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A few years ago, I and Peter Jarvis co-edited a special issue

of Comparative Education with the theme of ‘The study of

East and West in comparative education—towards a

rationale.’ We wanted to investigate undiscovered possi-

bilities in educational research of the East. We then put

together articles that revealed cultural and historical

peculiarities of education in the East, and argued, ‘‘differ-

ence is still important to our understanding of humanity,

and… Education is still a major mode of the transmission

of culture and seeking to understand these cultural differ-

ences is part of our human quest and at the heart of our

discipline (Han and Jarvis 2013, p. 3).’’

This special issue of Asian Pacific Education Review

2017 is another attempt of collaborative works on educa-

tional studies in the East, with the theme of ‘Theory

Building in East Asia—Systems, Communities, and Work

in adult education and lifelong learning’ to demonstrate

Asian perspectives in theories on adult education and

lifelong learning. The contributors are mainly of the

scholars from East Asia, with collaborations with some

from Europe. Our problem-posing in this volume departs

from a perception that the West has been ‘producing’ the

world academic knowledge, especially the ‘theories,’ while

the East was ‘consuming’ the theories. The ‘theories’

inevitably mirrored, in some sense, the dominance of glo-

bal topographies and ethnocentrism of the West. Those

theories are like the ‘‘songs that voices never share’’ in the

East, as Simon and Garfunkel shouted in Sound of Silence.

Theoretical constructions developed in the East are hardly

spoken to the West (Altbach and Kelly 1978; Boli and

Ramirez 1992; Dahlgaard-Park 2006; Green 1999; Ryan

and Louie 2007)

Nisbett documents how culture affects the nature of

thought and therefore studying between Easterners and

Westerners (Han and Jarvis 2013; Nisbett 2005), and as

Said mentions, ‘‘theories’’ when traveling across the con-

tinents in different culture, are naturally misappropriated,

and sociocultural and historical context are far critical in

those ‘traveling theories’ (Said 1983). In this sense, a

theory when transplanted to another culture can no longer

be the same as the original. It rather is adapted in different

shapes, and to study the variations teaches much about

social evolution of theories in diverse contexts of the

world. Theoretical enculturation and accommodation in

global settings are crucial to develop general theories in

education research. The comprehensive approach between

the East and the West is still the heart of our discipline.

The area of adult education and lifelong learning is

perfect for this purpose. Lifelong learning is a newly

emerging realm, compared to already established systems

of schools and universities, which covers varieties of

flexible and immediate changes in the contemporary global

education in practices and policies, especially in the recent

three decades. The notion of lifelong learning first changed

the ways in which human learning is defined beyond

school, and then, began to establish new sectors of edu-

cation system, which in turn began to impact the traditional

structure of education system in general. It is the most

active sector in educational phenomena.

Also, adult education and lifelong learning studies help

to disclose how contemporary global discourse of educa-

tion can take different shapes of institution formation in

various contexts. The lifelong learning has bloomed at the
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same pace, enough to pursue comparative researches

between Europe and Asia. It shows well-balanced and

contrasting patterns of each practice and institutionaliza-

tion, which are worthy of being compared in various ways.

Adult education practices at work or community embed

significant amount of local culture and contexts that are

hardly reduced to simplified global models.

For long, lifelong learning, under the auspices of

supranational organizations like OECD or UNESCO, has

been perceived as a conceptual framework or a guiding

principle that had directed the evolution in education

policies, by expanding and elaborating the borders of

education to ‘lifelong’ and ‘lifewide.’ The most recent

document on Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) states

that lifelong learning is an approach that leads the changes

of education (UNESCO et al. 2015, p. iii). Europe was the

first place where the notion played a key role. A few key

reports, including Faure Report (1972) and Delors Report

(1996) contributed to redefine the meaning of education,

and later engaged in reshaping the whole ranges of edu-

cational concepts and practices since Lisbon Process in

2000. Besides being disseminated throughout the whole

globe, it also influenced varieties of new forms and shapes

of lifelong learning in many other regions of the world.

East Asia recently shows noticeable developments in

this area. Learning cities, in particular, attracts much

attention from academes globally. Lifelong learning in this

region has exposed itself not only a framework or guiding

light, but rather a concrete field and boundary of activities,

with legal and financial systems. It is largely a part of

‘educational practices’

This special issue includes eleven papers that investi-

gates adult education and lifelong learning in East Asia in

various dimensions. The papers are put together in five

groups: (1) Nature of theories and researches in the East,

(2) traditional, social, and global impact on lifelong

learning system, (3) adult education in community context,

(4) works and expertise in professional adult learning, and

(5) global comparison in formation of lifelong learning

systems: Europe and Asia.

The first group of papers deal with ‘theories’ and the

‘researchers,’ being caught in epistemological paradox: One

raises ontological questions on adult educational theories

that are imported to Asian context; the other handles exis-

tential contradiction of Asian-born American adult educa-

tion researcher who juggles ethnocentrism and academic

neocolonialism in Western academic context. Kang and Cho

deals with international overlapping identities of adult edu-

cation theories. In their article, Lost in Travel or a Different

Conception? (Mis-) Appropriation of Transformative

Learning Theory in the Republic of Korea, they raise a

question on whether it is unproblematic to utilize Western

frameworks in understanding domestic phenomena in

Korea. The article analyzes fifteen Korean academic journal

articles that are explicitly taking Jack Mezirow’s transfor-

mative learning theory as a theoretical framework. It was

concluded that Mezirow’s theory has largely been misap-

propriated, and the possible reasons for this (mis-)appro-

priation was discussed based on Edward Said’s concept of

‘‘traveling theory.It is suggested that sociocultural and his-

torical influence should be taken into consideration in the-

ory-use and theory-making. Sun and Roumell, in

Interrupting the Mindset of Educational Neocolonialism:

Critical Deliberations from East and West International

Adult Educators analyzes the adult education researchers

who are born in the East and working in the West. They

illuminate obstacles for a two-way exchange between the

East and West, then they move onto critical personal nar-

ratives from two international adult educators’ lived issues.

The narratives show what has been delegitimatized, or dis-

missed due to ethnocentrism in the discourse dealing with

adult education. The article concludes by calling for a ‘‘third

space’’ bridging findings from both the East and West.

The second group of papers include the nature of life-

long learning that adapted to the vast ranges of traditional,

sociopolitical, and global value system. Shan, in her article

‘‘Lifelong education and lifelong learning with Chinese

characteristics: A critical policy discourse analysis’’,

argues that Chinese lifelong learning policies in China is

consistently framed within the context of modernist

development, and the concept of lifelong learners are ide-

ally constructed as ‘socialist’ lifelong learners. Clearly, the

Marxist socialist and collective ideology has been further

consolidated as the hegemony in the country, whereas

others, particularly Western humanism, with its emphasis

on learning as a democratic right, and Confucian human-

ism, with an emphasis on harmony, are trickled down to the

local but in a peripheral manner. Makino, in Making All

People Full Members of the Society: New Direction of

Lifelong Learning Policy and Practices in Japan, strongly

support the authentic and free space of ‘‘communities’’ in

understanding Japanese lifelong learning. As Japan is

shifting from an industrial society to a so-called consumer

society, he says that the focus of policies and practices is

shifting from the government to smaller communities.

From his view, communities are a free space that allows

people to freely and continuously create, redefine, and

build cycles for new values. Community residents explore

new possibilities, and seek to develop a system that realizes

the transition of learning to the community-level. This

system is qualitatively different from the one implemented

by policies of transcendental power, and creates grounds

for a new society. The global effect on Asia was also

discussed by Wang, Yuan, and Weidlich in Do the

Demands of the Global Forces Shape Local Agenda? An

Analysis of Lifelong Learning Policies and Practice in
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China. The article explores how lifelong learning policies

and practices in China have been influenced by global

trends. After the emergence of the concept in the 1970s, the

prevalence of the concept in the 1990s propelled to serve

the global knowledge economy, albeit being a disputed

trend. The article finds that China has adopted broader

agendas of lifelong learning than those required by the

global forces, giving an insight into how lifelong learning

is approached in China.

The third group is about the core relations between

community and adult education. Community is a central

issue of adult education and lifelong learning in Japan.

Two papers deal with the issue from a critical point of

view. Miyazaki discussed the authentic value of commu-

nity as a key issue in Japan. In his article Developing

Critical Education Thought in Community Development:

The Freirean Approach in Japan, he analyzes the condi-

tions for creating an alternative and emancipated commu-

nity by examining Freirean critical education theory during

Japan’s modernization process. He insists that people were

in a double-bind under the process of modernization in

contemporary history of Japan, being violent and

exploitative in nature, and therefore needs critical educa-

tion theory to de-construct people’s consciousness as a

necessary condition to overcome the oppressive context.

To do that, he utilizes a case study on Yamagata Farmers’

College that shows an essential moment of creating such a

community.

From ‘‘Employed Work’’ to ‘‘Associated Work’’ in a

Diverse Society: A Challenge of Social Enterprise in

Creating a New Paradigm of Community Development

Learning through Works with Multi-Stakeholders by Otaka

explores the role of social enterprises in providing a space

for dialogical learning among people with different per-

ceptions toward community development. It focuses on

mutual learning processes among multi-stakeholders, based

on the experiences at the Japan Workers’ Co-operative.

Through analysis on ‘associated work’ with multi-stake-

holders in the local community, the focus is particularly on

creating various co-working opportunities among worker-

members, clients, and the local community, thereby raising

the potential of dialogical learning as central to more col-

lective and socially subjective practices.

The fourth group deals with the workplace as core

scenes in professional adult education and professional

competence building. Two papers portray the image of

professional expertise. First, Chang and Koo on Develop-

ing ‘Masterity’: The ‘Habitus’ of Lifelong Learning reveal

that masters had experienced a complicated formative

circle of learning, and the concept of ‘masterity,’ differing

from the existing concept of master craftsmanship. ‘Mas-

terity’ accounts for materialistic and formative aspects of

learning, which is also a type of ‘habitus’ in lifelong

learning. Also, Lee and Lee, in Creative Process and

Experiences Leading to Creative Achievement in the Case

of Accomplished Architects, identify factors stimulating

creative ideas as two major sources of creative inspira-

tions—‘orientations toward liberal arts,’ and ‘reading

books from diverse fields.’ Inspirations blossomed into

creative architecture through factors such as specialized

knowledge and skills, efficient problem solving and inter-

personal guidance.

The last group compares East Asia and Europe in life-

long learning development. Osborne and Borkowsa, in A

European Lens upon Adult and Lifelong Learning in Asia,

seek to fathom the extent to which adult and lifelong

learning policies and practices in Asia have distinctiveness

compared with those of western societies, especially Eur-

ope. The article also includes analysis on the works by

organizations with a specific focus on Asia and Europe, and

showed that learning city development was a distinctive

part in Asia. The extent to which it has influenced and was

influenced by other practices has been analyzed through

theories of societal learning, learning society, learning

communitiel, and life-deep learning. Han, on the contrary,

in his Europe and Asia: The Complexities in Lifelong

Learning, argues that the trajectories of institutionalization

reveals great differences between East Asia and Europe. He

continues, whereas the idea of lifelong learning starts from

Europe, it rather shows divergence in implementing and

institutionalizing. He intends to grasp the process of

institutional formation in lifelong learning, either in Europe

or in Asia from the perspective of complex systems theory,

through which he draws a few key characteristics of Asian

lifelong learning practices.
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