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“Should Uuiversity Teachers act aél Models of Morality as

well as Intellectual Guides?’”

by Fyancis L, K, Hsu 2185
Visting Professor to New Asia College 1975-76

Differences of opinion among the fa-
culty of the Chinese University regarding
the role of University teacher have recently
led to a debate. On one side are those who
think that teachers should also be models
of morality for students. On the other are
those who see teachers only as technical
experts who really should have nothing to
do with the personal conduct of students.
In this conflict of opinions the Chinese
faculty members stand for the former
while the non-Chinese faculty members the
latter. To Euro-American instructors, their
behavior outside the academic sphere is
their own business.

I

Why is there this difference between
Chinese aud Westerners? The answer lies
in their respective cultural heritages. The
Chinese cultural heritage says that the in-
dividual does not exist alone. Instead the
meaning of being human- is that he or
she is part of a group, whether that group
be the family, clan or community. Hence
the Chinese speak of cho jen(ffA )(ch'o yan
in Cantonese). Cho jen may be translated
as “to be a man” but “to be a man” in
English means being manly, including earn-
ing enough to support himself, his wife and
unmarried children. It may include know-
ing how to enjoy oneself and physical pro-
wess but little or nothing else. The Chinese
concept of cho jen essentially means know-
ing one’s place in the human web, and act-
ing according to the appropriate obliga-
tions and privileges vis-a-vis the other
members forming the web. This is why the
Chinese say RMHBEARMHBEEE (choose your
opinions according to the kind of people

you are with). (Cantonese version:, B A A
5% > R#iEmsE or Talk like humans when
you are with humans; talk like ghosts when
you are with ghosts.)

Traditionally, the Chinese individual
was exhorted to be filial to his parents or
to be loyal to the emperor. Now the People’s
Republic of China promotes loyalty to the
party and nation. Even the last develop-
ment entails little change from the tradi-
tional emphasis on the individual’s place
in the human web. What has occurred is
that the same interpersonal emphasis has-
been shifted from the web of kinship and
community to larger human arenas.

The importance of the family and the
kin is still evident among the Chinese in
Hong Kong: filial piety is a consciously
cultivated virtue in Taiwan; while the in-
dividual is evaluated in terms of his or her
ability to think and actin accordance with
the leadership approved ideological lines
and national objectives in the People’s
Republic.

The United States, being the most illu-
strious product of the western cultural heri-
tage, exhibits the opposite trend. Social
analysts with their myopic vision have of-
ten claimed drastic changes from decade
to decade and even from year to year. What
actually has come about in the TUnited
States is the escalation of the essence of
the Western cultural heritage. There is no
greater contrast in values than between the
constitutionally guaranteed American no-
tions of life, liberty and happiness on the
one hand and the Chinese ideas of filial
piety to parents, loyalty to emperor and
patriotism ( #3E » £E » FE ). The latter
set of values centers in interpersonal rel-

*Based on a lecture delivered at the weekly assembly of Chung Chi
College, Chinese University of Hong Kong, January 16, 1976.
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-ationships while the former set, the enjoy-
ments and rights of the individual.

To the Chinese technical expertise and
achievement cannot be separated from the
human context in which they are used and
form a part. That is why traditional Chinese
biographies of great men usually include
statements about how filial the biographer
was to his parents. That is also why Chinese
expect college teachers to be technical
-experts as well as models of morality while
the Americans regard personal conduct on
their part to have no bearing on their role
as transmitters of knowledge.

L% §
P

However, although this difference in
point of view is interesting and understan-
dable in terms of dissimilarities between
the respective cultural heritages of the two
peoples, the debate is irrelevant to college
education. By the time students enter college
their moral standards are already set by
their parents, siblings and, to some extent,
by their teachers in nurseries and kinder-
gartens. The following is not a joke though
it may seem to be one.

“What are you going to do when you
grow up?” a little girl in Hong Kong was
asked by a guest visiting her parents one
-evening.

“Go to America for college,” came the
reply.

“What will you do after you finish collo-
ge and come back?” the guest persisted.

“Go to office during the day and play
mahjong at night,” the girl responded wit-
hout any hesitation.

No, college teachers cannot really in-
fluence the moral standards of their students
-even if they wanted to serve as ethical
models. I have seen sociological inquiries
in the States which show that even Sunday
school teachers cannot accomplish much in
that direction.

I

Rather than wasting their time and

=7

energy on such futile debates college tea-
chers will do well to reflect on what can
make them better inspiration to learning.
I think the college teacher who has achie-
ved intellectual excellence, who has done
original research and who has published
the results of his or her research will exert
greater influence than others over the
students.

At this point some of my readers may
think I am a sufferer of the “publish or
perish” syndrome---meaning a teacher has
to keep publishing or lose his job. I am
not. What I know is that more students
will have greater motivation to learn from
the college teacher who exhibits much in-
tellectual originality and has committed it
to print, even if the teacher is a poor per-
former in the classroom.

For example, John Dewey, whose ideas
have had a tremendous impact in America
and in the world, was actually a poor class
room lecturer. His lectures were painfully
slow and confused. His great influence over
the students was due to the desire on the
part of many students to find out what he
did think, not to his lectures. Of course I
refer to the good students, not those too
lazy to stir. The latter are hopeless whe-
ther the teachers are good, bad or indiffe-
rent.

Besides intellectual excellence and out-
put, teachers who love what they do will
have greater impact on their students than
those who hold their jobs merely to JBfxFz.
The zeal of such teachers cannot but be
infections to most students.

Finally I must point out that college
students are not children. They should be
active partners in the educative enterprise
instead of waiting to be spoon fed.In that
way they can influence their teachers as
well as their teachers them. Education,
especially higher education, is not a one-
way street. The students who must be spoon
fed by their teachers will gain far less from
their four years in college than others who
take active parts in the process.
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