for such fictitious allegations of American influence.

But I do think there is a hidden agenda behind the apparently factual judgment in that paragraph, that “the intrusion of a multitude of universal values from the West” embedded in the GE program of our university, is the real concern of the author of that book. Though there was certainly no American fund to sponsor nor direct the program, there is an unmistakable American influence, that the very title ‘General Education’ and the implicit liberal educational ideals are indeed American in origin. The fear of the liberalization of Chinese minds seems to be gone since the ending of the Cultural Revolution in the 70s, but the authoritarian educational model is still prevailing in Chinese universities, despite the introduction and development of general and liberal educational reforms in the last two decades. Unfortunately, the press, the legal system and university education serve the Communist Party. Genuine and full academic freedom is still to be realized in the Chinese academic world.

I was appointed to be the Director of University General Education of the Chinese University of Hong Kong in 1998, a year after the turnover of Hong Kong from the British rule back to China. I have witnessed the changes since then. I was later appointed to be the chairman of the department of philosophy for 5 years (2005-2010).  I have to stress that upon the time of my retirement last August (2012), there is no compromise of academic integrity and freedom at our university, at least in general education and philosophy. Our research and teaching subscribe to no political or religious authorities other than to the intrinsic principle of academic integrity. In this respect, we are in no different position than our academic counterparts in the Western world. Such right is said to be guaranteed in the Hong Kong Basic Law under the ‘One Country, Two Systems’ principle.
However, having said that the idea of general education comes from the US, it does not mean the philosophy underlying our GE program is also determined by the US model. Indeed, the university as a higher educational institution is a foreign invention imported into the Chinese world. The oldest university in China, the Peking University was only founded in 1898. The history of the university on all Chinese soil is only a little more than 130 years old. The Chinese University of Hong Kong was founded in 1963 upon the federation of three colleges, Chung Chi College (1951), New Asia College (1949) and United College (1956)
. Since the inception of the university, general education, though not in its present form, was emphasized and practiced throughout the last few decades. The idea and the structure of general education in the early years of the university were obviously modeled after the US universities. The GE program of ‘Seven Areas’ which was introduced after a comprehensive curriculum review in 1986 was a kind of Harvard model of a core curriculum. But there is more than that: the awareness of preserving and revitalizing Chinese culture is the ethos underlying the idea of the very Chinese University of Hong Kong.
I come here today at the University of Norte Dame to talk on “The Future of the Liberal Arts Tradition in the Research University and the College”. It is naturally beyond my ability to address any meaningful thesis relevant to the American academic world. You are all the experts and scholars in the field of liberal and general education here in the US. I can only talk about this issue from my own perspective as an academic in the Chinese cultural world. My humble aim is to share with you my experience in the development of the GE program at the Chinese University of Hong Kong during my tenure of the directorship. Despite the apparent burgeoning development of research and teaching in Hong Kong universities, I am not that optimistic about the future of the liberal arts tradition here in Hong Kong. My pessimism comes from the gradual erosion of the basic values in human right, democracy, rule of law, freedom of the press and academic 
freedom here in Hong Kong.
2. Historical Remarks on the GE Program at the Chinese University of  Hong Kong 
Ever since its inception in 1963, the university GE program has already carried over the liberal education tradition from the three constituent Colleges, New Asia College, Chung Chi College and United College. Each college has its own fundamental ethos: New Asia College, founded by the exiled scholars from Mainland China in 1949, emphasized on upholding Chinese humanism; Chung Chi College, founded by the combined effort of the 13 ousted Chinese Christian universities, aimed to preserve the liberal education of the West; whereas United College aspired to promote cultural interaction between the East and the West. Hence from the very beginning, the Chinese University distinguished itself from other local universities by stressing four characteristics: 1)  To combine tradition with modernity and to bring together China and the West; 2) Bilingualism; 3) College education and 4) General Education. Our GE program is the first of its kind not only in Hong Kong, but also in Mainland China as well as in Taiwan. Under the then federal college system, each college was responsible for developing and administrating its own GE program. However, the GE program has been changing and evolving parallel to the rapid development of the University as well as the social and economical growth of Hong Kong society. Insufficient academic attention to the curriculum and management of the GE program led to the first significant curriculum review in 1983 under a unitary university administration. The report in 1984 recommended many significant reforms, including restructuring the GE program and its curriculum; setting a higher standard and specifying the goal and mission of GE. A Director of General Education and an office were set up to oversee the implementation of GE program. Thereafter, the reformed GE program counted 15% (18 units) of an undergraduate course load. Though the “Seven Areas” curriculum did not mention the origin, the structure was obviously a kind of core curriculum according to the Harvard’s model. The seven areas were: Logical thinking and quantitative studies, Chinese civilization, Other Civilization, computer studies, Art and humanities, Natural and medical science, and Social Science and Management. The first two areas were compulsory which made up 6 units and courses were to be elected from the other areas to make up the remaining units. 
A heavy blow to the development of our GE program came in 1989 as the government required all universities in Hong Kong to align with the British system of a three-year curriculum and the Chinese University, originally a four-year US system, was forced to adopt a so-called a flexible credit unit system, which allowed students to complete the required number of units and to graduate in four or three years. Consequently the GE requirement was three units less and the “Seven Areas” was reduced to just three areas, namely: Chinese Culture, Disciplinary Courses and Interdisciplinary Courses. The academic environment was not optimal to GE. Faculty and students were not engaged in the GE program, as the teaching and research in the major disciplines were far more important than GE. However, because of funding resource allocations by headcount of students in every course, each department was allowed to offer GE courses for the benefit of departmental financial resources other than funding from teaching the majors. Hence, GE was an open market for all departments to compete for student numbers. Compromising academic standards, some departments even publicized the easy-going and undemanding requirements of their GE courses in order to attract more students. As there was no significant reviewing and veto authority of the Office of General Education, each department and its respective Faculty Board were responsible for the management of its own GE courses.

When I became the director of University General Education in 1998, the GE program was in the foregoing unfavorable situation. There was no articulated philosophy behind the program and there was an obvious lack of quality control and implementation mechanism. A GE program, according to my understanding, must not be a supplementary or a redundant program alongside with the major study. Before my account of reforming the GE program beginning in 2003, let me first of all say something on what I understand about the idea of university, the liberal arts tradition and general education.
3. The Idea of the University
University is indeed a Western idea. If we take the universitates of Paris and Bologna in the 12th century, while disregarding Plato’ academia or Aristotle’s lyceum for the time being, as the origins of the Western university, it is interesting to know that they were established out of professional and utilitarian grounds. They were formed by professional guilds. “Their intention probably was to regulate their instruction and to ensure an admission to the society of the masters.”
  The universitas, or studium generale, as it was first called, “… emerged to meeting overwhelming need to provide for the training of lawyers, schoolmasters and clerics to fill the ranks of the increasing sophisticated administrations of both church and state.”
  Hence, most of the faculties of the beginning universities were professional schools.
  In this respect, the function of the classical university is not so far away from our modern one.

The idealistic conception of the university was a product of the 19th century England and Germany. John Newman’s Idea of a University (1852) provides perhaps the most important argument for the rejection of any utilitarian function of the university.
  The purpose of the university is to educate persons and not to train professionals, in such a way that the knowledge imparted to them is liberal in essence. The educated persons are elites, learned gentlemen of society. The concept of liberal education involves a conception of acquiring knowledge in a philosophical way, i.e. able to see knowledge in a connected view. Accordingly, the university regards academic autonomy and the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake as the highest values.  In order to provide students with this liberal education, the university “teaches all knowledge by teaching all branches of knowledge.”
 The university is not an institution to produce political leaders or engineers. On the other hand, it should not aim at the advancement of knowledge, which belongs to the function of the research institutes. The primary purpose of the university, according to Newman, is to train “good members of society”.
 He elaborates:

It is the education which gives a man a clear conscious view of his own opinion and judgments, a truth in developing them, an eloquence in expressing them, and a force in urging them. It teaches him to see things as they are, to go right to the point, to disentangle a skein of thought, to detect what is sophistical, and to discard what is irrelevant. It prepares him to fill any post with credit, and to master any subject with facility. It shows him how to accommodate himself to others, how to throw himself into their state of mind…He is at home in any society…

Newman’s idea of the gentleman is obviously not new. It is in fact a modern reiteration of the Aristotelian conception of liberal education, which aims at the production of free men and good citizens. Newman’s emphasis on liberal education has become the model of most modern liberal arts colleges. It unifies the idea of university with liberal education, and in a way it is an assertion of the primal importance of liberal education cum general education in the university curriculum.   

On the other hand, the Germans developed the idea of the university through the notion of Bildung. Gerhold Becker outlines the philosophical notion Bildung and its significance to the development of the idealistic conception of the university.
  From Fichte to Humboldt, there was a certain echo of Newman’s Idea but of course with an overtone of the German idealism. However, in contrast to the general neglect of research in the university, Humboldt’s reform of the Berlin University in the early 19th century which stresses academic freedom and integrity as well as the importance of research has been the cornerstone for all modern research universities. Humbodlt would not deny the significance of a “gentleman” education, but it would not be the only mission of the university. The pursuit of truth through research has the priority. The notion of Bildung is in a way a modern formulation of the Greek idea of paideia: the cultivation of the ideal character through education. Regarding the notion of Bildung, Becker summarizes :
In its internal organization, the university emulated the structure of the mind and transforms it into socio-cultural reality. The ideal of higher learning therefore is Bildung through knowledge, i.e. the formation of “the autonomous cultivated individual” in its quest for truth. The most natural place to accomplish this is the university. Any other purpose it may serve, such as to provide the “training for civility in the leadership of society,” can only be secondary.  Humboldt trusts that, by exclusively advancing truth for the sake of truth, a formation of individuality and character (Bildung) will be achieved which will provide the principle of unity to the manifold experiences of life.
 

The classical idea of universitas, which originally means, magistrorum et scholarum, a community of students and scholars, has changed from a neutral description to a philosophical and idealistic conception. The unum in the universitas means the unity of knowledge and the person at their highest levels of actualization.

However, this idealistic idea of the university could not survive the challenge of the rapid technological and economic growth of the 20th century. The demand for universal education has turned Newman’s elitist university education into an aristocratic and therefore conservative one.  The seclusion of the academic world from society might be a cause for the impotence of the academy facing the rise of Nazism in Germany. Therefore, Karl Jaspers’ The Idea of the University was a direct response to the reconstruction of the European civilization after World War II through a reconsideration of the meaning of the university. According to Jaspers, the modern university has four major functions: research, teaching, a professional education and the transmission of a particular kind of culture.
 On the other hand, Ortega in his Mission of the University, while agreeing the transmission of culture, the teaching of the professions and scientific research and the training of new scientists are the functions of modern university,
 regards the real mission of the university is to teach “general culture” to the student. Ortega explains:

But what is called “general culture” today was something very different for the Middle Ages. It was not the ornament for the mind or a training of the character. It was, on the contrary, the system of ideas, concerning the world and humanity, which the man of that time possessed. It was, consequently, the repertory of convictions which became the effective guide of his existence.

Ortega’s idea of the university is clearly in parallel to Jaspers’ regarding the responsibility of the university to avoid the atrocity of the Second World War. Knowledge and character formation are not enough. There is a need to go beyond the narrow boundary of nationalism and Eurocentrism. 

Furthermore, the exponential expansion of higher education in the Western world since 1960s renders all philosophical ideas of the university irrelevant, if not totally meaningless. Clark Kerr’s idea of the multiversity instead of the university is a recognition of the fact that the modern university has no unitary purpose nor structure, no shared common interest among scholars and students and no independence from society at large.

The above overview of the historical development of the idea of the university has demonstrated at least one thing: there has never been a single agreed conception of the university.  However, as Derrida points out, there has never been a university against reason.
  Here reason means not just ground or end, but logos, Vernuft, which is generally referred to the specific human capacity so formulated by Aristotle’s definition of the human being as zoon logon echon.  Since the human being possesses the ability to speak, to articulate and to think, therefore knowledge, i.e. episteme, is then possible.  The university is accordingly rational in the sense that knowledge lies in the very core of its being. Thinking, learning and teaching are the core activities in the university. 

4. The Idea of the Humanities and University Education

The metaphysica of Aristotle begins with the famous sentence: “All men by nature desire to know.”(Meta 980a)
  To know is therefore not just any human activity but an essential one, which belongs to one of the basic and deepest desires of the human being. Here is an implicit argument against instrumentalist conception of knowledge. The knowing activity of the mean does not always point to a useful end. To know for the sake of knowing can be an end in itself. Knowledge is the product of the actualization of the human reason. The Aristotelian classification of knowledge into three classes: the theoretical, the practical and the productive (Meta 1025b-1026a) is still serviceable as a fundamental paradigm to understand knowledge. The significance of this classification lies not only in distinguishing three different types and functions of knowledge but in bringing out an existential character of the three different yet interrelated knowing activities of human being. Theoria, praxis and techne are three fundamental modes of human existence, in which a human being comports himself to the world and to his own self. Reason, or logos, is the ontological ground of the unity of these three knowing activities. To actualize the potentiality of reason is therefore the telos of human being.  This, according to Aristotle, is the meaning of being human and it contributes to the idea of happiness.
  The process, in which the reason learns to actualize itself into knowledge, is education.  The purpose of education is to liberate a human being from his prejudice, ignorance, narrowness and arrogance and to become consequently a free and civilized man.  It should be a comprehensive educational process of actualizing the intellectual, the practical and the creative excellence (arete) of man. To know is to learn what is the principle and the ground of the things according to logos, which is peculiar to human being alone.
Such an ideal of education was not just Aristotle’s invention but was heralded by the ancient Greeks, who termed it as paideia.
  The idea of the humanities, which later was developed by the Romans, Cicero, Aulus Gellius and Quintilian, as well as the humanists in the Renaissance, is a derivative of the Greek paideia, though with modifications.  However, all conceptions of the humanities converge into two ideas: one is the concept of ideal man, the humanitas, and the other is the educational curriculum leading to the ideal man.
  There is a further agreement as to the meaning of the ideal man as a free man, a philosopher, as well as a civilized man, an orator or a politician.
  To be free means one can exercise his potentiality of the intellect to pursue knowledge for its own sake, consequently to achieve wisdom so that one can answer the ultimate task put onto the human being, i.e. the problem of knowing oneself. This is of course the task of a philosopher. On the other hand, the human being is, according to Aristotle, by nature a social or political animal. He cannot achieve happiness unless the social and political conditions are in accordance to justice. Hence there is an intrinsic responsibility of the human being to society.  To fulfill the duty of the citizen is to contribute actively and conscientiously to the welfare and justice of society. In ancient times, this was the task of the politician or the orator. The curriculum which leads to the actualization of the free man and the citizen is named as liberal education. Hence the artes liberales, the “free arts” which “endow men with the liberty (libertas) of freely devoting themselves to a spiritual activity aiming at acquiring wisdom and freed them of the cares incompatible with wisdom, often also freeing them of dire poverty.”
  became the guiding principle of the modern liberal arts colleges.  

The university as an educational institution was indeed an invention of the Middle Ages.  It distinguishes itself from the ancient higher learning “school”
, like Plato’s academia, Aristotle’s lyceum or Epicurus’ Garden, in its institutionalization and standardization of admission, curriculum, examination and conferral of degrees. Such institutionalization and standardization are of course the most fundamental structures of the modern university. However, if the structural differences between the ancient schools and the universities, classical and modern, are disregarded, then what remains is the conception of education embodied in the idea of the humanities.

Despite the changes that have been brought to the modern university, something remains unchanged. The university is still the place where teaching and learning between scholars and students take place, hence magistrorum et scholarum, the learning and teaching community of teachers and students. Should there be a day when all university professors do only research and give no more lectures, and the students are only taught through computers, this is the real death of the university.  As long as teaching and learning are the most primordial activities of the university, there is still the commitment to the intrinsic value of knowledge. To be sure, education is an axiological concept. There is no university against intellectual nor moral reason. To teach is to impart what is considered to be good to the students; whereas to learn is to assimilate what is valuable by the students. There is no university curriculum which does not assume the axiological and epistemic contents of the courses.

Of course, what is held to be ideal may not be the case in reality. There are definitely many courses in the university curriculum which are meaningless and unwarranted, yet the point is to emphasize the implicit commitment of the university education to the idea of the humanities. Human beings are the focus of education.
5. General Education and the University Education
“General Education” is a contemporary invention of the American universities. There is apparently no such program in the European universities, past and present. Hence, there has always been an argument against the necessity of general education.  After all, there is no proof whatsoever that those universities with general education programs are better than those without. In addition, the meaning and the content of general education have never been fully agreed by scholars and educators.
 However, there is a common reason for the establishment of the general education in the American universities. The various programs of general education, like the "Core Curriculum" of Harvard, the "General Education Program" of Chicago and the "Western Civilization" of Columbia, are reactions to the over specialization and professionalization of the undergraduate curricular especially after World War II.  Specialization breeds intellectual provincialism and dogmatism, whereas professionalization emphasizes only the instrumental values of knowledge.  A narrow-minded professional, who might be very successful in his own field, is nevertheless not considered as an educated and cultured person.  What is involved here is the recurrent belief of the classical ideal of paideia and humanitas; the belief that before a person becomes any professional he must first be educated as a human being. In this respect, general education is in fact a continuity of the liberal education tradition.  

R. S. Crane, one of the architects of the Chicago College general education program, thought the primary aim of general education lies not in the amount of substantive knowledge given to the students. According to him, the real essence of general education was the development of basic intellectual habits. He says:

There is also the problem of forming or developing what may be called basic intellectual habits –basic in the sense of being fundamental to all more advanced and specialized intellectual effort whether within the University or without. The ability to see problems, to define terms accurately and clearly, to analyze a question into its significant elements, to become aware of general assumptions and preconceptions upon which one’s own thinking and that of others rests, to make relevant and useful distinctions, to weigh probabilities, to organize the results of one’s own reflections and research, to read a book of whatever sort reflectively, analytically, critically, to write one’s native language with clarity and distinction – the development of these powers…would seem to me to be no less the business of “General Education” than the communication and testing of knowledge, and I am not sure that they are not, in the long run, the most important and valuable fruits of a well considered “General Education.”

Once again, Crane’s formulation traces back to the Greek idea of paideia, with the emphasis on the “how” rather than the “what” of general education. Indeed there is never enough time for the students to learn all the available knowledge in any one discipline. The methodology to inquire and think is therefore more important.

On the other hand, Daniel Bell's formulation of the six purposes of liberal / general education can be regarded as the basic requirements of an intellectual educated person. They are also considered as the supplement to Crane’s idea. Bell states:

1. To overcome intellectual provincialism

2. To appreciate the centrality of method

3. To gain an awareness of history

4. To show how ideas related to social structures

5. To understand the way values infuse all inquiry

6. To demonstrate the civilizing role of the humanities

It is clear that Bell's six purposes are not a simple reformulation of the aims of the classical liberal education program. He has taken into consideration the contemporary context in which the problem of what an educated and cultured person is must be addressed.  However, his ideas are still rooted in the liberal education tradition, to be precise, the tradition of the artes liberals.

Perhaps the major difference between the general education program in the American universities as well as the universities in Hong Kong and those liberal universities
 in Europe is that: the former education institutions regard general education programs as separate and independent; they are supplements or complements to the regular undergraduate curriculum, and, in addition, they believe there are some common, basic and fundamental things which must be learned by every student; whereas the universities in Europe do not consider the validity of such common programs and believe that the aims of the general education should be achieved and integrated within the whole intellectual academic activities of the universities, formal and informal, and not through a few specially designed courses.

I can appreciate the different arguments of both sides. It is clearly not appropriate to decide which is better. The founding of the general education program is an answer to the crisis of the contemporary university. But from the point of view of the European university, in fact there is no intrinsic evil in specialization and professionalization. On the contrary, they must be seen as the inevitable development of any serious academic and scientific pursuit of a chosen field of knowledge. In the age of knowledge explosion, a Renaissance man with encyclopedic knowledge is an impossibility. The crisis comes with the exponential expansion of the universities and the tremendous growth of the student number, together with drastic social and cultural changes of the world outside the university.  Furthermore, the university has lost its ivory tower status and has become the function of political economy.  Mercantilism permeates the entire university system. Then, this is the crisis of the university.  From the point of view of the American university, specialization, professionalization, vocationalism and fragmentation of knowledge are then the evils of the university education, because they all stand for what the ancient Greeks wanted to be liberated from: prejudice, arrogance, narrowness and the complete disregard of something which have no immediate practical values. When the professors are selling knowledge as their job and not taking the pursuit of knowledge and teaching as their vocation and when the students are coming into the university to be trained and be programmed into some useful spare parts, called professionals, for the benefit of society, it is the crisis of the university education.

General education is called forth to be a kind of remedy to this problem. It is believed that a definite amount of specially designed courses taken by all students could provide them with the solution for the crisis of the university on the one hand and the problems of contemporary world on the other hand.  I have serious reservation of the claims of such programs, not because that I do not believe in their noble and ideal purposes, I have no doubt that they are, indeed, noble.  My reservation lies in the fact that there is no reliable method to deliver such ideals in a few selected courses.  I think the methodical difficulty lies in the very nature of the general education.  What the general education program wants to teach to the students, if it is loyal to its aims, is not primarily factual knowledge or information but insight and wisdom; not the quantity of knowledge but the “how” to know. What we need are the insight and understanding the nature of knowledge and of the world as well as the wisdom to face the challenges of the contemporary life. It is hoped that through such courses, a full or a whole person is produced. Yet how can insight and wisdom be taught?  How is it possible to "train" a full person? To paraphrase Plato’s famous question: Can wisdom be taught? Can wisdom be learnt? 

6. Education and the Ideal of Learning
To educate, according to the Latin meaning, e-ducare, is to lead out. The purpose of education in the Western tradition since Socrates is to lead out the potentials and the virtues of the person to become a free individual and good citizen. This Greek idea of paideia serves as the cornerstone of the educational theory down to the modern period. In fact, the modernist sees this moral concept of education as a realization of the modernity project because it locates the very possibility of education in the rational subjectivity of the individual. According to Lyotard, this belief will liberate "the whole of humanity from ignorance, poverty, backwardness, despotism...thanks to education in particular, it will also produce enlightened citizens, masters of their own destiny."
 Such belief is founded on the humanistic idea that the educator, through a definite educational process and curriculum, could bring out the inherent potentials of the person to become "self-motivated and self-directing, a rational subject capable of exercising individual agency...Thus education is allotted a key role in the forming and shaping of subjectivity and identity, the task of making people into particular kinds of subjects"
 The long tradition of the conceptions of the educated person, however the variations of the meaning and content of this term, stands witness to this humanistic ideal of education.
 An ideal educated person, according to Werner Jaeger's classic Paedeia, is

a man of great intellectual power, quick apprehension, and real eagerness to learn. He is averse to all petty details; he is always anxious to see things as a whole; he does not prize his life, and cares little for external goods. Display is foreign to his character. He is magnanimous in everything, and has considerable charm too. He is a friend and kinsman of truth, justice, courage and self control.
 

Together with all these qualities, an educated person is competent in the universe of knowledge, conscious of the tradition of values and morals, and appreciative of the fine arts. In addition, he is also a good and responsible citizen. Such ideal has become the sole model of the humanistic education.

However, education is never thought as a kind of mere training or indoctrination, because the essential locus of the educational process is the person as a free and rational subject. Unless the subject is willingly and actively orienting himself to this process, he cannot be called educated in the true sense. No educational program nor curriculum can guarantee the production of such an ideal educated person. R. S. Peters' idea of education as initiation is a modern reiteration of this view. The educator can only "initiate" students into the world of knowledge and values.
 All the educator can do is to provide the necessary conditions and the environment for the person to learn. 


The Chinese tradition of educational thought is basically in line with the Western ideal, though the Confucian school has placed more emphasis on the moral awakening as the core of education than the intellectual. An educated person is a moral man who recognizes his sole duty and responsibility is to actualize his inherent moral virtues, beginning from himself then to the family and finally to the world. Once again, the centre of education is the subject, viz. the moral self. Morality is not something external but a manifestation of the internal moral consciousness. Hence, Chinese education is fundamentally moral education.


Both traditions see the ultimate goal of education is a kind of self-actualization and self-development and both give immense worth to the individual person with all his inherent intellectual and moral capacities. Consequently truth, good and beauty become the ultimate standards of achievement. Education, therefore, is the bringing forth of these values from the person to the appropriation of the highest ideals of humanity. An educated person cannot be produced. A person can only be educated through the will and act of his own self. He must learn by himself, for himself and through himself.
As university teachers, our primary duty is not just the transmission of knowledge and understanding to students. Our task is to provide the condition and the environment for learning, not only for students but also for us too. The true meaning of education does not lie in the mere technical transfer of knowledge from one end to another; it is a process between persons. The teacher is above all the most important factor in this process. Without the sincerity and trustworthiness of the teacher, all lectures are only intellectual games. I come to the university because I believe there is more than just knowledge which is embodied in the very idea of the university. The idea of the humanities and general education provides the value.  As I have emphasized in the above, teachers are the keys in demonstrating the value of university education. However, it would be meaningless if the reciprocal partners in the process of education, i.e. the students as the learners, are not convinced that learning is more than just a passive reception of knowledge and information. The intellectual pursuit of knowledge does not necessarily contribute to the economic development. Knowledge itself has its intrinsic value. After all, thinking, teaching and learning are the most important human activities for all of us. 
7. General Education at the Chinese University of Hong Kong:
1st Phase

How should I implement what I believe in the idea of a university and the liberal arts tradition to the GE program at our university? The opportunity finally came in 2002 when a comprehensive curriculum review of the GE program was initiated by the then newly appointed president of the university, Professor Ambrose King, a renowned sociologist, essayist and the only academic who had written on the idea of university and general education in Chinese.
 The report in 2003 had laid down the foundation for further GE development. As the director of university GE, I was asked to provide the philosophical basis of the program. The following is my understanding of GE and its curriculum:
Though there is no universal conception of GE, even in the US, I take first of all its formal meaning: “General education” derives from the Latin term “stadium generale”, which means “people from different quarters learning together”. “General” here is not what most people mean by “ordinary or simple”; but carries its Latin original meaning, “for all” – that is, intended for all, embracing all.  It is a contrast to “stadium particulare” which refers to scholarly study by a particular group of people. This is exactly the parallel of the contemporary distinction between professional and specialized discipline and general education program. My emphasis is on the unique educational role of GE in the whole undergraduate education. GE must not be considered as a kind of supplementary part but it should epitomize the essence of a university education. Hence every university must be aware of its own ethos and to formulate its own GE curriculum. The mission of our university is to integrate the humanism of Chinese culture and the liberal education of the West. But where can I find the philosophical root of our GE?

Tang Junyi (1909-1976), the founder of New Asia College and the first chairman and chair professor of the philosophy department, as well as one of the founders of contemporary Neo-Confucianism, laid great emphasis on the ideal of humanistic and university education. The mission statement of New Asia College of 1950 states: 

Only through humanistic education can the ills of the educational environment, in which knowledge for individual vocational purposes and studies, as well as the seeking of knowledge for the sake of knowledge in the guise of doctorate or scholastic style, be saved. Based on the above intentions, all curricula of this college placed primary emphasis on all-round knowledge (general education), and then the pursuit of specialization. Basic training of literary skills comes first and then courses on common issues of human existence and culture, so as to establish a good foundation on a broad basis, and only then to develop various special disciplines and skills according to the difference aptitude of each individual student. The purpose is to let the student have authentic understanding of his/her own special ability in relation to his/her role and meaning in the academic world as well as in life. This is the remedy for the errors of academic indifference and fragmentation that result from the separation of faculties, disciplines, and departments in contemporary university.

Though Tang Junyi was not the author of this statement, he must have been in full agreement with the humanistic emphasis on general education. Indeed, his important writings on the relationship between Chinese humanities and education become the basis of my understanding of GE.  His essay, “On the distinction between the humanities, the social sciences and the natural sciences,” (in Chinese) is perhaps the only Chinese work on this topic. According to Tang, all branches of knowledge originate from the human subjectivity. The difference between the humanities and other sciences does not lie in the different subject matters of study. In a certain sense, all sciences, that is, disciplines, imply each other. Take historical science as an example, no one will disagree that all knowledge is historical in nature. Physical knowledge, so fixated in a text of linguistic symbols, is a historical text. The difference lies in the ways in which human being see the world. Tang explains:

The difference between the natural sciences, social sciences and the humanities lie in the three major attitudes or perspectives from which human beings view the world. The first perspective is to see things and events that are separated or external to my subjective experience and thought. Those things and events are assumed to exist independently, hence the emergence of the natural sciences. The second perspective is to see myself as part of the human community. My subjective experience and thought are objectivized as part of those of the community. The inter-relationship between the experience and thought of each member, that is, the foundation of the community then becomes the basis of the social sciences. The third is to include my subjective experience and thought together with the experience and thought of nature and of community, in order to locate them in the realm of my subjectivity, and to reflect consciously the inter-relationship between them. This is the foundation of the humanities.
 
Based on this understanding I proposed to move away from the normal distribution requirements or core curriculum and change the GE curriculum into “Four Areas of  Human Intellectual Concern” according to Tang’s philosophy. The curriculum should reflect the centrality of human existence in the pursuit of knowledge. Hence instead of dividing the curriculum into the arts, social sciences and natural sciences, the purposed areas are the four ways of our students to look at knowledge. They are the fundamental intellectual concern of our existence: we should know our own heritage and our relation to nature, society, and ourselves in order to be human beings capable of self-awareness and reflection. The four areas are:

1) Chinese Cultural Heritage: Students of the Chinese University should have a basic knowledge of our Chinese cultural heritage and have a comprehensive understanding of the essential characteristics of Chinese civilization. Students should learn to appreciate and evaluate, by way of an integrated approach their own cultural heritage from a broad historical, social, and intellectual perspective.

2) Nature, Technology, and the Environment: the courses should introduce students to an understanding of nature, science, and technology, our role as part of nature, the effect of human activities on the environment, the impact of science and technology on life and society, and the implication of these for the future of humankind.

3) Society and Culture: Courses should enhance understanding of the ways in which human societies and culture are formed and represented in their generality as well as in their diversity. These courses should also introduce students to the theories and/or methodologies through which social, political, economic, or cultural issues are studied.

4) Self and Humanity: This area aims to explore the diversity of values and the meaning of human endeavors, and to enhance students’ understanding of self through the study of the humanities and related disciplines.
One of the advantages of this approach is to let faculty of different departments to propose and offer GE courses not based on disciplines but the relevance of the course to the human intellectual concern. For example, our colleagues from physic department offers course on astronomy not in a strict physic discipline but to emphasize on the relationship of human gazing stars and its scientific and cultural implication. At present, there are more than 240 courses distributed into these four areas with the participation of 45 departments from all faculties.
Another important reform is quality assurance. A Standing Committee consists of high standing non ex-officio professors to examine and monitor the GE curriculum and review all University GE courses every three years. External experts will be invited to visit the University at intervals of three years to conduct an overall review of the GE curriculum. To collect materials for the reviews, the Office of University General Education is required to collate and archive relevant data with respect to all University GE courses; e.g. course syllabuses and outlines, assessment schemes, reading lists, term-essays and examination papers. All University courses are so to speak, owned by the Office of University General Education; departments are only the providers of the courses. All courses are under the academic and administrative scrutiny of the Office. 
Thanks to a generous donor, the Research Centre for General Education
 was founded in 2005 under the Office of University General Education, with the mandate to collate and conduct research on important topics in general education, to organize seminar and conference, to coordinate related academic activities, to promote the idea of general education to the society at large, and to publish work on GE. Since then six volumes of University General Education Bulletins were published and from 2012 onwards it is changed to a bilingual and peer-referred Journal of General and Liberal Education.
8. General Education at the Chinese University of Hong Kong:

2nd Phase


A second important challenge came in 2006 when the Government decided to change all universities in Hong Kong from a 3-year to a 4-year undergraduate curriculum to align with the university system in the US and the Mainland China. It called for academic reform and the quest for a more holistic undergraduate education in Hong Kong. The additional year is not meant to increase the workload of the major studies but a more generic approach to knowledge is encouraged to infuse into the first year curriculum. According to the decision of the Senate of our University, I was assigned the responsibility to develop the content of the additional 6 units. A task force with myself being the convener was set up to study the situation and to suggest proposal. The easiest way to solve the problem was to distribute the extra 6 units to the existing Four Areas – surely it would be welcome by most departments. But it did not add in any extra significance for GE. I saw it as another great opportunity to implement my belief in liberal education. In the 2004 reform I had successfully provided a philosophical framework and structure of the Four Areas in GE curriculum but I had no direct involvement of the content of the courses. The present GE program did serve the purpose of general education in providing the students with a broad intellectual perspective and in instilling an understanding of the values of different disciplines. However, it lacks a perceived coherence among the courses and more importantly, a common learning experience. We were thinking of the formal meaning of the stadium generale, the education for all, if it is possible at all to bring all the students, disregarding their chosen majors, to come together to learn. But it is a great challenge to design two courses for all the 3500 first year students. 

A. W. Austin gives us some insights into the thinking of the courses in his What Matters in College? He said in his conclusion of the study undergraduate program:

In short, it appears that how the students approach general education (and how the faculty actually deliver the curriculum) is far more important than the formal curricular content and structure. More specifically, the findings strongly support a growing body of research suggesting that one of the crucial factors in the educational development of the undergraduate is the degree to which the student is actively engaged or involved in the undergraduate experience. As noted above, two critical factors are (1) the extent to which students interacts with student peers, and (2) the extent to which students interact with faculty. General education outcomes are thus enhanced when students devote a lot of time to study, when they socialize with diverse students peer, when they serve as tutors for each other, and when they engage each other in discussion od contemporary issues. All of these positive factors signify active involvement and engagement in the educational process.

We took his words seriously. The task on hand was to think of two courses which are in line with the ethos of GE of the University, that is, to emphasize on the centrality of human existence and his/her relationship to the world. Furthermore these two courses must be the foundation for the Four Areas of GE. However, the most difficult of all was to think of a pedagogical way to realize what Austin suggested in students’ active engagement in discussion and learning together with student peers other than his/her major studies. In the beginning we thought two courses on Western and Chinese Civilization, which were discarded very soon. Because of being too comprehensive, such survey courses in history of civilization would not engage students in discussion. 
After much deliberation we came up with five objectives for the GE Foundation Course: (1) To foster among students a common intellectual and cultural ground; (2) To develop their sensitivity to the concern of human existence; (3) To enhance intellectual dialogues between students; (4) To cultivate in our students essential attitude and skill for active learning; and (5) To build a solid foundation for further studies. 
Then we considered intensively about reading classics as core texts. We believe that the introduction of classics is our bald attempt to bring back the liberal arts, both in Western and Chinese tradition, to our GE curriculum. The study of classic texts was once an integral part of the General Education program in the 1960s at Chung Chi College. Excerpts of Chinese classical texts were studied in the second-year course of Chinese culture. Works of Plato, Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud were read in the third and fourth year of the GE program. But this text-reading requirement was dropped when the three colleges were merged to become one university administrative and academic structure in 1976. Since then, there was no GE course consisting of any classical text requirement.
 The value of reading classics seems to be greatly appreciated in many universities. However, it is not the benevolent wish of the professor’s list of a hundred classics to be offered to the students that can bring them into the world of classics. I do not believe any student of our university would read those recommended books voluntarily, even though he/she is reluctantly convinced of the intrinsic value of classical texts. We have to find the appropriate pedagogy to guide the students into classics without pedantry. Since we have only the possibility of two 3-unit courses, we cannot afford to have a Great-books curriculum program like in Chicago; nor the Core Curriculum in Columbia, nor the Yale Directed Studies Program. Hence the idea of two common courses in core texts offered to 3500 students at the same time seems to be an impossibility.
A theme-based seminar program guided by reading of classics text was proposed. It was divided into two courses, namely “Human Value in Culture” and “Human Place in Nature”.  The purpose is not just to read about the classic texts from the West and China, but also hoping to undercut the old debate of the ‘two cultures’ propagated by C. P. Snow in the last century.  Through the reading of texts from the humanities and scientific literature in the early stage of university study, it is hoped that the prejudice of taking side to the humanities or to the sciences by any student of different major study would not be formed without giving a serious understanding of culture and nature.  It is also consistent with the ethos of Professor Tang’s idea of the humanities, discussed in section 7 above. A list of classic texts for both courses was proposed after long and intensive discussion and deliberation. The guiding central questions for the first part on human value are: What makes a good life? Why is society necessary? What is it that makes a good society for everyone? And How do I make possible such a ‘good’ life and ‘good’ society.  While the questions for the part on human place are: What is ‘truth’? How is knowledge possible? How do/did human knows about the nature? And what is human’s place in nature. After piloting both courses in 2008, we found the course deliverance not optimal despite the good reception of students who voluntarily took the two courses as elective. One thing was clear: students did not think reading classics meaningless and they think most of the texts were relevant both to their lives and studies.  After running surveys, focus groups and teacher retreat, we finally came to a definite proposal of two new courses. Most of texts of the previous two courses would remain unchanged but the names were changed. It is now called: General Education Foundation Program: “In Dialogue with Humanity” and “In Dialogue with Nature”.  
The accent is now on ‘dialogue’. We are convinced that the purpose of our core-text courses is not to ask the student to have a deep understanding of each text. Plato would not be taught as in philosophy class. The aim is to introduce the students to read, think and discuss among themselves about the guiding questions for the text ‘Symposium’. It does not purport to claim a thorough knowledge of the text, but a common learning experience of the first taste of the reading classic together with the lecturer and fellow students. Every text is preceded by some focus questions and we stress on the openness of the inquiry of knowledge. There is no unchallenged truth or readymade answers to all the existential questions. Students are encouraged to be skeptical about the thesis in the text. There is no ultimate answer but only an active pursuit of knowledge. Hence dialogue will never stop. 
In order to have genuine dialogue among students, the class size must be small. It will be limited to a maximum of 25 students from various major studies
. Only one hour of lecture to introduce the background and basic ideas of the text is structured, leaving two hours of seminar time with students’ presentation and discussion of the text. Hence it is hoped that a meaningful ‘dialogue’ between the student and the text; between he/she and the lecturer; between he/she and peers students; and finally between themselves can be achieved. There will be no common examination but every student is required to make presentation, to participate in discussion, to write at least three reflective journals, to take two quiz on content and finally to submit a final paper. Since the two courses are mandatory, every student must pass the two courses in order to graduate. 
The selected classic are related to three main themes for “In Dialogue with Humanity”:  

(1) Self and Human Capacity: Homer’s Odyssey, Plato’s Symposium, Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, The Analects, and Zhuangzi
(2) Faith and Human Limitation: Buddhist Sutra: The Heart Sutra and Thich Nhat Hanh’s The Heart of Understanding, The Bible: from the Genesis and the Gospel of Mark, and The Qur’an: Sura 2 ‘The Cow’  

(3) Ideal Society: Huang Zongxi’s Waiting for the Dawn, Tean-Jacques Rousseau’s The Social Contract. Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nation, and Karl Marx’s Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844.

For “In Dialogue with Nature” there also three guiding themes:

(1) Human Exploration of the Physical Universe: Plato’s Republic, David C. Lindberg’s The Beginning of Western Science, Bernard Cohen’s The Birth of a New Physics, and Isaac Newton’s The Principia: Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy.

(2) Human Exploration of the World of Life: Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, James D. Watson’s DNA: The Secret of Life, and Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring.

(3) Our Understanding of Human Understanding: Henri Poincare’s Science and Method, Eric R. Kandel’s In Search of Memory: the Emergence of a New Science of Mind, Joseph Needham’s The Shorter Science and Civilization in China, Nathan Sivin’s Why the Scientific Revolution Did Not Take Place in China – or Didn’t It? , Shen Kua’s Brush Talks from Dream Brook, William Dunham’s The Mathematical Universe, and Euclid’s Element.


The two Dialogue courses are already in full implementation, beginning in September 2012, with 27 recently recruited young lecturers with PhDs in various disciplines as the teaching team. There are also at least two retired senior professors teaching some classes. In fact, I did take up two “Humanity” classes in the last semester. 


These are indeed two very demanding courses, not just for the students but also for the teachers. To read the classical texts, even in excerpts, every week plus writing reflective journals means a very heavy workload for the students. They are required to think with the help of some focus questions for the texts. For the part of teachers, the tasks are to give concise and precise introductions to the texts in the one-hour lecture, and to facilitate discussion in the seminar hours without expressing too much of their opinions. Up till now, there are no complaints about the course by the students, who seem to enjoy the learning experience to a considerable extent. However, the success of the General Education Foundation Program is still to be demonstrated by a quality controlled survey and focus groups.  
9. Concluding Remarks

I have officially retired from the Chinese University since August 1, 2012. When I look back my career as teacher of philosophy and as director of general education, I take pride in all the significant changes that have occurred during my tenure. Our GE program has been appreciated and recognized by fellow academics from the Chinese cultural world as a kind of model, i.e. the “Chinese University Model.” Of course, there is no complacency on our part, our program is far from perfect and challenges are still in front of us. However, one thing is clear: Although the very idea of General Education comes from the US, we have to establish our own GE program according to the ethos and mission of our university. However excellent it would be, there is no US model to copy. A GE program epitomizes, as I mentioned before, the essence of a university education. And the very essence of university education lies in the preservation of the liberal arts tradition. Hence the realization of this liberal arts tradition in the contemporary research university is only possible in the non-vocational, non-specialized and non-utilitarian nature of the GE program.

Coming back to my worry expressed in section1: I wish my expression of the impending threat of minimizing human rights, rule of law, freedom of the press and academic freedom in Hong Kong was an overstatement. However, I have tried my best in the last 14 years to re-introduce core-texts and to re-integrate liberal arts tradition in the General Education Program at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. Whether this GE program with the liberal arts ideals embedded in it is sustainable, depends on the collective and conscientious effort of our colleagues. In the end, we are not just teaching any GE course but defending the very essence of our university. Up till now I have full confidence in them.
-- end --
� For a full report issued by Hong Kong Baptist University, please go to: http://cpro.hkbu.edu.hk/hkbunews/accsreport/report.htm


� In 2007 a Hong Kong donor and University Grant Committee of Hong Kong provided the funds to bring the US Fulbright Scholars to Hong Kong for helping the introduction of GE program in Hong Kong universities by 2012. The selection of the Scholars was done through a rigorous academic peer review process, as with any normal international visiting scholar program. No US government official was involved in the selection process. A final pool of scholars was selected in the US and local universities were given the choice of whether to take any and, if they wanted to, whom to take. The role of the Fulbright Scholars was to advise on the GE curriculum when asked, organize workshops for local academics setting up GE programs, and help develop GE programs that were suited to each individual university. They were there to provide support and advice, and not to direct the setting up of GE programs.





� In all faculties and departments at all Chinese universities, there is a Communist Party member serving as the vice-dean or vice-chairman, whose terms of reference, though ambiguous, acts as the watchdog of the Party.


� The Chinese University of Hong Kong, the second oldest in Hong Kong, is a comprehensive �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Research_university"��research-intensive university� which currently has 61 academic departments organized under eight �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faculties"��faculties�: arts, business administration, education, engineering, social science, medicine, science, and law. The student population is about 20000, in which 12500 are undergraduates. The Chinese University is also one of the top ranking universities, being 40th worldwide and 7th in Asia, according to the QS World University Rankings 2012.
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