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Introduction

Childcare is not something that we ordinarily consider a “profession.” Indeed,
in 1936, psychology professor and future university president Zhang Yinian' cited
the famous child expert Chen Heqin’s complaints that “even hair dressers receive
professional training now,” but, despite the much greater importance of parenting
to society, no one considered it necessary to professionalize parents.ii Zhang
applauded the efforts of Chen and the National Child Welfare Association in raising
the status of children and promoting professionalization of their caregivers. He also
wanted to popularize his study among parents, teachers, doctors and judgesi while
also promoting the specialization of his academic field in China’s modern university

system.” Although Zhang wanted to foster popular recognition for his professional



subject, these methods and strategies are relatively familiar to us as academics. The
professionalization of early childhood education, and even preschool education,
however, was less directly regulated and studied by university professors, but this
level of education bore and even greater bearing on the popularization of
educational psychology and childhood development.

This paper focuses on the career of Chen Heqin, who tried to draw upon the
American model of the “child expert” to professionalize childcare among early
childhood educators and other professions during the Republican era. Building on
Chinese scholarship, Vi which has noted Chen’s role in making childhood education
“indigenous and scientific,”vii and drawing on my own research, this paper examines
the strategies that Chen used to position himself as a “child expert,” especially by
investigating psychology, popularizing education, and institutionalizing childhood.

Chen Heqgin and Charles Darwin: Child Observation

In order to found a Chinese childhood psychology, Chen followed the
methodology of the most eminent figure in Western science among Chinese
audiences, Charles Darwin."ii Darwin’s 1877 article “A Biographical Sketch of an
Infant” placed “child observation” in the realm of scientific inquiry. In 1939, Yale
Professor Dr. Arnold Gesell wrote, “Darwin, more than any other single individual,
initiated the genetic rationalism which now characterizes the investigation of
human infancy.”* Gesell credited Darwin with the trend toward “child observation”
that spurred the growth of fields in pedagogy and pediatrics after the turn of the

century. Just as Gesell and others had been trying to professionalize the field of



“childhood expertise” in the United States,* so, too Chen Heqin attempted to pioneer
the field of childhood expertise in China.

Like other Chinese, Chen drew upon the idea of Darwinian evolution in quasi-
political ways; he argued that childhood played an important function in the
evolutionary development of man, so children were vital to the survival of the
species as well as the stability of marriages.xi This example illustrates that Chen'’s
social Darwinism often reinforced his understanding of concrete concerns about
family life rather than abstract concerns about political order. Contemporary
scholars often argue that Chinese scholars creatively adapted and even willingly
misinterpreted social Darwinism for their own political purposes.xi However, |
would like to argue that Chen Heqin focused primarily on using the methodologies
of Darwin rather than accepting Darwin’s conclusions; he was indeed influenced by
the political framework of evolutionary development and racial difference, but race
was a scientific category that he had learned in his studies in the United States.

When Chen studied and observed a specifically “Chinese” child psychology,
he assumed that race was an immutable category. His understanding of the
immutability of race was greatly informed by his experiences as a racial minority in
the United States. There, Chen visited Black Schools in the American South, where
Americans had rarely seen Chinese people before.xii These Black Schools also
provided a model of “racial self-strengthening” and acculturation*v that Chen
considered positive.x¥ Chen’s advisor had guided him for a year in preparing to
write a dissertation on the ways that the factor of race influenced intelligence

testing, so Chen had been trained to see race as a legitimate category of scholarly



analysis. A dissertation written by another student suggested that Chinese students
had special access to the Chinese-American community to conduct research for
racial analysis.xi Professors of education in the United States may have felt that
minorities were in a better position than Caucasians to implement studies on race
because of their connections within their own communities.xvii Later, Chen also
used his own home as a platform for his career.

Chen tacitly embraced the immutability of race when he founded a Chinese
childhood psychology. Chen assumed that the Chinese child was psychologically
and developmentally different from the Western child, so he could his study own
son as the material base for observation. In his journal of his son’s life, Chen made a
special effort to maintain a scientific tone. For example, he referred to himself in the
third person when discussing the child’s relationship to his father. Like the eminent
American pediatrician and “child expert” L. Emmett Holt,xViii Chen tried to interpret
“the cry” and its different meanings. In keeping with Darwinian analysis, he
pondered the ways that basic animal instincts played a role in these cries, and he
juxtaposed the survival instinct with sentimental feelings of love. Given the
sentimental adoration that Chen expressed for his children elsewhere, we can
surmise that he had made a special effort to maintain a tone of scientific distance in
keeping with Darwin’s enterprise.

Despite his relatively low status as a normal school instructor, Chen’s
journals were well received by the increasingly professionalized scientific
establishment in China. In The National Central Journal of Psychology, Fei Jinghu

drew from Chen’s journals in conjunction with others in order to make some cross-



cultural claims about childhood in different cultures.xx Chen was also followed by
educational psychologist Ge Cengxun, who recorded a journal about his daughter.x
Chen and Ge later collaborated on a book about intelligence testing in China. Thus,
Chen’s journal helped him to gain recognition in China and to develop scholarly ties
to established academics. In addition to “speaking” to the growing academic
community of educational psychologists, Chen also hoped to popularize his ideas
among parents. In the next section, I would like to discuss how Chen adapted this
practice from child experts in the United States, but stressed “sentimentality” and
“national sentiment” much more than his foreign counterparts.
Chen Heqin and Child Experts: Family Education

By the turn of the century in the United States, “child experts” served as
public intellectuals in an effort to gain credibility among the wealthy “gilded-age”
patrons who funded their universities and who encouraged the popularization of
science. Child experts began to address not only university students, but also
“scientific mothers.” These women had often received high levels of education, and
without the possibility of entering the workforce and with a decreasing fertility rate,
they enjoyed the opportunity to learn how best to prepare their sons for a volatile
and changing work environment. The earliest child experts “envisaged mothers as
their able collaborators in a data-gathering enterprise that had just begun.”*i These
male child experts would try to inform and reform “scientific” motherhood in the
United States, and their work was referenced in Republican Chinese journals for
women;*i the female-dominated field of home economics*iii and “scientific

motherhood” also came to China.xxv Although Chen also often addressed mothers,



however, he emphasized much more than his American counterparts the
importance of the father’s new role as a kind rather than a stern, a democratic
rather than a dictatorial, parent because his ideas reflected new assumptions about
authorial power in post-imperial China.xv

Chen drew upon his child observation, personal experiences, and scientific

knowledge to write his popular parenting manual Family Education {RE¥E) .

Like Zhang Yinian, Chen had elsewhere advocated that young people especially
needed to learn how to parent;*i Chen argued that Chinese youth lacked the proper
knowledge and family commitment.xii Furthermore, Chen had emphasized in his
scientific works that childhood was crucial to the development of the species and
the stability of the family.xviii His scientific training about the value of childhood
and his political commitment to the institution of marriage thus reinforced his
understanding of the importance of “family education.” Likewise, Chen’s manual
was child-centered while offering parents the information that they needed to
understand and guide the physical and emotional development of children, so he
balanced child needs with parental control.

Even though Family Education was based on Chen'’s child observation, the
parenting manual differed in tone and content because it reflected Chen’s political
rather than academic goals. Whereas Chen had been careful to posit himself as an
objective scholar, rather than a loving parent, in his scientific journals, Chen
encouraged parents in Family Education to indulge in a sentimentalized view of
children and childhood. Here, Chen differed completely from American child

experts, who wanted to replace sentimentality with science. Chen, however,



presented this sentimentality as a new innovation in modern parenting.xix
Influenced in part by May Fourth representations of the Chinese past,** Chen
argued that previous generations of stern Chinese parents had treated children as
miniature adults.>xi Yet if parents enjoyed playing with their children, they would
find, Chen argued, that they could much more effectively influence their children’s
behavior with suasion rather than with punishment, so parents could reach
traditional goals, such as encouraging their children to study, through these modern
techniques. Likewise, if Chen’s indulgent and sentimental tone in his parenting
manuals seems to differ from his objective and scientific stance in his child
observation, his basic goal nevertheless remains the same in both works. Both
parental sentimentality and evolutionary developmentalism functioned to raise the
status of childhood within the family as well as in China, in ways that ultimately
(Chen noted) strengthened the bonds within family institution*:xii and the
cohesiveness of Chinese society. I argue below that by raising the status of
childhood, Chen also promoted creating a professional space for the field of
childhood expertise in Chinese institutions.

The Institutionalization of Childhood

Shortly after Chen returned to China in 1919, the Peking Normal Women's
College compiled an edited volume in 1920 that called for the further
professionalization of kindergarten teachers, called “baomu,” f£ 4} and the
indigenization of childhood psychology.xxiii Chen, likewise, saw that despite the
professionalization of educational psychology for higher education, there was a

need for the professionalization of early childhood education in the 1920s, which he



could fillxxiv. Chen responded to this call by emphasizing that education should be
adapted to Chinese “national sentiment” (guoqing).**v He not only created a
“Chinese” child psychology, but also helped found professional associations that
aimed to “promote a professional spirit among educators.”xxvi

Chen helped in 1926 to found the Chinese Educational Society, which aimed
to professionalize childcare among teachers in lower-education.xvii The Chinese
Educational Society’s members were originally drawn from the Gulou Kindergarten,
the Central University’s Experimental School and the Xiaozhai Normal School.
However, the Society expanded to include 1600 members in 1934. Chen described
the Society as “a pure research organization that studies primary school, childhood
education, and family education; with an emphasis on practical problems
concerning childhood education and providing practical reference materials for
childhood education.” Thus, Chen emphasized the new, scientific goals of the
organization.

With the creation of a professional society for lower-education teachers,
teachers were able to publish and circulate their ideas. The Society met annually
during the thirties to discuss different themes in childhood education. The Society
published a periodical, “Children’s Education” (youzhi jiaoyu), which was edited by
Gulou Kindergarten, as well as a series of books for and about children. Children’s
Education was later published by the Commercial Press. Thus, the Society provided
Chen with a venue to publish his findings, textbooks, and curricula, which he
developed at Gulou Kindergarten. Since Cai Yuanpei had announced in 1912 that

the “new” form of education would “conform to childhood psychology,”**xviii there



was a recognized need for textbooks that were well-informed by childhood
psychology.xxix Furthermore, the Society offered lower-education teachers
opportunities for professional advancement by allowing some of its members to
survey schools in Euro-America.X! The use of Euro-America as a model (like the use
of Japan as a model in the late Qing) emphasized the unique and special origin of the
knowledge.

The Society focused on childhood not only as a special field of study and
knowledge, but also as a target of welfare and service. Among the professionalizing
goals of the organization was to “push for progress in children’s welfare services.”xli
Chen was also a prominent member of the Chinese Children’s Welfare Association.
The Chinese Children’s Welfare Association had lobbied for the creation of
“Children’s Day” on April 4t in order to “raise children’s status” and ensure
“children’s happiness.”sli Shanghai even created a “Childhood Happiness
Commission,” of which Chen was a member, that subsidized events, such as free
movies, for children on Children’s Day.¥iii Despite the benign nature of these events,
they also belied a political*V and professional ambition to increase the prominence
of children’s rights and childhood expertise.

The Association hoped that Children’s Day would help to promote children’s
rights in ways that would ensure children’s special and separate status. For
example, the Association lobbied for the creation of juvenile courts for children and
youth.xv Zhang Yinian applauded these efforts, and he also addressed portions of
his book specifically to judges and other professionals who needed to have special

training in children’s issues. Thus, the promotion of children’s rights did not only



require institutionalizing children in schools, but also ensuring that they would be
separately institutionalized from adults in hospitals, courts, and perhaps even jails.

Yenching University’s curriculum for social workers reflected these ideas
about childhood. The Sociology Department regularly listed a class on “Child
Welfare Problems” that offered a “study of the principles of child welfare and of the
problems involved in meeting social obligations to childhood, child mortality, child
health, child training and education, desendent [sic] child, child labor, and juvenile
delinquency.”Vi In a 1937 senior thesis written under the direction of the professor
who offered this class, the student asserted that all children have “the right to a
normal life” and a permanent home.xVii The student also noted that the Chinese
government had begun to offer welfare as early as the Zhou dynasty, and to promote
child welfare through the granary system as early as the Song, even if the
government lacked the regulatory insight of an institutional bureau that could help
place children with loving parents and help distribute funds for needy children.
Thus, the professionalization and institutionalization of social workers was a key
innovation in the improvement of traditional family values and social welfare. The
wartime journal Child Welfare indicates that childhood educators considered
themselves social workers, who provided educational and welfare services for poor
and sometimes destitute children. Thus, although I have been arguing that people
like Chen were trying to advocate their own professionalization, they did so because
they were driven by an idealistic desire to help children.

Conclusion



Had Chen Heqin, Zhang Yinian and others succeeded in fully
institutionalizing children and regulating childhood rights, they would have also
been able, at the same time, to ensure the recognition of “childhood expertise” in
China. Just as in the United States, parents should ideally recognize the superior
knowledge of child experts and turn to them for advice about providing “family
education,” nutritional diets, and proper care for their children. Furthermore, this
field of knowledge would be required for further specialization for not just early
childhood educators, but also for certain social workers, judges, and doctors who
would provide children with the services that they needed. We can see in this
example how the creation of a field of knowledge not only dovetails with the
institutionalization of professions, but also its popularization—not only using
popularization as a means of gaining widespread recognition for the scientific
profession, but also using institutionalization as a means for promoting widespread

distribution and consumption of the scientific knowledge among the populace.
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vZhang reproduced in an index information on the Chinese Association for Mental
Hygiene (P BB E 4 7). However, he himself did not attend the original
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“seventy-one percent believed that “parents themselves should take on the early
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of respondents (58 percent) agreed with the statement, “Children should be reared
communally to allow the majority of women to avoid losing the opportunity to
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reproduction.” (73). While there clearly seems to be a tension in these two
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xxviii Sally Borthwick, Education and social change in China, Hoover Institution Press
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a worker’s preschool. April 22, 1936. See Shanghai Municipal Archives Q123 —1—
543
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“family.” See M. Colette Plum, “Unlikely heirs: War orphans during the Second Sino-
Japanese War, 1937--1945” (Stanford University, 2006). Susan Glosser has argued
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mention politics, I do not necessarily mean one particular party of political
orientation, since I think that people across the political spectrum all presented
themselves as groups that would help save the nation’s children. In terms of the
KMT, the Ministry of Education in August 1931 published a “Plan to Commemorate
Children’s Day” to promote the “spirit of patriotic families” (% [BZ F iE 2 Lo BH).
“GLEE AL SPHE” in REBIERER (2 R S0 rg R bk & (L#4E, 1999)
Volume 58, page 424. However, the “nationalization” of children as collective
property could also have Communist-leaning implications. For instance, one social
commentator comments on the passing of Children’s Year by saying, “I understand
the profound truth that children are the soul of the people; each advanced nation in
EuroAmerica has long understood the importance of children to the future (& A
HNE GBS ACR RIARISRER, WOEERJoERR, RO AR EERA G EE)"
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