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The Cultivation of Great Virtue: The Connotation Construction and the Modern
Transformation of China's Deyu Based on Hermeneutics of the Great Learning
Sun Caiping

Abstract: Cultivating great virtue is not only a call for deyu (a national school curriculum in
compulsory education, and an educational concept encompassing moral, political and cultural
education) in China in the new era, but also a necessity for fostering the holistic vision of Chinese
children, reconstructing China's concept of deyu and presenting a Chinese solution to the global
reform of moral education. The cultivation of great virtue, a crystalized Chinese wisdom, was
systematically expounded early in the classic texts of ancient Confucianism. This study, based on
a fundamental approach to the hermeneutic circle, tries to achieve the modern reconstruction of
the connotations of the cultivation of great virtue through a dialog between the pedagogical
interpretation of The Great Learning and contemporary issues in deyu. The Great Learning is a
systematic educational solution provided by Confucianism during the Axial Age for the
reconstruction of the then spiritual order of society. Mingde (Bright virtue) was the great virtue of
"renewing the people" and "dwelling on the highest good." The "Three Guiding Principles" were
in essence an educational outline centered on the cultivation of great virtue. The "Eight Steps"
(engaging with all things, extending understanding, actualizing apprehension, rectifying the heart,
cultivating the self, harmonizing the family, governing the state, and bringing peace to the world)
revealed a threefold educational logic: from knowledge to self-cultivation, from morality to ethics,
and from the self to the world. This study, based on the above interpretation, inherits China's
tradition of deyu, recasts the ontological connotations of contemporary great-virtue education,
provides a unifying soul for the educational system dedicated to fostering virtue through education,
offers a conceptual anchor for theoretical construction to China's deyu, presents the mainline logic
for the specialized deyu curriculum, and breaks the epistemological bottleneck of discipline-based
talent cultivation in schools dedicated to fostering virtue through education.
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