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A Concise Analysis of Zhang Zhidong's Educational Philosophy: " Chinese

Learning as the Essence, Western Learning for Practical Use "

Yan Pan!

I Nanjing Forestry University, Nanjing210000, Jiangsu

Abstract: At the end of the 19th century, against the backdrop of external pressure and internal
unrest, Zhang Zhidong proposed the theory of " Chinese learning as the essence, Western learning for
practical use " and the corresponding educational practice, exploring the internal tension between
cultural conservatism and modernization demands. Through his "Encouragement of Learning",
Zhang Zhidong constructed a framework of "Chinese essence and Western application", with the
core goal of maintaining Confucian ethics, and decomposed Western learning into three levels:
"Western arts", "Western politics", and "Western history". He attempted to absorb Western
technology, systems, and knowledge systems to a limited extent while consolidating the feudal ruling
order. This ideology was manifested in the "Chinese-Western patchwork" model in educational
practices such as the Hubei Self-Strengthening School, the Ancient Learning School, and the "Gimao
School System". Although Zhang Zhidong's gradual educational reform failed to save the feudal
system, it provided historical experience for the modernization of Chinese education: first, cultural
confidence needs to be premised on the construction of subjectivity, and the essence of tradition
should be refined through the "holding to the essentials" strategy; second, the collaborative logic of
general education and professional education transcends the "essence and application dualism",
inspiring contemporary education to achieve the symbiosis of humanistic spirit and scientific
rationality; third, educational reform needs to establish a buffer zone between tradition and
modernity, achieving dynamic balance through local experiments, teacher transformation, and
diversified evaluation.

Keywords: Zhang Zhidong; Chinese Learning as the Essence, Western Learning for Practical Use;
Educational Thought; Modern Revelation
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