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Abstract

This study is concerned principally with the ways in which the school
subject of History has developed over the past quarter century in the
People’s Republic of China. One of the key objectives of this research
has been simply to redress previous neglect of a subject that seems, if
public opinion 1s indicative of a topic’s importance, to have some
bearing on the ways in which states and societies try to shape young
minds, values and identities, and thereby steer the course of future
political, social and economic development. It accordingly traces the
evolution of the History subject both through time and, more
importantly, through the process of production, transmission and
consumption, from central government organs, such as the Ministry of
Education, down to the individual school History classroom.
Specifically, 1t analyses various factors that have influenced thinking
about the purposes and practice of history education, and how these
have been reflected in the main vehicles for transmitting narratives of
the past: national and local curricula, History textbooks and school
lessons. Particular attention 1s paid throughout to the impact of the
reform and opening policy on history education, highlighting tensions
arising from often conflicting political and pedagogical objectives and
evaluating the extent to which theoretical goals are attained in practice.
The study argues that History i1s not simply an instrument of
ideological control wielded by a totalitarian government seeking to
sustain 1ts own hegemony, but 1s a process in which many stakeholders
participate, and in which learning outcomes cannot be guaranteed to
correspond precisely to teaching objectives. Securing the future
through controlling the past — even in an authoritarian society - is thus,
the study concludes, considerably more complex and challenging than

1t might superficially appear.
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Introduction

The Importance of History

“Who controls the past.... controls the future; who controls the present controls the
past’ is the Party mantra intoned and implemented with terrifying psychological
brutality in George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-four.’ Manipulating the past to
legitimise the present and produce docile citizens who will adhere to prescribed social
and ethical norms and sustain the polity into the future has been a common practice of
totalitarian regimes depicted in fictional dystopias. In these brave new worlds, the past
1s to be commemorated principally as the ‘bad old days’, while the present is the fruit
of ‘liberation’, the future a time when ‘things can only get better’. Officially
authorised ‘traditions’, ‘culture’ and ‘narratives’ of the past which usefully serve
present and future purposes, therefore, may be preserved; the rest must be consigned
to the scrap heap of ‘incorrect’ thinking and customs, and quickly forgotten.
Commemorating the discarded past and, more dangerously, invoking it to support the
development of individual or collective i1dentities outside state-decreed parameters 1s
heresy, and ‘thought criminals’ must recant publicly and often submit to ‘re-
education’ 1n the prevailing orthodoxy.

It 1s not, of course, only 1n fictional societies that the past is carefully edited or
even completely rewritten to justify present political and social circumstances, limn
an 1dyllic future, inculcate desirable values and legitimating 1deologies, or foster
loyalty to the state and support for its causes. Such uses of history have been
particularly blatant in totalitarian societies, although it should not be forgotten that
history has also been used in liberal democracies to further ideological goals;
liberalism and democracy are, after all, current ideologies, not eternal venties.
Totalitarian regimes, however, (especially those which derive their symbolic
legitimacy from religious or utopian political ideologies) generally deploy a wider
range of state resources in their efforts to regulate public commemoration and
transmission of the past. This usually involves an amalgam of exhortatory and
coercive measures: on the one hand, popularisation of ‘official’ versions of history; on
the other, suppression of ‘unofficial’ or ‘counter-histories’ and legal/penal action
against dissenting voices. The school subject of History, with its large, young and

impressionable, and, above all, captive audience of citizens-in-the-making, is widely

. E———— ey

' Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-four, p.34.




regarded as among the most powerful weapons in the exhortatory arsenal, presumably
based on the assumption that inculcating official history at the earliest possible age
will ultimately ensure homogeneity of historical memory 1n private as well as public
spheres. Thus, while the state-supervised media and cultural arenas may provide
valuable reinforcement of ‘correct’ historical viewpoints, universalising the
fundamental ‘truths’ of official history and its core moral-ideological message 1s
largely attempted through nationally standardised curricula, textbooks and
examinations, teacher training and assessment mechanisms, and pedagogies which
encourage acceptance of received ‘facts’ and interpretations.

It 1s often thought that in the People’s Republic of China ‘the Orwellian nightmare
has already visited,”* with a malevolent Big Brother Communist Party and Ministry
of Records-style propaganda apparatus tightly controlling the present and future
through instilling in hapless masses state-authorised accounts of the past, resisted only
sporadically and in vain by a handful of brave and selfless dissident intellectuals and
oppressed minority peoples. Using or changing the past to serve present and future
purposes, however, has been far from a novel brainwashing strategy devised by
scheming Communists, and, in fact, has a pedigree as ancient as the Chinese state
itself. From Qin destruction of the histories of all states other than its own, to the
seventh-century establishment of a state History Bureau (shiguan) charged with
producing official dynastic histories (zhengshi) and recording the present for
posterity, to Qing purges of writers and historians suspected of calummating the
Manchu regime through historical allegory, China’s rulers and their acolytes have
consistently employed both exhortatory and coercive mechanisms to ensure the
primacy of the official version of the past. Education has long been an integral
component of exhortatory efforts to circumscribe public historical discourse, and
since the inception of a mass public education system in the early twentieth century,
the ability of the state to propagate official accounts of the past among its citizens has
rapidly increased. Under Communist rule, in particular, educational provision has
dramatically expanded, and ofticial histories disseminated through the centrally
prescribed school curriculum have received unprecedented levels of remforcement
from state supervision of academia, the media and other forms of cultural
(re)production.  Increasingly strenuous etforts have also been made to create

collective memories that can unite diverse communities to serve allegedly ‘national’

- Avery, ‘Translator’s Introduction’ to Zhang, Half of Man is Woman, p.xi



interests, and the state has thus largely appropriated local history and the histories of
formerly subaltern groups (peasants, urban labourers, ethnic minorities), subsuming
under the ‘national’ umbrella the foundations on which competing national or sub-
national identities might be constructed or sustained. At the same time, although the
heterodoxy proscribed under imperial law as ‘un-Confucian’ (bujing) or ‘against the
natural order’ (wwudao) has merely been re-branded in the PRC as ‘counter-
revolutionary’ or ‘unpatriotic’, mechanisms for suppressing beliefs and activities that
threaten state authority have become more sophisticated. To this extent, then, the
‘Orwellian nightmare’ conception of the PRC is not entirely baseless.

Yet, even during the most ideologically repressive periods, attempts to
monopolise and standardise the past, and use it to justify the present and construct the
future according to particular visions have frequently been resisted. Sometimes
resistance has come from rival factions within the regime itself that seek to secure
their own posttion and power, or to follow alternative paths to the future; sometimes
from individuals and communities that feel official history neglects, denies or
misrepresents crucial aspects of the past, or that the present policies and future
prospects the official history aims to legitimise have little to offer. Needless to say,
the authorities’ first response to resistance has frequently been harsh repression. Such
repression, however, has usually been temporary; as all good students of Chinese
history know - and China’s leaders almost invariably believe they are good students —
repression has historically bred further resistance, leading eventually to dynastic
downfall. Official clamp-downs, therefore, have often been followed shortly
afterwards by leadership reshuffles and policy reforms, which 1in turn have required
revision of the past to validate the new present and future goals. This has entailed not
only changing the narratives constructed to represent the ‘correct’ course of history so
that it leads smoothly and 1nevitably to the ‘correct’ policies of the present, but also
demonstrating (however superficially) that the erroneous ways and thinking of the
past have been reformed or abandoned, and the correct ones preserved.

The post-Cultural Revolution repudiation of the revolutionary and isolationist path
to modernity, the adoption of the ‘reform and opening’ policy and the quest for
restoration of national greatness have required precisely this kind of revision of ‘old
thinking’ and old historical narratives. History education for school children has
naturally been crucial to this undertaking, and not only have the goals and content of

the History subject been repeatedly modified to harmonise with the changing nuances



of current ideological, political and economic imperatives, but the ways i which
History has traditionally been taught and learnt have also been targeted for reform.
This study asks how and why the school subject of History has (and has not) been
adapted to accommodate diverse and sometimes conflicting present and future
projects, and considers the impact of recent reforms on the Party-state’s ability to
ensure that historical orthodoxy is not distorted in the process of transmission from
the Ministry of Education (MOE) to school classrooms. Although the scope of this
project does not permit a thorough analysis of all the variables involved 1n the
formation and expression of collective historical memories and identities, the final
chapters advance some tentative conclusions concerning the relative influence of
school History on definitions of ‘the nation’ and ‘being Chinese’, and assess the
potential ramifications thereof for the Party-state’s efforts to steer the course of the
future.

Before embarking on this journey, however, 1t 1s worth discussing some of the
general matters related to the purpose and practice of school History from various
historical, political and cultural perspectives so as to provide the broader setting in
which History education in China may be examined and evaluated. This 1s partly to
avoid the cultural relativist pitfall of analysing the Chinese case in splendid 1solation
and ascribing the particular characteristics of History education in the PRC to an
ineffable national-cultural ‘essence’ rather than to the changing i1deas, processes and
people that shape it. It is also, as the latter sections of this chapter will show, because
the secondary literature on History education in China 1s minimal and offers no
theoretical model upon which to build. Additionally, China’s ‘opening’ 1n the post-
Mao era has allowed History education professionals unprecedented access to
international education research, upon which they have increasingly drawn to
legitimise reforms and enhance their own practices.

" The remainder of the chapter summarises the sources and methodologies used,
focusing on issues and problems arising both from the nature of the topic and from the
specific Chinese context. Finally, it outlines the structural parameters within which

the findings of the present study are organised.



I.  Global Historical and Theoretical Perspectives
The Purpose of History Education

Moral and Patriotic Exhortation
In recent years, there has been much research on the subject of ‘nationalism’ in its

various ethnic, cultural and political incarnations, and on the related questions of how
communal identities are formed.” Perhaps most influential has been the work of
scholars such as Gellner, Anderson and Hobsbawm, who emphasise the ‘invented,
‘imagined’ or ‘constructed’ nature of the nation and the ways in which histories,
traditions and rituals have been adapted or made anew to create attachment,
identification and loyalty to the nation transcending that felt for other communal
entities.” They also note the role of language standardisation, print media, increased
literacy and the expansion of educational provision as resources deployed (usually by
the state) to enable hitherto isolated or autonomous communities to ‘think the nation.’
Furthermore, Anderson claims, the ‘blueprint’ for the nation-building model was
exported from early nation-states to aspiring ones, engendering a universally similar
(1f not 1dentical) pattern of construction, and subsequently the emergence of a global
order mm which only the nation-state was recognised as a legitimate and sovereign
political unit.” The literature on nationalism has since proliferated and become
increasingly complex, incorporating the ideas both of postmodernists, such as
Bhabha, Bruner and White who have highhghted the ways in which ‘narrative’ shapes
past and present realities and i1dentities, and of those, such as Smith and Connor, who
have investigated racial and ethnic definitions of the nation. While this breadth of
research supports views of ‘nationness’ ranging from the primordialist to the strictly
constructivist, most historians reject cultural essentialism (in principle at least) in
favour of evolutionary explanations of the ‘continuity and change’ variety. Recent
case studies of nationalism and 1dentity development in individual societies, therefore,
have basically followed some version of the ‘invented’ or ‘imagined’ nation thesis,

emphasising how rituals and symbols are created or manipulated to represent, unify

> Much of this work on collective identities proceeds from the ideas of Halbswachs outlined in
Collective Memory. For a more recent elaboration of this thesis, see Fentress and Wickham, Social

Memory.
* Gellner, Nations and Nationalism;, Anderson, Imagined Communities; Hobsbawm "Mass-producing

Traditions: Europe 1870-1914".

> Anderson, Imagined Communities. Duara notes, however, that the same resources have also allowed
other groups to ‘Imagine communities’ in opposition to the nation-state (Rescuing History from the
Nation).

® Bhabha, Nation and Narration; Bruner, ‘The Narrative Construction of Reality’; White, Metahistory;
Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations; Connor, Ethnonationalism.



and bound the nation.” The roles played by historical narratives and formal education
are also commonly featured, and the school subject of History in particular is noted
for its use in ‘mass-producing traditions,” transmitting ‘national’ culture, and
inculcating civic virtue, a sense of patriotic duty and especially the faith that pro
patria mori is both dulce and decorum.” Most importantly, History is thought to instil
the message that ‘We’ are a primordial national people with sacred heritage and
inviolable territory.

It allusions to history education as an element of the successful national
conscilousness-raising process are common, however, studies supported by more than
a few cursory references to government proclamations and occasional quotes from
historians, educators and textbooks of the day are rare except in works dealing
specifically with education his’tory.9 This is clearly, in part, because studies of
nationalism must necessarily consider many factors other than the minutiae of school
History, but it 1s also perhaps a product of constructivist models of national identity
formation (implicit in the very term ‘nation-building’). That schooling in general and
History in particular were (or still are) effectively used by Machiavellian states or
elites to fashion hapless masses into dutiful national citizens thus tends to be assumed
rather than demonstrated: even in histories of education, conclusions about elite
instrumentalism are generally inferred from government macro-policy statements
rather than from detailed analyses of school curricula, textbooks or education
journals.'® This is not, of course, to deny that social and moral engineering and/or the
reinforcement of authority have been the infention of many states and various power
elites. La Chatolais’ 1763 ‘Essai d’education nationale’, for example, urged
suppression of Jesuit schools because they were ‘promoting loyalty to Rome’ rather

than to France; the 1806 Faucroy ‘Rapport’ called for teaching to have ‘one single

7 Cohen reminds us that a ‘boundary’ defining the limits of a nation (or any other community) not only
‘from without symbolises the public face of community’ but also ‘from within encloses difference’
(The Symbolic Construction of Community, p74). Duara makes a related point in challenging the
hegemony of the ‘nation-space’ as the subject of history, arguing that not only may a nation contain
many sub-national communities, but that the ‘nation-views’ of these communities “are not overridden
by the nation, but actually define or constitute it’ (Rescuing History from the Nation, p10).

8 Hobsbawm ‘Mass-producing Traditions; Wilfrid Owen, ‘Dulce et decorum est’, ¢.1917. On dying for
one’s country see especially Tamir, ‘Pro Patria Mort: Death and the State’.

° For a comparative historical study of the relationship between education and the state, see Green,
Education and State Formation: The Rise of Education Systems in England, France and the USA and
‘Education and State Formation in Europe and Asia’.

10 Notable exceptions include Powell, ‘Perceptions of the South Asian Past: Ideology, Nationalism and
School Textbooks’; Lee, Modern Education, Textbooks and the Image of the Nation; Chancellor,
History for their Masters; FitzGerald, America Revised, Bailey, Reform the People; Peake, Education
and Nationalism in Modern China.




aim, that of forming characters virtuous from religious principle, usetful to the State by

their abilities and knowledge, attached to the government and devoted to 1ts august
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leader in love and duty.””” Likewise, a proclamation i1ssued by Reza Shah in 1921

stated that ‘It is essential for the character, the spiritual foundations and the feelings of
our young people to be developed by means of a national-patriotic education so that
our sons [will be] willing to sacrifice their lives for the motherland.’’* History was to
play a central role in this type of patriotic and moral education; as the nineteenth-

century French ‘school-historian,” Lavisse, wrote,

If the schoolboy does not carry away with him the living memory of our national
glories, 1if he does not know that our ancestors have fought on countless
battlefields for noble causes, if he has not learned how much blood ... it has taken
to make the unity of our fatherland, .... the teacher will have wasted his time."

Similarly, the American historian, W.T. Laprade, maintained that History should be
the ‘inculcation of a species of patriotic religion,”’* and the British Board of
Education in 1905 asserted that ‘no-one would dispute that our scholars should have
examples put before them, whether for imitation or the reverse, of the great men and
women that have lived in the past.”"

Two 1mportant qualifications of the ‘top-down’ instrumentalist paradigm
should, however, be made, particularly as regards state-directed efforts to create or
reinforce nationalist sentiment. First, during the time period with which most studies
of nationalism are chiefly concerned (the eighteenth, nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries), few states exercised the kind of control over teacher training, curricula and
textbooks characteristic of many later education systems. Even in highly authoritarian
states such as Prussia, the USSR and Japan 1t was some years after the establishment
of centralised bureaucracy that education was brought fully under government control
and nationally standardised curricula and textbooks were adopted. How effectively
education could be harnessed to serve state-centred nation-building programmes, let
alone guarantee the desired outcomes, 1s therefore debatable. Second, not everyone
believed education should inculcate uncritical patriotism, morality or obedience, but
rather saw it as a means of delivering liberty, enlightenment and equality, and

nurturing the individual mind, body and spirit. These goals were, it must be said,

typically promoted by elites who believed that popular enlightenment and liberation

'L Cit. in Hall, Education, Culture and Politics in Modern France, p21.
!> Cit. in Menashn, Education and the Making of Modern Iran, pp94-95.
13 Cit. in Lowenthal, Possessed by the Past, p64.

'4 Cit. in Novick, That Noble Dream, p246.



from ignorance, superstition or ecclesiastical sway would enable intellectual,
technological and social ‘modernisation’, thereby fortifying the nation against foreign
competition or colonisation. Such ‘nationalist’ etforts were often, nonetheless,
broadly anti-hegemonic/pro-democratic, and emerged from civic movements that
sought to limit state power to the representation (rather than dominion) of society.
For society to be empowered to guarantee such representation, in turn, required all (or
at least most) individuals to understand the values, rights and duties of modern
citizenship, a process which was to be effected through universal education. The focus
on the schooling of the individual, however, was not only about the utilitarian
manufacture of the necessary components to produce civil society; following
developments in the new fields of sociology and psychology, there was also
increasing concern among educators for the healthy mental, emotional and physical
development of the child."

Yet, in all but the most detailed studies of education history, these other
objectives are typically ignored. Illustrating his claim that all school History has been
essentially concerned with promoting ‘national fealty,” Lowenthal, for example, cites
criticisms made by the American Legion of 1920s textbooks for ‘placing betfore
immature pupils the blunders, foibles, and frailties of prominent heroes and
patriots.”’” But he fails to mention the other side of the coin; someone must have
written those textbooks either to present a more ‘balanced’ account, or as counter-
history challenging existing verdicts on said heroes and patriots. If it 1s remembered
that professional historians (who were, in most industrialised societies, largely
responsible for textbook production and teacher training until well into the twentieth
century) were then pursuing ‘that noble dream’ of objectivity and attempting to
discover an unadulterated past ‘exactly as it was’, it seems likely that the textbooks

attacked by the American Legion were written in just such a spirit. Indeed, a US

1> From Sylvester, ‘Change and Continuity in History Teaching’ cit. in Vickers, History as a School
Subject in Hong Kong 1960s-2000, p154.

'® Hall (Education, Culture and Politics in Modern France) argues that the ‘enlightenment’ view was
prevalent among French revolutionaries, but was sidelined by the Napoleonic regime m favour of a
state-serving education. The revolutionaries’ views, however, remained popular in Europe and
America, and resonated in other parts of the world, such as Egypt and Iran, where education and
modernisation were heavily promoted as a means of saving the nation from colonisation (Soliman,
‘Education in Egypt’; Menashri, Education and the Making of Modern Iran). Likewise, in Meiji Japan,
there was an early enthusiasm for child-centred ‘developmental education’, modelled on the latest
Western pedagogical theories, which 1t was hoped would bring ‘civilisation and enlightenment’
(bunmei kaika) to the populace and bring Japan into the modern age and parity with its European and
American aggressors. (Lincicome, Principle, Praxis and the Politics of Educational Reform in Meiji

Japan).
17 Erom Loewen, Lies My Teacher Told Me, cit. in Lowenthal, Possessed by the Past, p132.



education conference held as early as 1892 witnessed many historians attempting to
promote the new creed of objectivity in school History teaching.'® Similarly, in Meiji
Japan, the Rankean views of professional historians and the promotion of child-
centred ‘developmental education’ (kaihatsu-shugi) oriented to knowledge discovery
and the maximisation of individual potential led many History curriculum developers
and educators to reject Confucian moralising and traditional pedagogies involving the
spoon-teeding (chunyir) of correct viewpoints, and to attempt instead to focus on
presenting the ‘facts’.’”

Such efforts to promote objectivity in school History, however, were soon
suppressed. In Japan, the developmental education project and the curriculum and
textbook pluralism of the early Meiji period were swept aside as education was
centralised, Confucian values were overtly restored to the curriculum and ‘emperor
worship and love for the nation’ (somné aikoku) were promoted.”’ Thus, while
professional historians could continue to study the facts of ‘pure history’ (junsho
shigaku), schools, it was declared, should teach ‘applied history’ (oyo shigaku),
serving the needs of the state and society and perpetuating the ‘national polity’
(kokutai) and ‘national essence’ (kokusui) through nurturing obedient subjects (komin)
and useful citizens (kokumin).”' History was effectively demoted in status and
explicitly required to supplement the principles taught in Moral Education (shushin)
with concrete examples.22 Likewise, in the USA, President Woodrow Wilson
counselled historians against the promotion of objectivity and historical thinking skalls
in school History as young minds, he alleged, would be easily confused by dealing
with doubt, criticism and evidence. In the interests of school pupils and for the future
of the country, he insisted, it would be far better if History provided ‘moral and
patriotic exhortation.’’

With the widespread transition from private education for elites to compulsory
public schooling for ‘the masses’, government administrative and financial authority

over education increased. In most cases this meant that the moral and patnotic

imperative of education was strengthened, not only through History and other

'8 Novick, That Noble Dream, p71.

' Lincicome, Principle, Praxis and the Politics of Educational Reform; Mehl, History and the State in
Nineteenth Century Japan, p54.

Y On the restoration of Confucianism to the curriculum see the 1890 Imperial Rescript on Education
(SJT.2, pp139-140).

‘I Mehl, History and the State, p145.

2> Lincicome, Principle, Praxis and the Politics of Educational Reform. For an analysis of Moral
Education content, see Yamashita, ‘Confucianism and the Japanese State’.
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humanities subjects, but also through the addition of Civics courses to many school
curricula. In Prussia and Japan, for example, loyalty to the state and obedience to the
ruler were placed centre-stage: discipline and conformity were emphasised, raising
the national flag and singing the national anthem were incorporated into the school
routine, and students underwent regular military training. A triumphalist history that
demonstrated the purity and superiority of the ‘national people’ (volksgemeinschaft,
minzoku) over all others was taught, and the state and the Kaiser/emperor were
depicted as the embodiment of the people. While the state took a more laissez-faire
approach in other societies with rapidly expanding education systems (such as Britain
and the USA) 1t did not mean that those responsible for History curricula did not
promote a triumphalist account of the national past. Indeed, flush with the success of
colonial conquest, and supported by the social Darwinist pseudo-science of race
espoused by the likes of Herbert Spencer and Lewis Morgan, commercial History
textbook writers in many ‘democratic’ societies were often just as assiduous in
lauding their countries’ national and racial greatness as their counterparts employed
by authoritarian states.

For reasons discussed in more detail below and in subsequent chapters, 1t 1s
extraordinarily difficult to ascertain exactly how far school History influences
national i1dentity formation. The extent to which the nationalist and, more often than
not, racist orientation of school History in the late nineteenth - early twentieth
centuries contributed to widespread jingoism, the outbreak of World War I, the rise of
European fascism and Japanese expansionism and the genocide attendant upon them
is, therefore, questionable; certainly, this influence cannot be evaluated without
reference to other vehicles for public exhortation, such as the mass media, assorted
popular cultural activities and political campaigns. Clearly, however, 1t was widely
believed by the end of World War II that education had been an important factor 1n
bringing about and determining the outcome of global war. For the victors, their
social and political systems and values were vindicated and national self-image
reaffirmed. There was no pressing need, therefore, to reform the triumphalist national
narrative promoted through the school curriculum. It was another matter, however, for

twice-defeated Germany and Japan, and under Allied supervision, school textbooks

e ey e
T — _— - o

3 Novick, That Noble Dream, p71.
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were dramatically revised to repudiate the immediate past and ensure that future

generations did not repeat the errors of their forefathers.”*

Under the newly established communist regimes in China, North Korea, Latin
America and Eastern Europe, and in the postcolonmial states which regained
independence or formed following the demise of empires, meanwhile, History
curricula and textbooks were also substantially overhauled as national histories were
invented or re-imagined to create or strengthen national sentiment, to legitimise new
political or social systems, and to unify the people in the drive for modernisation. In
many of these societies, the new histories highlighted the struggle for independence
from recent colonial oppression, tying it to a broader narrative of the people’s
resistance to tyranny and love of liberty, while in others ethno-cultural or religious
ties were invoked as the basis for national unity.”> In the communist states, history
was restructured according to the historical materialist model of development from
primitive to slave, feudal, capitalist and socialist society, with a strong focus on class
unity and conflict as the basis for social cohesion and national purpose. Additionally,
internationalism was - in theory at least — advocated in place of racial and cultural
nationalisms. As we shall see in the case of China, as in other aspiring communist
states, the internationalist ethos of utopian socialism proved short-lived, and History
texts were soon openly promoting more traditional ethno-nationalist and moral-

ideological concerns.

Skill-training and Critical Citizenship
History in most societies may have remained chiefly oriented to moral and patriotic

exhortation for some time after 1945, but from the 1960s onwards, this gradually
began to change as calls from educators for the teaching of ‘transferable skills’ in
History gained momentum. ‘New history’, as it was originally known, sought
principally to reject the positivist notion of history as a fixed body of facts waiting to
be discovered or learnt, and to convey the idea that historians create history through
selecting, analysing and interpreting data. Children should, therefore, practise the

process of historical investigation, and instead of memorising ‘acts and facts’, should

24 For an in-depth discussion of textbook revisions in the aftermath of WWIL, see Hein and Selden,
Censoring History.

*> Ferro, The Uses and Abuses of History, provides a useful overview of post-war developments in
History education in numerous societies. For more in-depth analyses of the various bases on which
national histories for school children were constructed in particular postcolonial societies see, inter
alia, Goh and Gopinathan, ‘History Education and the Construction of National Identity in Singapore,
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learn to examine ‘evidence’ and generate hypotheses and interpretations.”® Despite
some opposition from those of a Piagetian bent, who believed that children and young
adolescents would not yet have attained a sufficient level of cognitive development to

7

enable them to handle the complexity of evidence,”’ new history was widely accepted

in Britain and the US by the 1970s, and in many other education systems thereafter.

While the initial promotion of skills may appear to have been ‘value-free’, it was,
in fact, underpinned by various socio-political and ideological as well as pedagogical
concerns. One important reason was the long declining status of History, since it was
seen as increasingly meaningless, being merely about dead people and bygone events
and, therefore, apparently irrelevant to modern life. Indeed, in many school systems
History was downgraded to a component of the supposedly more ‘happening’ inter-
disciplinary subject of Social Studies. Viewed from this perspective, emphasising
general, transferable skills was an attempt to inject contemporary ‘relevance’ into
History and secure 1ts place (and the place of History education professionals) in the

curriculum.®

At the same time, however, there appears to have been genuine belief
that historical thinking skills would not only enhance students’ future ability to obtain
lucrative employment, but would also enable them to evaluate more critically the
relative merits of assorted political platforms and commercial spiels they would
encounter outside the school. History education, in short, could prepare them to
assume the nghts and duties of adult citizenship and enable them to participate
actively in democratic processes, since in this view ‘questioning and debating
“recerved truth”..... 1s where citizenship really develops, not from the content of the

national story passed down.’*’

Along with the emphasis on skills and democracy, traditional forms of moral and
patriotic exhortation were increasingly resisted, especially in much of Europe where
the two World Wars, the loss of empires, large-scale immigration from former
colonies and European integration contributed to a rethinking of the meaning of ‘the
nation’ and ‘citizenship’. Indeed, even the terms ‘patriotism’ and ‘morality’ are today
often avoided by educationalists (if not politicians), for ‘patriotism’ is still associated

with Hitler and holocaust, our shametul pasts of imperialist expansionism, and present

1945-2000’; Kazi, Ethnicity and Education in Nation-building: The Case of Pakistan; Wilson, Ford
and Jones, ‘The History Text: Framing Ethno-cultural and Civic Nationalism in the Divided Koreas’.
“ In Britain this took shape under the auspices of the Schools Council History Project.

‘7 Husbands, What is History Teaching?, pp15-16.

** On competition for resources and status as a determining factor in curriculum development see
Goodson, The Making of Curriculum.
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instances of jingoism and racial intolerance; ‘morality’, meanwhile, 1s a ‘nanny-state’
imposing its values on society in an attempt to create obedient citizens, mindful of
their proper social place and disinclined to challenge authority. History, like the rest
ot the school curriculum so this argument goes, has been complicit in advancing the
cultural and ideological hegemony of the ruling classes and reproducing social
inequalities for too long.”’ Subaltern voices should be heard, and tolerance, pluralism
and multi-cultural identities, awareness and empathy should be nurtured. Opposing
this reorientation, other historians and educationalists have bemoaned reforms as
overweening political correctness, predicting that such goals will undermine national
unity and leave students with no sense of identity, pride or loyalty to their country of

' Somewhat ironically, both sides have criticised their opponents for

citizenship.
violating the principles of impartial historical inquiry and distorting history to suit
ideological purposes, while remaining blissfully unaware of their own blatant
ideological leanings.>”

Unawareness of bias 1s precisely what those influenced by post-modem critiques
have attacked, claiming that all history is inescapably freighted with values, that all
‘truths’ are relative, and that students should be taught to recognise that they are being
confronted with ‘discourses’ or ‘texts’ and their sub-textual messages, not ‘facts’ or
neutral judgements.” While post-modemist purists or hard-liners - whom Lowenthal
bitingly calls the ‘solipsist fringe”* - argue that there 1s no basis at all for
distinguishing fact from fiction, thereby apparently negating the value of historical
study altogether, most post-modernist historians and educationalists see relativism in
practice as a tool with which to heighten awareness of bias, and tend towards the
democratic pluralist model. Whether nationalist, internationalist, liberal, conservative

or post-modern, however, all approaches should be regarded as variations on a theme

of civic exhortation. Which approach 1s adopted and what is taught merely reflect the

*? Masalski, ‘Teaching Democracy, Teaching War’, p262.

°? On the role of the school in perpetuating domination of one class or group over others, see for
example, Althusser ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’; Giroux, Ideology, Culture and the
Proces of Schooling, Gramsci, Prison Notebooks; Dale et al, Schooling and Capitalism; Apple and
Christian-Smith The Politics of the Textbook, Macedo, What Americans are not Allowed to Know.

1 Schlesinger, The Disuniting of America; Hirsch, Cultural Literacy; see also debates over the National
Curriculum 1n the British press ¢.1988, especially comments made by then-Secretary of State for
Education, Kenneth Baker.

** Lowenthal on historians Arthur Schlesinger and Ronald Takaki, Possessed by the Past, p111.

33 Qee, for example, Jenkins and Brickley, ‘Always Historicise: Unintended Opportunities 1n National

Curriculum History’.
** Lowenthal, Possessed by the Past, pl118.
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kind of society those who make and implement the curriculum wish to represent,
reject or create.

How far such debates over the status of historical knowledge have permeated
thinking about History education beyond the mainly North American-European-

4

Antipodean academic axis 1S questionable, although proponents of ‘cultural
imperialism’ and ‘globalisation’ theories have argued that ideas developed in ‘the
West’ are invariably exported to everyone else as an mstrument of continued
domination in the post-colonial world.”> What seems certain, however, is that,
regardless of which theories of history are influential, training in transferable skills
and encouragement of ‘creativity’ and ‘individuality’ have become mantras for
education world-wide; in part, because such goals often appear at first glance culture-
and value-free, but primarily because they are thought to have underpinned the
continued ‘dynamism’ of ‘the West’.”® As shown below and in subsequent chapters,
however, pedagogical objectives such as ‘independent’ and ‘critical’ thinking skills
may sit uncomfortably with equally if not more mmportant aims of promoting

patriotism and ‘correct historical viewpoints’.

The Practice of History Education
Content

Differing visions of History’s purposes are typically manifested in practice in how
much centralised state control i1s exercised over syllabi, teacher training and
textbooks, what topics are or are not taught, and what types of pedagogies and
assessment methods are adopted. Whether History is used to promote patriotism,
liberalism, inter-cultural understanding and tolerance, moral codes and model
behaviour is usually reflected, therefore, in the balance maintained between local,
national and global, political, social and economic history, famous persons, a
collective ‘national people’, ethnic groups, social classes and so forth, as well as 1n
the extent to which students are required to imbibe and regurgitate information and/or
‘correct’ interpretations, or to form their own opinions. As discussed above, moral-
patriotic exhortation has long been the dominant model of History education, and

unsurprisingly this has typically resulted in a focus on national rather than global

35 §ee for example works by Altbach, ‘Education and Neo-colonialism’, Freire, Pedagogy of the
Oppressed; Meyer et al, School Knowledge for the Masses.

3% In Singapore for example, the government instituted a programme to enhance Singaporean students’
‘creativity’ as they were regarded (like students elsewhere in East Asia) as diligent but dull (Buruma,
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history, with strong emphasis on nation-defining events, on ‘national’ culture, and on
the deeds of the great, the good and the dastardly. This, it 1s thought, will teach
children who ‘we’ are, how ‘we’ got here and possibly where ‘we’ might be going,
and will provide moral exemplars for them to emulate or spurn en route to the future.
What constitutes the nation, ‘its’ history and ‘its’ culture, and by extension the sense
of ‘we-ness’ knowledge of ‘our’ history and culture is supposed to create, is rarely,
however, as straightforward as it might appear, even in countries such as China,
Ethiopia and Japan, which have existed mostly as unified states within much of their
present land mass for more than a thousand years and have a relatively high degree of
ethno-cultural homogeneity. Since defining the nation and which territories,
languages, peoples and culture are ‘national’ is an extremely complex topic discussed
extensively elsewhere,”’ I will not attempt to analyse those arguments here. Instead, I
will briefly examine some examples of problems or contradictions in the national-
history-for-patriotism model, each of which will be discussed in the Chinese context
In later chapters, and which, I will argue, may subvert or limit the success of intended
didactic purposes.

Perhaps the most ostensibly simple and most widely used definition of national
history 1s that which has occurred within the borders of the present sovereign state.
This 1s relatively unproblematic 1if 1t recognised that all or parts of the present state
have previously been components of other states or empires, that some areas were
once independent states (and may still wish to be) or that ancestors may have arrived
in waves of conquest or migration. Typically, however, the nation 1s depicted as ‘as a
self-same ancient entity evolving into the collective subject of the modern nation-

®  Thus, Chinese historians vaunt five-thousand unbroken years of glorious

state.’
history, France is exalted as ‘the oldest of the mature European nations,” while ‘we in
England have maintained the threads between past and present, [and therefore] we do
not, like some younger states, have to go hunting for our own personalities.”
Specific events, mnovations and cultural achievements may bring long-lasting
national glory, but only antiquity and continuity confer national sacredness and

greatness for eternity. At the same time, however, many states also seek to emphasise

ji

Bad Elements, ppl136-137). The irony of the ngidly authoritarian government running this project to
enforce ‘creativity’ should not be missed.

37 Gee texts by Anderson, Gellner and Hobsbawm cited in n2.

¥ Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation, p229.

 From Burke, ‘French historians and their cultural identities’ and Butterfield, The Englishman and his
History, cit. in Lowenthal, Possessed by the Past, pl176, p186.



16

the newness of political and social programmes as progress or even radical departure
from a less enlightened past. Creating a coherent national narrative that captures
ancient essences, which are perpetuated changed-yet-unchanged through inexorable
progress towards the telos of modernity, 1s not easy, yet this 1s precisely what many
History syllabi and textbooks attempt to do.

One of the most common ways the national narrative is given coherence is
through imagining a ‘national people’ that may have been ‘divided’ between other
states or suppressed by alien conquerors at various times, but survived intact to realise
the modern nation-state. Germany, Italy and Greece, for example, may be relatively
new countries, but Germans, Italians and Greeks are portrayed as ‘ancient peoples’.
The histories of former states such as Saxony, Verona and Sparta are thus demoted to
mere local components of national history, while famous individual Bavarians,
Venetians and Athenians are appropriated as national icons and ancestors. The
origins of supposedly ‘ancient peoples’, however, are rarely discussed, and are
depicted as hazily primordial, buttressed in some instances by myths of divine or
semi-divine ancestry. Where the dominant ethnic group is clearly not indigenous, and
has overrun indigenous peoples or earlier arrivals, the History curriculum typically
side-steps such 1ssues: American history in many US schools begins with Columbus’
‘discovery’; Taiwanese History textbooks downplay the role of immigrants from
China 1n driving aboriginal peoples into the mountains (although the latest editions do
try to include indigenous peoples in the national narrative); and in Britain, Celts have
featured so little that a Conservative Party MP could recently remark that ‘our
homogenous Anglo-Saxon society has been seriously undermined by massive
immigration,” warning that the ‘British’ are in danger of ‘becoming a mongrel race’!*

[t 1s not, of course, only ethnic groups that may be partially or wholly erased from
the national narrative. Women, lower social classes, certain religious congregations
and other ‘sub-national’ communities may also be excluded, since national history is
‘the big picture’, and the big picture 1s almost always drawn by Great Men with the
proper ethnic, social and religious credentials. Yet, even if re-imagining the past to
narrate an ‘already-always nation-space’*' and/or an ‘already-always’ national people

is accepted with few reservations, much history is still omitted, for - time constraints

aside - the entirety may disrupt the smooth (and often triumphalist) grand narrative of

O Loewen, Lies My Teacher Told Me; Renshi Taiwan. lishi bian; remarks made by John Townend, MP
for Yorkshire East, March and Apnl 2001 (izalics mine).

*I Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation, p28.
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progress from ancient times to the present. It may also project an undesirable
ancestry of the modern nation-state, and certain episodes may therefore be avoided as
too painful, too shameful, too alien or simply too dull to mspire patriotic tervour 1n
the young. This is not to say that school History is always ‘happy’ or that ‘our nation’
always ‘wins’; histories of suffering, as Renan observed, tend to be equally important
in promoting national bonding,** and are commonly emphasised to exhort children to
strive and serve so that ‘the bad bits’ of history will never repeat themselves. To
these assorted ends, Italy’s World War II history has been recast as a tale of
victimisation at the hands of fascist oppressors and evil German Nazis.* In Pakistan,
pre-Islamic history and anything that does not demonstrate a trajectory leading
inevitably to the Pakistan Movement is ignored, while in India, Mughal contributions
to Indian cultures have been downplayed, and in some BJP-commissioned textbooks,
have even been attributed to Hindu ancestors.** British school syllabi since the end of
empire, meanwhile, have neglected imperial history as ‘embarrassing’, and in the US
few schools cover the Korean ‘police action’ and still fewer the Vietnam War because
they are ‘controversial’.®

Yet, as educationalists such as Hahn argue, 1t 1s difficult or controversial topics
that are best suited to teaching critical thinking skills, and it 1s through learning how
cultures and societies have developed through migration, trade and cultural interaction
that children can best understand that history i1s about ‘the phenomenon of change
over time,” not unchanging essences.”® On the other hand, applying critical thinking
to controversial, or indeed uncontroversial, 1ssues may undermine authorised national
narratives, and 1s not, therefore, always encouraged even where, as in China,
cultivating ‘historical thinking skills’ 1s an official curricular objective. Such
discouragement of critical thinking or avoidance of difficult topics lends weight to the
arguments of scholars who maintain that school History rarely it ever teaches the

analytical discipline of history and its concomitant concept of change. Instead, they

argue, it seeks to define and bind the nation through promoting ‘collective memories,’

*2 Renan, ‘What is a nation?’ [1882] reprinted in Bhaba Narrating the Nation.

43 Rory Carroll, ‘Italy’s Bloody Secret’, The Guardian (online) 25/06/2001.

* Powell, ‘Perceptions of the South Asian Past’; The Guardian (online) 26/06/2004

% Cave, ‘Teaching the history of empire in Japan and England’; Loewen, ‘The Vietnam War in High
School American History’. See also Loewen, Lies My Teacher Told Me.

‘¢ Hahn, ‘Controversial Issues in History Instruction’; Stearns, ‘Goals in History Teaching’, p281.
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‘myths’ or ‘heritage,” which emphasise essentialist and exclusive notions of
‘nationness’ and are ‘impervious to rationalistic scrutiny.’*’

In the study of world history, ‘rationalistic scrutiny’ and evaluation of change are
less likely to conflict with the patriotic education goals so prevalent in national
history, although they may disrupt attempts to prove theories of ‘History’ (in the
teleological, Hegelian sense) or challenge hoary stereotypes of ‘national
characteristics’. This is not to say that attitudes to world history are disinterested or
that world history cannot be harnessed to serve moral-patriotic education goals. As
countless scholars since Said have emphasised, we define our ‘selves’, both past and
present, in relation to our ‘Others’,*® and the very purpose of world history, therefore,
may be to locate or create suitable Others against which one’s own nation may be
usetully (and usually profitably) compared. Indeed, how world history 1s narrated
may reveal as much about national self-image as it does about those societies, peoples
and cultures i1t seeks to portray. That world history 1s fundamentally ‘other’ 1s
frequently confirmed by clear demarcations from national history, although perhaps
only in Hong Kong are there two entirely separate subjects of Chinese History and
History, the latter largely excluding China, but controversially including Hong

* Elsewhere, national and world history are a single school subject, but often

Kong.
taught as separate courses, so that in the USA, for example, many schools will teach a
year of American history, followed by a year of Western Civilisation, which does not
include America except where relevant to international events. Few international
topics other than wars are covered in most History curricula, however, and world
history, like national history, normally takes existing nation-states and their self-
defined national peoples as a given, focusing on what are perceived to be major
nation-defining or world-impacting events and accomplishments.

World history may also serve patriotic and moral education goals through
providing comparisons with one’s own ‘superior’ national achicvements or greater
antiquity and longevity, although 1t may also exhort students to strive to surpass

certain desirable qualities of Others and their national heroes. Similarly, the suffering

of Others may be downplayed 1f 1t appears greater than ‘ours’ and especially if there

47T Wertsch, Voices of Collective Remembering;, Lowenthal, Possessed by the Past, Cohen, The
Symbolic Construction of Community, p99.

* Qaid, Orientalism.

¥ Yeung, talk given at International Conference on History Education, Shanghai, Nov. 2001. Yeung
noted that recent efforts to integrate them as a single school subject have been bitterly opposed,
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1S extant tension between ‘us’ and ‘them’ over past or present conflicts. Thus, when
new Palestinian History textbooks were drafted in 2000, 1t was decided to exclude the
Holocaust as it ‘has been exaggerated in order to present the Jews as victims of a great
crime, to justify [the claim] that Palestine is necessary as a homeland for them, and to

Y Recent Taiwanese History and Social

give them the right to demand compensation.
Studies textbooks, meanwhile, have reduced formerly extensive coverage of the anti-
Japanese War (Mainland Chinese suffering), while emphasising the ‘2.28” massacre
(Mainland Chinese inflicting suffering on Taiwanese), as well as acknowledging
some of the positive aspects of Taiwan’s history as a Japanese colony.”

While omissions and additions of data or revisions of interpretation catalysed by
changing identity politics and other contemporary imperatives are widespread in
syllabr and textbooks, they attract attention only when particular communities -
usually ‘sub-national’ - perceive their history, identity and/or contribution to the
national whole to have been neglected or misrepresented. Occasionally, however,
History 1s controversial enough to incite international indignation. Unsurprisingly,
the changes 1n recent Taiwanese textbooks mentioned above, and especially the move
away from the KMT-imposed China-at-the-centre narrative, have been vituperatively
condemned by officials, the media, historians and educationalists 1in the PRC for
‘distorting history,” ‘promoting separatism’ and ‘equating Han Chinese with foreign

352

invaders.””” (The PRC take on Taiwanese history is discussed in later chapters). In

2002, the German ambassador to the UK blamed an over-emphasis on Nazism i1n
school History courses for racist attacks on two German teenagers, and called for
curriculum revision to emphasise post-Third Reich democracy ‘to convey to young
people that the Germans have learned their lesson and that they have changed.” :
Most notoriously, bitter controversies erupt periodically between Japan and its East
Asian neighbours over textbooks that ‘whitewash’ Japanese aggression and wartime
atrocities.” In the most recent spat over a particularly euphemistic account, which

failed to mention ‘comtort women’, glossed over the Nanjing Massacre and portrayed

especially by teachers of Chinese History. See also Vickers, History as a School Subject, on this topic
and on debates over how and where to include Hong Kong history in the curriculum.

Y Dr. Musa Al-Zu'but (chairman of the Palestinian Legislative Council education committee) in
Palestinian newspaper, Al-Risala, 13/04/2000, cit. in The Guardian (online), 18/12/2001

V. Guomin zhongxue: lishi, Renshi Taiwan: lishi bian and Renshi Taiwan: shehui bian.

52 See for example Liu, Lishi jiaoxue yishu yu yanjiu, p24.

>} Vasagar, ‘History teaching in UK stokes xenophobia’, The Guardian (online), 9/12/2002.

** On Japanese textbook controversies see chapters by McCormack, Gerow, Nozaki and Inokuchi, and
Kimijima in Hein and Selden eds., Censoring History. See also Rose, Interpreting History in Sino-
Japanese Relations.
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