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Why Teach Comparatively? 

 Students will be comparing anyway. 

 Teaching comparatively allows 

– Systematic comparisons 

– Structured analysis 

– New consciousness of relations between 
home and foreign culture 

 Foreign material absorbed faster 
through comparative teaching. 
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How to teach comparatively: 
1. short texts 

Western Civilization with Chinese 
Comparisons, (622 p + 1680 p CD-ROM, Fudan 

University Press, 3rd ed. 2010, for sale on Amazon.com) 

 Proverbs; Short narratives;  

 Edited passages from key cultural 
documents, ancient and modern (The 

Bible, the Analects, the Daodejing) 
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How to teach comparatively: 
2. contrasting Images 

Most effective for large concepts 

 Allow students to grasp large 
abstractions  

– quickly 

– memorably 

 Allow elaboration without diffusion 
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In teaching China & the West: 
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How best can we compare these worlds? 



  Two Views of Human Bodies 

   Vesalius, 1543    Acupuncture Man 6 



Queues: China & the West 

 Yang Liu, Ost trifft West, 2007 (Amazon.de) 
 



    Comparative networking 
                 (guanxi ) 
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     In control of one’s life?    

   39% of Chinese: my life is not in my control 
   82% of Americans: choices are in my control 
 
 



How to teach comparatively: 

3. Debates 
 Dramatize two opposing points of 

view 

 As expressed by two characters  

 Theatrical presentation makes the 
issues more vivid 

 Also makes clear where the two 
points of view do not meet 
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Sample Debate 

Kongzi: “The Duke of 
Zhou Shows the Way” 

      Socrates: 
“What is Truth?” 
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I speak as the spirit of 
Kongzi (that did not die in 479 BCE) 

 Though I grew up poor and was 
never employed by the states 
around me, I devoted my life to 
self-cultivation and teaching sound 
principles to my disciples. 

 Then later on, various emperors 
and others co-opted my thinking 
to serve their own ends.  
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I am Socrates, here in spirit . . 

 Born in 470, my body died in 399 BCE. 

 In the last years of my life, Athens was 
fighting a losing battle against Sparta. 

 People wanted to return to the old ways 
(they were afraid . . . ). 

 But I insisted that they seek to learn to 
think courageously: to find The Truth. 

 For this, at 70 I was condemned to death. 
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Kongzi: my life as a model 

 “At 15, I made up my mind to study; at 
30, I was established; at 40, I was no 
longer perplexed; at 50, I understood 
the will of Heaven; at 60, I listened to 
everything without being unhappy; at 
70, I followed all my desires and none of 
them were against the norms.”  

 You would be well advised to do 
likewise. 
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Socrates: 

 This is the wrong model ! 

 One doesn’t learn through mere 
experience – even such as yours – 

 but from hard thinking! 

 And one cannot think clearly unless one 
is willing to question everything. 

 How else can one begin to search for 
Truth ? The Truth is unchanging : not to 
be found in the shifting values of history! 
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  Kongzi: tradition is crucial 

We know what allows a person to live 
a constructive life:  

 to contribute to the community.  

 Every day, act so that your behavior 
lives up to your role. Superiors take 
responsibility for inferiors; inferiors 
must follow. Otherwise chaos looms. 

 The Duke of Zhou exemplified it 
centuries ago. 
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Socrates: 
 The Duke of Zhou! How can you keep 

citing that old anachronism as a model? 
He’s history! He’s extinct! 

 History is not a good model: because it 
always changes. 

 What about that which is above and 
behind history? Something which is 
unchanging, eternal and hence certain? 

 Did Kongzi ever question himself? An 
unexamined  life is not worth living! 
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Kongzi: I disagree 
 “To give oneself up to the study of 

metaphysical theories – that is harmful 
indeed.”  

 What matters most is xiao, the central 
value in families and the larger 
community.  

 When children respect parents, wives 
respect husbands, younger siblings 
respect their elders, and 
administrators respect top leaders, 
then peace and prosperity result. 
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Socrates: 

 Well, what about your family models? 

 Let’s take the one you give that says it’s 
OK for a son to protect his father (who 
has stolen a sheep) by lying.  

 Does such practice lead to social 
harmony? 

 By disregarding the duty to Truth here, 
aren’t you teaching a principle that risks 
corruption of all kinds? 
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Kongzi: 

 Socrates, if everyone followed 
your model, there would be no 
social harmony. Sons would feel 
free to rebel against their 
fathers, wives against husbands. 

Without respect for superiors, 
no community can survive for 
long because it will fall into 
dissension. 
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We suspend our debate here 

 Is there a winner? Not really. 

 Debaters meet in a third space 
between cultures where no 
judgments are final. 

More precisely, we – and you – can 
think freely back and forth between 
one world and the other: 

 as part of an educational process. 



How to teach comparatively:  
4. Dialogues 

 Dialogues helpful for sensitive issues 

– Population control (“one-child policy”) 

– Religion, China and the West 

 Dialogues allow issues to be stated 
within a hypothetical atmosphere 

 But without resolution (i.e., the two 

speakers can agree to disagree) 

 Thus very useful for intercultural issues 
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A dialogue scenario   

 George West  is a young professional 
American in his late 30s visiting Beijing 

 There he meets Lin Hong, a year or 
two older, originally from Beijing, whom 
he first met when they were graduate 
students in Computer Science at the 
University of Michigan some years ago. 

 She has offered to show him around the 
Baiyunguan (“White Cloud”) Temple. 
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  This is Lin Hong speaking 

 So, look around you. What do you see? 

 A long line of low buildings – pavilions – 
one after another. 

 All horizontal; nothing that is vertical; only 
a second floor here and there. 

 Think of Western churches: all pointing to 
heaven. 

 Of course, that’s where God is: above you 
all, transcendent. We don’t have that here. 
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This is Lin Hong speaking 

 Here, everything about the Temple is 
horizontal: 

 Because it is all around us, in our world, 
not outside of it, like Heaven. 

 The Dao is everywhere, flowing through 
everything. Its qi is the first energy – and 
it is impersonal, neither good nor bad, but 
making and unmaking everything that 
comes into and out of existence. 
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This is George West speaking  

 Well, you talk about it as if it were 
impersonal. But here we are at the big 
pavilion.  

 Whom do I see inside? Mostly a statue 
of a kind of pudgy god, in yellow robes. 
With plastic fruit in front of him on the 
altar. 

 And someone kneeling and touching 
their head on the mat in front of him…. 
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Lin Hong says 

 Sshush, George. You are not being 
reverent. You must show respect. 

 That  statue represents the Master, 
Laozi himself; and a petitioner is asking 
some help from him for his life 
problems. 

 You see? He is holding burning incense, 
to carry his prayers to Tian. And bowing 
three times. 
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George West says 

 Sorry, Lin Hong. But statues of pudgy 
gods don’t inspire confidence – at least 
in Westerners. 

 And here there are so many of them; 
this is the third pavilion, and in each 
one there are at least two other gods 
with altars plus other statues lined up 
alongside…. 
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Lin Hong says 

 And do you think a god nailed to a cross 
and dying shamefully as a criminal inspires 
what you call “confidence”? 

 How can you have confidence in a god 
that has lost so much face? 

 At least our gods look well fed and happy 
with their lot.  

 They are honored as wise teachers and 
holy men. 
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  How do you conclude this                 
   dialogue? 

 Is one or the other more credible? 

 Is there a universal code of values that 
could apply everywhere?  

 If so, whose? 

 Or should we accept that people from 
different cultures with different histories 
can legitimately differ, even on such 
sensitive issues as religion? 
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 Finally: On preparing  
         comparative classes 

 Can be labour-intensive 

 But can yield very fruitful results 

 Try assigning students to prepare such 
exercises (debates, dialogues) for class  

 Resources: 

– Google images; websites 

– Personal experiences 

– Western Civilization with Chinese 
Comparisons 

 



  
    Long-term outcomes 
from comparative studies 
      (“boomerang effects”) 

 
 Students regain their own cultural 

inheritance  

 Are now better able to evaluate it. 

 They learn where their own culture is 
coming from – 

 And they are certainly more open to 
appreciating other ways of life 
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Two Images to Ponder 
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