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ABSTRACT

This paper elaborates upon and develops further a keynote speech by Professor
Kristjan Kristjansson given at the Online Dialogue on Education in an Age of
Uncertainty (2020), in which Kristjansson identified the kind of virtue language
used by the British Queen Elizabeth Il in her speech on the 5th of April 2020, a use
which coincides substantially with neo-Aristotelian virtue-ethical language. The
authors advance the discussion further through a virtue-language lens to identify
what are the key virtues used in Chinese President Xi Jinping’s speech addressing
the same challenge. While Kristjansson only discusses the implications of Queen
Elizabeth II’s virtue language in a British character-education context, this paper,
through establishing cross-cultural comparisons and reflections on virtue languages
from both leaders, expands it towards an international view. The current study found
the following virtues: a sense of duty or responsibility when facing challenges, a
sense of compassion towards others, a willingness to offer help to others, a sense of
appreciation and the resolution of the challenges and winning the coronavirus battle.
These are virtues highly consistent in the two leaders’ speeches despite being

spoken in different languages and to different audiences.
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BACKGROUND

This paper offers as its entry point a keynote speech by Professor Kristjan
Kristjdnsson given at the Online Dialogue on Education in an Age of Uncertainty in
2020, in which Kristjan identified the kind of virtue language used by the British
Queen Elizabeth 11* (hereafter “the Queen”) in her speech delivered on the 5th of
April 2020, a language use which coincides substantially with neo-Aristotelian
virtue-ethical language, for instance referring to the virtues of selflessness,
appreciation, duty, resolution, pride, humor, helping others, and compassion (The
Queen’s Coronavirus broadcast, 2020, cited by Kristjansson, 2020). Kristjansson’s
keynote speech is timely and important, as it highlights the importance of virtue
language in English and the implications of Queen’s virtue languages in a British
character-education context, for instance, by focusing on the need for “virtue
literacy” as part of character education. However, in the context of the worldwide
coronavirus crisis, what are the implications of virtue language for non-English
speaking countries, such as those in the Asia-Pacific region? There is an urgent need
to explore the usage of virtue language in different cultural and linguistic contexts.
Therefore, this study has chosen China, the largest non-English speaking country in
Asia, as a case in point, to help contribute to a fuller understanding of the salience of

virtue language in an international context.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Virtue Language

There has been a growing recognition of the relevance and importance of
“virtue language” in character education, especially its acquisition through “virtue
literacy”. Virtue language, that is, the use of the vocabularies of the virtues is
closely connected to the context of moral education (Vasalou, 2012). Virtue
language is often associated with moral language in the context of moral education,
yet there are salient differences between the two and it is helpful to distinguish them.
In moral language, the use of words representing moral notions, concepts, and
standards is considered important; moral language is closely related to the practice
and description of various moral acts, the evaluation of moral actions, and the

! Elizabeth 11 (Elizabeth Alexandra Mary; 21 April 1926 — 8 September 2022).
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depiction of various moral phenomena (Sichel, 1991). While these may all be
understood as subsets of moral language, not all moral language is virtue language.
Recently, concerns have been raised that, because of the decline in the use of virtue
language in Western literature (Kesebir & Kesebir, 2012), lay people’s
understanding and appreciation of virtue may also be declining. In other words,
there is a close relationship between the command of language as a vehicle of
thought and as a means of forming normative commitments to ideals which such

thought expresses.

Concern with virtue language is not a recent invention, as shown by an
historical analysis of it (Creyghton et al., 2016) based upon three European case
studies—those of the German historian Georg Waitz (1813-86), his French pupil
Gabriel Monod (1844-1912), and the Belgian historian Henri Pirenne (1862—-1935).
In this general context, three objects of virtue language were proposed: (1) epistemic
virtues, (2) moral virtues, and (3) political virtues (Creyghton et al., 2016). The
authors agree with Creyghton et al.(2016) that these objects cannot be separated in a
strong sense (e.g., only epistemic or only moral), but only in a weak one (with
“epistemic” as one layer of meaning along with “moral” and/or “political’’). Such an
analysis helps us to appreciate the complexity of virtue language and to refrain from
limiting our understanding of virtue as just a character trait, or personal disposition,
or behavior that is deemed to be “good” in a given situation. We thus need to
understand virtues as bundles of normativity (e.g. epistemic, moral and political);
one example would be that of loyalty (Treue)—a virtue that had epistemic aspects,

but distinct political connotations as well.

From a contemporary perspective, virtue language has been recognized as an
important component in moral education. For example, it has been identified and
included in the Character Education Framework by the Jubilee Centre for Character
and Virtues, an important research center dedicated to character education (2017). In
the Framework, virtue language is considered to be an important contributor to the
development of “virtue literacy,” an important notion in the character-education
framework as it includes three inter-related components: (1) virtue perception, (2)
virtue knowledge and understanding, and (3) virtue reasoning. Thus schools are
encouraged to provide opportunities for children to be exposed to a rich discourse of
virtue language, understanding and reasoning (Jubilee Centre, 2017). The
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application of virtue language involves its use through familiarity with virtue terms
such as selflessness, appreciation, duty, resolution, pride, humor, helping others, and
compassion, as demonstrated by the Queen’s speech on the 5th of April 2020, which

is featured in Kristjansson’s presentation (2020).

Moral language is thought to be embedded within a given form of life.
However, there are ways of building bridges between different moral languages and
various moral dialects across time and space, as Sichel (1991) suggests. Such an
understanding of bridge-building lays the foundation for the current study, one that
compares and bridges Chinese virtue language and British virtue language in the era
of the coronavirus. The present study, therefore, expands our cross-cultural
understanding of virtue language by comparing the virtue language used in two
speeches: one by the Queen (cited by Kristjdnsson, 2020) and the other by President
Xi Jinping.

RESEARCH METHODS

This study utilized a comparative research approach. Our starting point was to
utilize Kristjansson’s (2020) list of eight virtues identified in the Queen’s speech as
a sample source of virtue language, representing the British perspective. We then
searched for a speech or address that would need to meet three criteria: (1) a speech
equivalent to the coronavirus speech on the 5th of April 2020, but given in a
Chinese context; (2) a speech with the same purpose of meeting the challenges of
COVID-19; (3) a speech given by the primary leader of China, namely President Xi
Jinping (hereafter President Xi). A key speech then selected is a speech given by
President Xi on the COVID-19 prevention and control work in Hubei on 31st March
2020. This speech was transcribed and posted on the Chinese media (e.g., Xinhua
News, 2020).

This speech, and its focus on virtues, was explored via a thematic analysis
approach (Braun & Clark, 2006). We first familiarized ourselves with its contents,
and made notes of any vocabulary words and phrases that conveyed a sense of
“virtue” based upon the following virtue-language references: (1) the eight virtues
identified by Kristjansson (2020); (2) a list of virtues provided by the character
education framework (Jubilee Centre, 2017); and (3) the “Values in Action
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Inventory” (VIA) classification of character strengths (VIA Institute, 2020). We
then made notes that highlighted each of the vocabulary terms and idioms of this
virtue language, and this process was repeated three times at different junctures.

During this process, we also used a “key word query” for searching specific
virtues. For example, humor was identified in the Queen’s speech, but did not
appear in President Xi’s speech. In the latter, “persistence” (in Chinese, [ 4¥) was
directly mentioned five times, and in idioms at least twice (in Chinese, 7 g # A »
£ &£ /7). As is typical in situations like this, all these words were grouped
together under the heading “virtue of persistence”. Through reviewing and revisiting
the speech, moving back and forth from the specific vocabulary to the overall
speech, we identified a list of virtues that it expressed. Table 1 presents in both

English and Chinese the virtue words extracted from President Xi’s speech.

Almost all these virtues were mentioned at least once in the speech; for
example, “persistence”, “responsibility”, “heroic spirit”, “bravery”, and “help”.
However, the list also included virtues that were implicitly embedded in the speech
and summarized or extracted by the authors; for example, “self-regulation” (which
was extracted from the three sub-virtue terms “self-obedience”, self-protection”, and
“self-service”). While the virtue “hope” was not directly mentioned in the speech,
based strictly on the definition of virtue language, “hope” is a better example of
moral language than of virtue language, but the authors decided to include it in the
virtues list because the line from the speech that led to its inclusion conveys such an
extremely strong message of hope: “... the heroic people of Wuhan will be able to
completely overcome the epidemic situation, revive themselves from the flames,
and create more brilliant achievements in the new era” (Xi, 2020). This shows a
sense of optimism and future-mindedness, and so the virtue of “hope” was included
in the list (as an exception). This analysis required the authors not only to be
equipped with language skills, such as translating Chinese into English and vice
versa, it also required the researchers to establish a solid understanding of virtue
concepts, as well as a cross-cultural understanding of virtues in Chinese and

Western contexts.
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FINDINGS

There were 37 virtues extracted from the speech by President Xi: Perspective,
Bravery, Persistence, Striving spirit, Sacrifice, Dedication, Teamwork, National
spirit, Heroic spirit, Respect, Appreciation, Compassion, Leadership, Confidence,
Scientific spirit, Accuracy, Effectiveness, Alertness, Prudence, Care, Love,
Protection, Self-regulation, High-spiritedness, Civilized spirit, Environmental
concern, Service, Awareness, Resolution, Responsibility, Humanness, Wisdom,
Help, Tolerance, Law-abidingness, Hope, Purpose.

From these findings, we can observe that the Chinese speech given by
President Xi was also rich in virtue language. Among those virtues, some were
mentioned and repeated several times throughout the speech, such as the virtue of
“persistence”, while others were only mentioned once, such as “humanness”. The
frequency of mentioned virtues does not imply the importance of the virtue, and
similarly, the order of the virtues does not indicate the importance of the virtues.

Table 1
Extracted Virtues in President Xi’s Speech on the 31st of March 2020
No. English Translation Original Text
1| Perspective ( taking the big AR AR
picture )
2 Bravery 3R AR E P
3 Persistence A ko FLAR o RELRF
4 Striving spirit ¥4 58
5 Sacrifice FicPed
6 Dedication N
7 Teamwork fod 273 4 EXES
8 National spirit PEA R P R
9 Heroic spirit WA
10 | Respect R R
11 | Appreciation o5
12 | Compassion Bir o 2 (FF)
13 | Leadership AR % 4
14 | Confidence s
15 | Scientific spirit FE
16 | Accuracy e
17 | Effectiveness A
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18 | Alertness 2 en g

19 | Prudence I hoss s SEE

20 | Care EQN

21 | Love X ¥

22 | Protection CiiA

23 | Self-regulation BWPRA > g NI o pAIRS

24 | High-spiritedness dpl &

25 | Civilized spirit ~ [

26 | Environmental concern %4 X% LFS

27 | Service PR 4

28 | Awareness F

29 | Resolution S

30 | Responsibility 7=

31 | Humanness =%

32 | Wisdom HEB A

33 | Help et

34 | Tolerance WF

35 | Law-abidingness e =R

36 | Hope FIERR AR - TG R R
Fo- TP VEd - T il
;%ﬁ—pf} i i . Jpzf‘lim_,l ;%

37 | Purpose F A

During the process of extracting the virtue terms, we also identified three
strong sub-themes from the speech, that is “People-centered”, “Party?-centered” and
“Nation-centred.” “People” was referred 27 times, “Party” was referred 23 times
and “Nation” was mentioned 18 times; these three sub-themes were closely bonded
together as a coherent big theme, indicating that the destiny of the people of the
nation and the party are closely tied together rather than being separate. This is
illustrated by the line: “Wuhan is worthy of being a heroic city. The people of
Wuhan are worthy of being heroes. The whole Party, the whole nation and the

people of all ethnic groups in China are moved and praise you!” (Xi, 2020)

“Heart” is the magic word that combines the virtues together. In this public
speech, “heart” was mentioned over 10 times, such as in “warm people’s hearts and
gather people’s “hearts” (Xi, 2020); and “we should strengthen our sense of victory

in heart, responsibility in heart, humanness spirit in heart, prudence in heart... (Xi,

2 Referring to the Communist Party of the People’s Republic of China.
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2020).” And in addition, “remain true to our original heart,” this original heart
repeated twice towards the end of the speech, conveying a strong sense of mission
and purpose. In a way, “heart” here seems to function as a master virtue or a meta-

virtue, synthesizing the core element of the individual virtues

DISCUSSION

Comparing our findings with the virtues identified in the Queen’s speech
(Kristjansson, 2020), it appears that President Xi’s speech contains a rather long list
of virtue terms. However, this is not suggesting that the quantity of virtue language
mirrors the importance of virtue language in the two speeches since the length of the
addresses was not the same, and the public speaking tradition/style may not be the
same in the United Kingdom and China.

It is still meaningful to compare the two lists of virtues. First, five out of the
eight virtues in the Queen’s speech also occurred in President Xi’s speech: (1) a
sense of duty or responsibility when facing the challenge, (2) a sense of compassion
towards others, (3) a willingness to offer help to others, (4) a sense of appreciation
and (5) the resolution of the challenge and winning the battle. These virtues are
highly consistent in the two leaders’ speeches despite being spoken in different

languages and delivered to different audiences.

As “selflessness” was mentioned in the Queen’s speech directly, it shows a
shift from self-centered to others-centered virtues, which actually shares features
with President Xi’s “People-centered” speech, which also included virtues such as
service, sacrifice and dedication and so on to describe a clearer picture of a sense of
selflessness. However, there are two virtues in the Queen’s speech which did not
appear in President Xi’s speech: “pride” and “humor”. This may call for some
cultural and historical explanations. For example, Chinese traditional culture
encourages virtues such as “modesty” rather than “pride.” Moreover, “humor”
(especially of the self-deprecating kind) is often considered a national characteristic
of British people. These findings thus reflect both the universality and the locality of
virtue.
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Table 2
A Comparison of Virtue Terms Between the Queen’s Speech and President Xi’s
Speech in Addressing the Challenge of COVID-19, 2020

President Xi’s speech Queen’s speech
On the 31st of March 2020 On the 5th of April 2020
Perspective, Bravery, Persistence, Striving | Selflessness, Appreciation, Duty
spirit, Sacrifice, Dedication, Teamwork, Resolution, Pride, Humor,
National spirit, Heroic spirit, Respect, Helping others,
Appreciation, Compassion, Leadership, Compassion

Confidence, Scientific spirit, Accuracy,
Effectiveness, Alertness, Prudence, Care,
Love, Protection, Self-regulation, High-
spiritedness, Civilized spirit, Environmental
concern, Service, Awareness,

Resolution,

Duty/Responsibility, Humanness,
Wisdom,

Help, Tolerance, Law-abidingness, Hope,
Purpose.

Note. Virtues in bold are shared virtues in the two speeches.

Beyond the sameness and differences of the virtue language in the two
speeches, it appears that virtue language contains multiple aspects, as Creyghton et
al. (2016) suggested regarding the characteristics of virtues, the epistemic virtues,
moral virtues and political virtues. For instance, in the virtue language used in
President Xi’s speech, the virtue of “teamwork” has epistemic aspects and at the
same time distinct political connotations as well. As the findings revealed, the
destiny of the Chinese people, the nation and the Party are closed related and cannot
be separated. This is also true in the Queen’s speech, for when the virtue of “pride”
was included, it was not just about personal pride but also about a higher-level pride,
British national pride. So once again we see how the universality of virtue is
complemented by local features.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Virtue language, throughout history, has been seen as being highly significant;
it remains relevant and vital in our contemporary societies, especially under the
current challenges the world is facing. The language of virtue, then, was both
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vibrant and powerful in these two speeches given by the two primary leaders of
these two countries, Britain and China. We can conclude that there are shared
virtues across languages and cultures, such as appreciation, responsibility/duty,
resolution, helping others, and compassion. Future research should also investigate
the virtue languages of other linguistic and cultural traditions, in order to give the
existing findings a wider framework.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The authors would like to thank Professor Kristjan Kristjdnsson for his
inspirations to write this article.

REFERENCES

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative
research in psychology, 3(2), 77-101. http://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0
630a

Creyghton, C., Huistra, P., Keymeulen, S., & Paul, H. (2016). Virtue language in
historical scholarship: The cases of Georg Waitz, Gabriel Monod and Henri
Pirenne. History of European ldeas. 42 (7), 924-936. http://doi.org/10.1080/
01916599.2016.1161536

Kesebir, P. & Kesebir, S. (2012). The cultural salience of moral character and virtue
declined in twentieth century America. Journal of Positive Psychology, 7(6),
471-480. http://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2012.715182

Kristjansson, K. (2020, June 17). Character education in the time of the coronavirus
in YTL Foundation Online Dialogue on: Education In An Age Of Uncertainty

[Video]. YouTube. https://youtu.be/p9qtIXWgNUw

Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues. (2017). A framework for character
education. https://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/527/character-education/framework

Queen Elizabeth II (2020, April 6). “We will meet again”: The Queen's Coronavirus
broadcast [Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2klmugg
OEIE&t=20s

Sichel, B. A. (1991). Virtue and character: Moral languages and moral education.


https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/01916599.2016.1161536
https://doi.org/10.1080/01916599.2016.1161536
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2012.715182
https://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/527/character-education/framework

Moral Education During the Global Pandemic TE 117

Clearing House, 64 (5), 270-300. https://www.jstor.org/stable/30188621

Vasalou, S. (2012). Educating virtue as a mastery of language. Journal of Ethics,
16(1), 67-87. http://doi.org/10.1007/s10892-011-9111-5

VIA Institute. (2020). Character strengths. https://www.viacharacter.org/

Xi, J. P. 7 7T (2020, March 31). ? i7-F: A 4 4 2375 % LA F i
T pt ers2 5% [On the novel coronavirus pneumonia prevention and control
work in Hubei]. #7 4 4+ [Xinhua News]. http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/
leaders/2020-03/31/c_1125794013.htm


https://www.jstor.org/stable/30188621
https://www.viacharacter.org/




