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Constructing Modern Asian
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In many non-Western contexts, modernization has tended to be equated
with Westernization, and hence with an abandonment of authentic indigenous identities and values. This is evident in the recent history of many
Asian societies, where efforts to modernize – spurred on by the spectre of
foreign domination – have often been accompanied by determined attempts
to stamp national variants of modernity with the brand of local authenticity:
‘Asian values’, ‘Chinese characteristics’, a Japanese cultural ‘essence’ and
so forth. Highlighting (or exaggerating) associations between the more
unsettling consequences of modernization and alien influence has thus
formed part of a strategy whereby elites in many Asian societies have sought
to construct new forms of legitimacy for old patterns of dominance over the
masses. The apparatus of modern systems of mass education, often inherited from colonial rulers, has been just one instrument in such campaigns
of state legitimation.
This book presents analyses of a range of contemporary projects of citizenship formation across Asia in order to identify those issues and concerns
most central to Asian debates over the construction of modern identities. Its
main focus is on schooling, but it also examines other vehicles for citizenship-formation, such as museums and the internet; the role of religion (in
particular Islam) in debates over citizenship and identity in certain Asian
societies; and the relationship between state-centred identity discourses
and the experience of increasingly ‘globalized’ elites.
With chapters from an international team of contributors, this interdisciplinary volume will appeal to students and scholars of Asian culture and
society, Asian education, comparative education and citizenship.
Edward Vickers is Associate Professor of Comparative Education at Kyushu
University, Japan.
Krishna Kumar is Professor at the Central Institute of Education, University
of Delhi, India.
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Preface and acknowledgements

The idea for this volume arose out of discussions relating to a conference
on Education and Citizenship in a Globalising World, held at the Institute of
Education (IOE), University of London in the autumn of 2010, the third
in a series organized jointly by the IOE and Beijing Normal University
(BNU). (Some of the chapters included in this volume were originally written for presentation at this conference; others were commissioned later,
specifically to address certain themes and regions.) A major objective of
the conference was to explore the implications of globalization for the role
that education performs in the intellectual preparation and dispositional
grooming of citizens.
Citizenship, very simply put, refers to the range of relationships that bind
the individual to the state, and the ways in which these are conceptualized.
A volume dealing with how citizenship has been taught and learned in contemporary Asian societies could thus potentially address a very wide range
of social practices and institutions. The focus of many of the chapters in
this volume on formal schooling, on the use (or abuse) of history in official nation-building projects, and on the analysis of citizenship education
projects in their historical context, reflects the concerns and interests that
have informed our previous work on the politics of education in South and
East Asia.1 History is central to any understanding of human societies – an
insight shared by those who have sought to distort or even erase it in their
efforts to construct a citizenship predicated on warped and essentialized
identities. While this enterprise has by no means been confined to Asia, it
has attained pathological proportions in many societies across this continent. We hope that this book may contribute to an understanding of the
reasons for this phenomenon, its implications and what may be required to
confront it.
Our thanks go to Hugh Starkey, who organized the 2010 London conference, and to colleagues at the IOE and BNU who assisted him. Peter Cain
provided invaluable advice on the preparation of Chapter 3 – not least by
introducing Vickers to Osterhammel’s work on colonialism and the civilizing mission. We also record our particular gratitude to the British Academy,
whose award to Vickers in 2004 of a Small Research Grant made possible
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their patience over several delays to the delivery of the book manuscript.
We hope the wait was worth it!
Edward Vickers and Krishna Kumar
September 2014

Note
1 For example, Kumar’s Prejudice and Pride (2002) and The Battle for Peace
(2007); Vickers and Jones’s History Education and National Identity in East Asia
(Routledge, 2005); and Lall and Vickers’ Education as a Political Tool in Asia
(Routledge, 2009).
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Krishna Kumar and Edward Vickers

In compiling this volume, we have been preoccupied with two key questions:
‘How has citizenship been constructed in Asian societies negotiating transitions to modern statehood?’ and ‘To what extent have such transitions, and
associated citizenship discourses, been shaped by any distinctively “Asian”
ideas or conditions?’ Education is implicated in both these questions, having been central to processes of distributing opportunity, constructing
orthodox historical narratives and fostering faith in the vaguely defined ideals of ‘modernity’ and ‘progress’ that underpin the nation-building project.
This chapter therefore begins with a general discussion of conceptions
of modern citizen–state relations, before proceeding to consider what, if
anything, distinguishes ‘Asian’ experiences in this respect. We acknowledge
that ‘Asia’ as a concept derives from Europe, and is associated with the
impact of Western colonialism, but note how it has come to be adopted in
various Asian contexts, and thus acquired meaning for many within Asia
itself. While reaffirming the enormous significance of colonialism for modernization across Asia, we also emphasize that colonial domination has not
been simply an externally imposed phenomenon: neither the practice of
imperialism, nor the concept of a ‘civilizing mission’, are alien to Asian
histories or cultures (as Chapter 3 by Vickers on China argues). Drawing
on contributions to this volume, we then attempt to provide a comparative overview of the ways in which Asian states have sought to construct
citizenship through school curricula and textbooks. A subsequent section
then discusses secularism, the ‘spiritual’ realm and their relationship with
citizenship – a particularly vexed question in South Asia today, but one that
has been deeply implicated in projects of modern state formation across
the continent, from Turkey to Japan. Finally, we consider what globalization has meant, and might mean, for the construction of citizenship in contemporary Asia, focusing not just on state-driven nation-building projects,
but also on popular experience, culture and migration.

Education, modernity and identity
Education’s role in political socialization has rendered it central to the
institutional structures and financial commitments of modern nation-states
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2 Krishna Kumar and Edward Vickers
across the world. The spread of literacy is crucial to facilitating the formation
of a broadly shared national consciousness, though whether or not it serves
to popularize old ‘high cultures’, as has often been claimed (Gellner 1997),
is a complex question, even if one accepts the problematic distinction
between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture. In many parts of Asia, Western missionaries played a crucial role in spreading literacy for purposes of proselytization (were they also spreading an elite ‘high culture’?), while in East Asia
nationalists promoted forms of literacy that involved a deliberate distancing
from, if not rejection of, the literary cultures of pre-modern elites (e.g. the
teaching of hangul, but not Chinese characters, in post-war Korean schools;
the introduction of simplified characters in Communist China). Whatever
form it takes, instruction in literacy is central to the role of schooling in
inculcating the commitment and loyalty that nation-states demand from
their citizenry, as well as the skills required for effective participation in
civic and economic life. Hence post-war redrawings of territorial maps or
post-revolutionary political and social upheavals are typically followed by
the deployment of ‘weapons of mass instruction’ (Gatto 2009), designed to
socialize the young into new forms of identity – through the teaching of a
standardized national language, history or an explicit ideology (religious or
political). Modern education systems, like other institutions of the modern
state, have thus always functioned as technologies of social control, with
notions of ‘citizenship’ among their chief instruments.
But a cynical emphasis on power and its transmission or reproduction –
implicit in much ‘postmodernist’ or ‘postcolonialist’ scholarship – does
not tell the whole story, even if it conveys an important truth. Education
in modern societies, postcolonial or otherwise, may be largely concerned
with the dissemination of ‘hegemonic discourses’. However, consciousness of citizenship, depending on how it is taught or understood, can also
be a force for liberation, or a safeguard against the tyrannical overextension of state power. And even in so far as the construction of citizenship
is implicated in projects of domination, the assumption that citizens, or
students, are simply passive dupes is not borne out by history. ‘Hegemonic
discourse’ detached from experience is unlikely to enjoy much purchase
on the minds of its intended targets; as Raymond Williams argued, ‘a
lived hegemony . . . has continually to be renewed, recreated, defended
and modified’ and is ‘continually resisted, limited, altered, challenged
by pressures not all its own’ (1977: 112). Criticizing what she sees as an
overly ‘state-centred’ Gellnerian perspective, Benei sees citizenship as
‘manufactured’ (or subverted, or remade) not just from above, but also
from below, by ‘ordinary social actors’ (2005: 8); and education, in Asia as
elsewhere, ‘may also be seen as a means for promoting active democracy
premised on the building of autonomous, critical citizens’, much as John
Dewey envisaged. But in many Asian societies, identity defined in totalizing, state-centred, ‘national’ terms clearly exercises a powerful appeal.
Why is this?
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A phenomenon associated with the emergence of consciously ‘modern’
social and political forms has been the movement from the country to the
city, and the normative status that urban life has thus come to assume (an
issue discussed in Chapter 2 by Kumar). This shift, a central theme of artistic
and literary commentary on the emergence of ‘modernity’, was also highlighted by the founding fathers of sociology – notably the German scholar
Ferdinand Toennies, who drew the distinction between ‘community’
(Gemeinschaft) and ‘society’ (Gesellschaft). Whereas traditional village communities are relatively small, stable and exclusive collectivities characterized by face-to-face relationships, ‘society’ – as experienced in the modern
urban metropolis – is large, anonymous, fluid and profoundly alienating.
Alienation is also of course a key theme of the Marxist analysis of labour
under modern industrial conditions.
Meanwhile, as state institutions are centralized and rationalized by ruling elites bent on harnessing the power of commerce and industry, local
potentates or aristocracies (with their rural power bases) tend to lose their
authority; the modern state aspires to tax, recruit and conscript without the
interference of intervening agencies. For this purpose, a notion of citizenship as an attribute shared equally by all members of a nationally defined
state serves a useful purpose. Differentiation of status in modern societies
is thus typically acquired through education rather than ascribed through
inheritance. However, those best placed to acquire educational credentials
often possess inherited financial or cultural capital. Old hierarchical relations often do not simply vanish but are ‘redeployed’, not just in the supposedly ‘incompletely’ modern societies of the non-Western world, but in the
modern West as well (Benei 2005: 15).
But if the distribution of status among citizens is portrayed as a process of
acquisition through more or less open competition (educational and otherwise), what defines the parameters of the national community to which
these citizens belong? The ‘imagined community’ of the nation occupies
a space in popular consciousness created by the disruption of more traditional ties, and as such it fulfils a real psychological need (Anderson 1983).
But in compelling older, tacit ways of relating to be rendered explicit, and
cast as ideology rather than living practice, modernity enhances the potential for popular mobilization through appeals to identity. In The Public and
Its Problems (1927/2012), Dewey dealt with the dangers democracy invites
when industrialization and urbanization lead to face-to-face communities
being replaced by a pliable ‘public’. Sen (2000) also emphasizes the tendency of modern ‘rationalism’ to delegitimize complex or layered forms
of identity rooted in communal life, leaving the nation as the only site of
identity with a legitimate claim. This places a heavy burden on projects of
citizenship formation, which must seek to construct an ethical basis for
democracy that counters the tendency to invest the nation with a populist
chauvinism. The more rapid and traumatic the social transformation, perhaps the more attractive portrayals of the national community in exclusive
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and essentially ‘tribal’ terms – as an extended family, bound by exclusive ties
of blood, beset without and within by alien enemies: the Volksgemeinschaft
(‘people’s community’) of Nazi theory, the kokutai (‘polity’, or ‘national
body’) of imperial Japan, or the zhonghua minzu da jiating (‘great Chinese
national family’) of the contemporary People’s Republic of China.
When discussing ‘modernity’ in the present volume, we are conscious
of the structural-functionalist baggage carried by this term, and the critical detachment its use requires. Whether or not they are seen as manifestations of ‘progress’, modern states, and the construction of notions of
nationhood and citizenship, are responses to the social transformations
wrought by industrialization and urbanization, but also, and perhaps more
importantly, to the challenges posed by the existence of other nation-states
(Green 2013). However, the particular forms that nation-states take, and
the ways in which citizenship is articulated, are not dictated by some deus ex
machina or ‘world system’, but are subject to active human agency informed
by distinct ethical standpoints. Despite the very brief plausibility, during
the early 1990s, of arguments that the end of the Cold War had brought
history to a full stop with the definitive triumph of ‘Western’ democracy,
this is evidently very far from the case. Meanwhile, as the environmental
constraints on economic development become ever more apparent (see
Chapter 13 on Mongolia by Myagmarsuren and Vickers), the habit of equating ‘modernity’ with human mastery over the natural world – a common
trope of developmentalist discourse – appears either profoundly misguided
or darkly prophetic. Progress – either moral or material – is evidently far
from pre-ordained.
If not predetermined, is progress then possible at all, or is the notion
itself simply incoherent? Can we judge between ‘better’ or ‘worse’ social
or political institutions, or notions of citizenship? Or is there no ‘better’
or ‘worse’, but just the more or less ‘authentic’? Such questions relate to
the analysis of the pursuit of ‘civilizing missions’, as conducted not just
by alien colonizers, but also by modernizing indigenous elites intent on
transforming ‘backward’ peasants or peripheral tribes into modern citizens
(see Chapters 2 and 3). Colonial projects such as the herding of aboriginal
Australian children into boarding schools find echoes today in residential
tribal schools in India, rural boarding programmes in China (Murphy 2004)
and inland schooling for Tibetan and Uyghur youngsters (see Chapter 3).
But while civilizing missions are typically marred by arrogance and frequently perverted, are attempts to transform established practices or forms
of consciousness always wrong? Were the British, for example, mistaken
in proscribing the practice of suttee (widow-burning) in colonial India – a
measure that featured prominently in the propaganda of empire, albeit by
way of post hoc rationalization for the imperial project?1
So when is it right for the state to intervene to reform local or indigenous cultures and practices, and what is the role of education? Sen (1999)
argues that what is ‘authentic’ or worth preserving in a culture should be
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a matter for open public debate, for participation in which education,
specifically literacy, is a necessary enabling factor. This in itself poses a
cultural challenge, especially in societies where girls and women remain
largely excluded from both access to education and participation in public
life. Kumar (2007) has argued that modern educational systems, especially
when they function in a foreign language (‘English medium’ in British excolonies), tend to avoid pedagogic engagement with culture, except insofar as they aspire to disseminate ‘enlightened’ values. He and Gupta, in
Chapters 2 and 3, discuss recent attempts, through curricular reform, not
just to spread literacy (however important this is), but to transform schooling in India from a colonial-style transmission belt for civilizing ‘backward’
peasants, castes, minorities or women, and into a means for enabling these
groups, and all citizens, to engage critically with social institutions and culturally embedded practices.
This implies an ethical commitment to participatory liberal democracy,
which, some have argued, is essentially alien to ‘Asian’ cultures: ‘to Asian
citizens,’ argues Lee (2004), ‘it does not matter who rules and in what way
the country is ruled, as far they (sic) are in a situation where they can live
their lives, maintain their relationships, and pursue their individuality (in
terms of spiritual development)’ (p. 31). This in turn implies that what matters about ‘modernity’ are its material accoutrements (the spiritual being
confined to the private realm), whether they are achieved through democratic or authoritarian means – essentially the position taken by Ward and
Rustow, when they argued that there was no necessary correlation between
modernization and democracy (1964: 5). Sen has argued cogently against
this position in Development as Freedom (1999), insisting that freedom (including, but not restricted to, participation in democratic processes) is both a
crucial instrument for promoting ‘development’ (a concept that has come
to be intimately associated with modernity) and a constituent element of it.
The argument posited by Lee and other exponents of ‘Asian values’, to the
effect that an inherited cultural or ethnic identity can legitimate an authoritarian path to modernity, is also refuted by Sen, who emphasizes that such
claims are typically advanced by ruling elites, their apologists and credulous
Western observers influenced by contacts with those elites (Sen 1999; see
also Kennedy 2004).
Nevertheless, as a historical term, ‘modernity’ undeniably carries the
inheritance of the French Revolution, and this West European imprint
expresses itself when the concept is used as a yardstick for critiquing rich
but undemocratic societies. Dipankar Gupta (2001) uses the term ‘mistaken
modernity’ to refer to the surface glamour that material progress brings in
the absence of any move towards a liberal democratic ethical order – thus
giving modernity an explicitly normative import, but in relation to values
rather than materialism. Even before the collapse of Communism, ‘modernity’ as a normative term was used to critique the Soviet order: for example,
to acknowledge that the egalitarian materialism of the socialist bloc was
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‘modern’, but argue that stringent control over freedom of speech was not.
This normative strength of the concept of modernity is what enables us to
critique present-day China while appreciating its achievements in certain
respects. Interpreted in this way, the concept – like Sen’s ‘development as
freedom’ – has room within it for critical engagement with the darker side
of Europe’s development, and of European imperialism (Berger 1976).

Colonialism, competitive national modernities and
the idea of ‘Asia’
It has often been observed that Asia as a category is invented and imposed
by ‘the West’ – defined by what it is not rather than by what it is. Nonetheless,
attempts to articulate an ‘Asian’ identity have been confined neither to
Western ‘orientalists’, nor to self-serving Asian autocrats and their hangers-on, but have been a recurring theme of attempts in many societies to
come to terms with a modernity shaped by the impact of Western colonialism. Despite this, the dominant response to the challenge of the modern
West has been not a drive to reinforce regional solidarity, but a competition
or race to modernize, with exclusive nation-states cast as the ‘competitive
organisms’ (Duara 2010b: 1028).
In contrast to many other regions reshaped by the arrival of Western
colonialism, most of Asia by the eighteenth century was governed by states
with long histories and highly elaborate literary cultures – antedating,
indeed, those of the upstart Europeans whose arrival was to prove so transformative. Inter-state competition was of course far from absent in ‘premodern’ Asia – wars were fought and populations massacred with as much
abandon as elsewhere, notwithstanding the claims of later pan-Asianists
that the ‘various races in this region had self-respect and did not invade
one another’ (Zhang Taiyan 1907; cited in Duara 2010a: 971). However,
as in ‘pre-modern’ Europe, identity was not tied as rigidly or exclusively to
the state as it would later be; inter-state networks, even if they involved only
a tiny minority of traders, clerics and scholars, proliferated and played a
crucial role in shaping the cultural landscape. Whether in the East Asian
‘Sinosphere’ (Fogel 2009), or across the sphere of lamaist influence in
Tibet and Mongolia (see Chapter 13 by Myagmarsuren and Vickers), or
in the maritime regions along Arab trade routes from Aden to Malacca to
Canton, communities acknowledged multiple and overlapping loyalties or
associations. Western traders and colonialists initially built on these preexisting ties, ‘intensifying some of the old relationships and generating new
linkages’ between cities such as Bombay, Calcutta, Singapore, Hong Kong,
Shanghai and their hinterlands (Duara 2010a: 964).
But the commercial and, increasingly, military pressure of Western
colonialism – whether directed at outright conquest (as in South Asia)
or at securing ‘open markets’ (as in East Asia) – from the late nineteenth
century prompted Asian elites to embark on projects of competitive,
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‘self-strengthening’ modernization that would profoundly transform
relations between states and their populations. In this respect, Meiji Japan
led the way, instituting systems of taxation, conscription and schooling
calculated to transform the peasantry into a loyal, literate and thoroughly
regimented citizenry, while forcing them to pay for the privilege (Dower
1975; on the urban–rural relationship in modern South Asia, see Chapter
2). Consistent with its totalizing conception of modern statehood, the
Meiji regime also sought to harden the fuzzy edges of the national realm –
annexing the tributary Ryukyu Kingdom in 1876, and transforming it into
Okinawa ‘Prefecture’. As in Europe, so in Asia, the total loyalty that states
demanded from their citizens typically forced peripheral or diasporic populations to choose one identity over another – or, more frequently, to have
it imposed upon them.
Nevertheless, for many within Japan and elsewhere the competitive success of the Japanese nation-building project inspired an intellectual and
cultural effort to promote an idea of ‘Asia’. This success was witnessed
most dramatically by victories in wars with China (1894–5) and, especially,
Russia (1904–5) – the latter prompting the pacifist Rabindranath Tagore
to fly into rhapsodies. Duara (2010a) describes the links between Tagore,
Okakura Tenshin and Zhang Taiyan who, though differing substantially
in their vision of the international order (coloured by cosmopolitanism,
social Darwinism and nationalism respectively), nonetheless shared an idealistic commitment to pan-Asian unity, and an urge to articulate a common ‘Asian’ identity (reflected in the quotation from Zhang above). For
Okakura, this involved Japan assuming the role of ‘inheritor and leader’
of a ‘fallen Asia’, ensuring that ‘Asian civilizations’ were preserved in the
modern world (Duara 2010a: 979). For these thinkers, the concept of ‘Asia’
excluded the Middle East and Central Asia (seen as the source of alien invasions), although in Turkey and Iran the Japanese model of self-strengthening nation-building enjoyed substantial influence in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries (Duara 2010a; see Chapters 3, 7 and 13, on
China, Turkey and Mongolia, respectively).
The appropriation of pan-Asian rhetoric by the architects of Japan’s
‘Great East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere’ did much to discredit the notion of
an ‘Asian’ identity or transnational order, let alone one led by Japan. Far
from laying the foundations for a new transnationalism, the legacy of the
war in Asia was a hardening of exclusive nationalisms. Especially in China
and Korea, but elsewhere too, the experience of Japanese aggression, and
of the bloody Cold War conflicts (from China and Korea to Malaya and
Vietnam) that followed in its aftermath, seemed to many to further underline the importance of militarizing the state and regimenting the citizenry.
This was true also of postcolonial states from Pakistan to Indonesia, where
the bitter conflicts that accompanied the struggle for independence had the
same effect. A notable exception in this regard was the Philippines, where –
as Maca and Morris argue in Chapter 6 – the achievement of independence
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without any significant political or social upheaval helps account for the
subsequent weakness of national identity and social cohesion.
In the race to develop, the relative lack of a cohesive national identity has
disadvantaged the Philippines by comparison with ‘developmental states’
elsewhere in East Asia. Though differing considerably in their ideological
underpinnings, economic strategies and institutional arrangements, states
from Korea to Malaysia and China to Singapore have used education to
inculcate strongly state-centred, often highly chauvinist, nationalisms to
promote the disciplined collective pursuit of growth. During the Cold War,
Japan once again emerged as a model for its non-Communist neighbours,
as the ‘co-prosperity sphere’ was partially reconstructed under American
tutelage. China’s post-1978 ‘Reform and Opening’ strategy was launched
by Deng Xiaoping with explicit reference to the precedent of Meiji Japan,
though as marketization undermined socialism’s plausibility as a legitimating ideology, xenophobic nationalism – largely directed against Japan –
emerged to take its place (Vickers 2013).
Contemporary Sino-Japanese relations are just one instance of a phenomenon, widespread throughout Asia, linking intense inter-state rivalry
with a sense of national victimhood. The invocation of enemy ‘Others’ as
a foil for the construction of national identity has of course been a feature
of modern state formation in many contexts. However, discourses of competitive victimhood are perhaps especially pronounced, and poisonous, in
East and South Asia, relating to the still-open scars bequeathed by Japanese
expansionism and Indian partition (on the Indo-Pakistan case, see Kumar
2002; on East Asia see Morris et al. 2013; Vickers 2013). Both there and
elsewhere in Asia, conviction of the unique quality of ‘our’ victimhood is
perhaps at a deeper level linked to traumas associated with the impact of
external colonialism – Western or Japanese. The idea of colonialism as an
essentially ‘Western’ or ‘European’ phenomenon (its mimicking by the
Japanese a betrayal of their ‘Asianness’) was central to pan-Asianist idealism
a century ago, but has survived as a subtext to nationalist historical narratives across the continent. As Vickers argues in Chapter 3, the portrayal of
aggressive colonial projects, and associated ‘civilizing missions’, as exclusively and essentially alien Western (or Japanese) phenomena, has served
to distort received understandings of national history. By blinding citizens
to the ways in which colonialist practice in Asia antedates the period of
Western imperialism, and continues into the present, it both reinforces
a belief in victimhood, and renders highly problematic the management
of relations with minorities who still find themselves on the receiving end
of colonialism. In Chapter 14, Rowena He documents the sometimes hysterical expressions of outraged national innocence with which, as a consequence, Chinese students greet criticism of state policy towards Tibet,
Taiwan or Xinjiang.
As a composite narrative of industrialization, economic and cultural
domination, and the pursuit of modernity, colonialism is thus a larger story
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in which European colonizers are not the only relevant players. Labelling
European colonialism as ‘traditional’ (though the practice of ‘traditional’
colonialism was not in fact confined to Europeans), Carnoy (1974) identifies two further types: ‘internal colonialism’ and ‘neo-colonialism’. The
former refers to the means by which the USA forged its own identity as an
integrated nation-state during the nineteenth century around the social and
political ideals its founders had codified. The challenge lay in assimilating
the diverse immigrant and African-American identities into the hierarchy
of a social order that included a large, industrial working class. Education
played a major role in this process, particularly the advancement of a system
of high schools where standardization of curriculum and testing could be
used as a means of socializing for differentiated labour-market roles. ‘Neocolonialism’, by contrast, has been used to refer to America’s post-1945
influence in the new and emerging nation-states of Asia and Latin America.
Literacy and education, Carnoy argued, provided key sites for the exercise
of this influence, pursued through diverse means, including the export of
institutional structures and curricular designs.
Whether ‘traditional’, ‘internal’ or ‘neo-colonial’, the civilizing missions
pursued by modern states domestically and overseas have all lent a normative quality to urban-industrial modernity, whether or not liberal democracy has been invested with a similarly normative import (see above). Even
where minority cultures are ‘protected’, with special quotas or curricular
dispensations introduced, the implication of their ‘backwardness’ remains
unmistakable. As with ethnic minorities, so with rural residents and women
(see Chapters 2, 5 and 8 by Kumar, Gupta and Saigol). The ideal modern
citizen has typically been represented not just as urban, but also as male – a
stereotype often reinforced by ingrained cultural assumptions, a militaristic
civic ethos or military metaphors framing the collective battle for economic
growth and competitiveness (with the soldier recast as ‘salaryman’). The
framing of modernity as a competition in which states compete with each
other, and individuals compete to serve the state, is reflected in discourses
of meritocracy and ‘quality’ that are a powerful feature of, for example,
Singaporean and Chinese societies (see Sim’s Chapter 12, and also Murphy
2004). Attributions of ‘backwardness’, ‘laziness’ or simply ‘low quality’ serve
as justifications for social inequality.
For all the talk of meritocracy, to what extent has modernization produced (or been accompanied by) social revolutions in Asian societies that
have produced a ‘genuine’ middle class living off their skills and knowledge
rather than traditional forms of wealth or inherited status? Or has education actually contributed to sustaining and legitimating existing elites?
What is the relationship between contemporary ‘middle classes’ (however
defined) and traditional elites in various Asian societies, and what role does
education play in this relationship? These questions could legitimately be
asked of many modern societies (not least class-ridden Britain), but they
are ones that have exercised many Asian modernizers in their search for an
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‘ideal developmental model’ (Pepper 1996). M.N. Srinivas, in Social Change
in Modern India (2010), wrote of the role of education and quota systems in
opening up access to elite status, through twin processes of Westernization
and Sanskritization; but he has been critiqued for underestimating the
depth and tenacity of caste and other divisions in Indian society. Bernard
Cohn (1991) attributed this phenomenon to the role of colonial bureaucratization in ossifying the caste system and caste hierarchies; in such a context
of entrenched socio-economic and civic inequality, education and qualifications essentially serve to give a spurious gloss of legitimacy to existing
status hierarchies. This insight was one factor in spurring Mao and his supporters, through the notorious ‘Cultural Revolution’, to attempt to sever
altogether the link between competitive academic success and social status (Pepper 1996). But this move implied no abandonment of competitive modernization in the international arena – far from it. And when the
post-Mao leadership opted for a different route in pursuit of this objective,
credentialism was reinstated with a vengeance – more or less regardless of
the consequences for social inequality.
What, then, of grand visions for ‘Asianism’ – of the kind of which Nehru
vainly dreamt when he talked of distinctively ‘Asian’ leadership providing a
model for the postcolonial world? Talk of Indo-Chinese brotherhood evaporated after the war of 1962, though politicians elsewhere have occasionally
floated proposals for regional unity (Japanese Prime Minister Hatoyama
in 2009, for example), and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
has attempted, with decidedly mixed results, to persuade its members to
subscribe to some notion of ‘ASEANness’ (Hirata and Morishita 2014).
However, as Rose’s Chapter 4 illustrates, any discourse of transnationalism or shared ‘Asian’ identity is almost entirely absent from school texts
in Japan and China. Elsewhere, if transnational identities are espoused in
school curricula, these are more likely to relate to specific ideological or
religious markers such as Islam in Pakistan or Malaysia (see Chapters 8 and
9 by Saigol and Ting), or socialism in pre-1990 Mongolia (as elsewhere in
the former Soviet bloc – see Chapter 13 by Myagmarsuren and Vickers).
Such markers tend to serve not as elements of a unifying regional identity,
but as adjuncts to competitive modern nationalisms. Asian states have yet to
find a way to escape the ‘institutionalization of competition’ in the modern
world order which, as Duara writes, ‘wrecked violence, exploitation and
ecological degradation on an unprecedented scale even as powerful forces
of creativity and justice were simultaneously unleashed’ (2010b: 1028).

Schooling and citizenship formation
Consideration of colonialism as a global process forms a necessary backdrop to any meaningful discussion of the role of education in the emergence and consolidation of modern nation-states in Asia. Given the size
of Asia and the diversity of its pasts, it is important to acknowledge the
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varying nature and logic of the colonial experience across different regions.
Nonetheless, in education, this experience everywhere involved – and continues to involve – exposure to officially approved textbooks. These cannot be viewed merely as pedagogic tools or teaching aids. When they were
originally introduced in colonial India, with the specific purpose of modernizing the prevailing system of indigenous schools, they symbolized the
authority of the colonial administration (Shahidullah 1987; Kumar 1988).
A prescribed textbook thus became the exclusive source of valid knowledge,
and textbook writing acquired the status of a political act (Allender 2012).
Following the end of colonial rule, textbook production and prescription
were functions inherited by newly independent states with a degree of popular legitimacy, lending them a mandate to use education to shape and
consolidate national identities. In this respect, though, postcolonial states
are not essentially different from other modern states in Asia or elsewhere,
where ‘official knowledge’ is often disseminated through a pseudo-colonial
process, reifying a national mainstream into which peripheral regions or
cultures are required to merge (Apple 2004).
When examining the role of the prescribed curriculum in shaping citizenship education, the knowledge imparted through textbooks in four
particular school subjects generally needs to be taken into account: history, civics, geography and literature. These typically form the core of the
identity-building components of the modern school curriculum. History
serves to inculcate a sense of nationhood or emotional solidarity. The official text through which the young are introduced to the knowledge of the
past seeks to provide a coherent story of how the nation-state came into
being. Such narratives typically depict a collective selfhood born out of
a usually prolonged and often traumatic struggle. In some contexts, the
struggle is represented as having been conducted primarily against an
external Other (e.g. Greece for Turkey; Japan for modern China or Korea;
‘Muslims’ for Hindu nationalists in India; India for Pakistan); in others,
the narrative emphasizes the juxtaposition of a larger, expansive national
self with smaller entities whose histories are represented as subsets of this
bigger whole (e.g. ‘minority nationalities’ in China); in still other contexts,
the presence of minorities, or their membership of the nation, is itself virtually ignored or denied (e.g. Japan, Malaysia – on the latter, see Ting’s
Chapter 9). But in all cases, the nation is presented as the frame within
which history – and identity – is to be imagined. Colonialism, both as an
ideology and as a form of political rule, contributed to establishing the status of history as a subject in the school curriculum, and in many cases to
establishing the outlines of its narrative content.
The idea that every nation has a history that should be known, at least
in its rudimentary details, to all its citizens, is an important ingredient of
modernity. This is why the teaching of history often begins at the elementary stage of education, although at that stage, as Dewey argued (1938),
the psychological or cognitive resources required to engage critically with a
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narrative of the national past are unlikely to be available to the young mind.
For other scholars, and many nation-building policymakers, however, this
was precisely the point: history served as an indispensable tool both for
moral education and for inculcating national identity. ‘Give me the history
student when he is seven,’ they might have said, loosely paraphrasing the
Jesuits, ‘and I will show you the patriot.’ Indeed, the Jesuitical reference is
perhaps doubly apt, since the intertwining of historical narratives with moralizing judgements (a long-established feature of traditional historiography
in East Asia – see Jones 2005a), or with religious mythology (e.g. in South
Asia) has played a significant role in heightening the political stakes surrounding the interpretation of history and its teaching, and stoking crossborder conflict over textbook content. Textbook narratives also typically
seek to downplay, deny or reinterpret legacies of transnational influence
or shared cultural heritage in such a way as to reinforce, rather than dilute,
the impression of national uniqueness. In the cases of Japan and Vietnam,
school textbooks have been perceived as a major tool for establishing a
modern national identity that emphasizes cultural distinctiveness from
China (Salomon and Doan Ket 2009; see also Rose’s Chapter 4). In China,
however, the subject of history has served to impart legitimacy to national
geography, by constructing in the minds of the young a narrative of the
past that encompasses all the corners of the official map, reconstructing
the multinational Qing Empire as a nationally singular ‘People’s Republic’
(see Vickers’ Chapter 3).
Geography as a school subject plays an important role, alongside history,
in nation-building – not least, as Anderson notes, in the form of the maps
typically found adorning classroom walls. Cartography lends visual clarity to
the definition of the nation. Long before children can understand how a
map is prepared and what it means to represent physical space cartographically, they are encouraged to imagine the nation pictorially in this way.
Familiarity with the national map is promoted from an early age, for example by its use on textbook covers, on banners, screens or posters around the
school, in puzzle designs and on other toys. The map thus comes to acquire
an iconic quality. And Geography’s role in disseminating national consciousness is not limited to maps: knowledge of climate, landforms, flora, fauna
and economic resources, usually involving a particular focus on the space
within the national boundaries, lends further substance to the idea of a territorially bounded and clearly defined national entity. The significance of
maps and geography to discourses of nationhood is perhaps nowhere more
starkly apparent than in the case of China, where generations of children
have been presented with textbooks (and newspapers, magazines and other
printed literature) that strictly adhere to a depiction of the national territory
that encompasses not only Taiwan (not to mention Tibet and Xinjiang), but
also the ‘Nine-dash Line’ around the waters of the South China Sea.
Much of the content of History and Geography is redeployed in curricula
and textbooks for Civics, or cognate subjects such as Thought and Politics in
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Chinese high schools (Vickers 2009). Throughout much of Asia, the origins
of this subject can be traced to the colonial past, when it served the explicit
purpose of explaining the civilizing mission of the colonial authorities (Jain
2004). In India, the first civics textbook, The Citizen of India (1897), was written by Lee-Warner, a senior British civilian official. The book stresses that
not merely the school, but all institutions of the British Empire in India
have an educational value for Indians. Civics as a school subject aimed to
disseminate knowledge of how the state and its various institutions operated, and to inculcate in students qualities or values calculated to facilitate
the functioning of government. The importance of obeying laws, observing hygiene and maintaining discipline in public places emerged as key
themes, the subtext being that colonial subjects lacked these qualities and
therefore needed to imbibe them. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, quite similar ‘civilizing’ messages were directed at the labouring masses of Europe, though as the latter gained in political clout during
the twentieth century, cruder forms of didactic moralizing tended to fade
from their textbooks. But in many postcolonial societies, the moralizing
agenda of Civics remained no more subtle or sophisticated, and no less
condescending, than in colonial times. Recent curricular reforms launched
in India attempt to redefine Civics as an explicitly political course, giving
its curriculum a radical openness and its pedagogy a bold, critical character
– with the aim of preparing students for active, participatory citizenship.
This process is reflected in the new textbooks analysed by Latika Gupta in
Chapter 5. As she acknowledges, however, the pedagogic transaction of the
textbook may not live up to the intentions of its drafters, given a continuing
neglect of teacher training and its commercialization under the auspices of
neoliberal economic policies. Similar problems (the under-resourcing of inservice training, neoliberal influence on public policy) obtain in Mongolia,
where reforms to civic education have recently been undertaken – although
the social and political context that Citizenship Education addresses there
is in many respects radically different from that confronting Indian educators and students (see Chapter 13 by Myagmarsuren and Vickers).
Finally, literature and instruction in national languages everywhere
play a crucial role in constructing consciousness of a collective identity.
The editing of language textbooks, and the selection of literary extracts
for enshrinement in the national canon, are highly charged political acts.
When a language is approved for inclusion in the school curriculum, it
acquires a status and legitimacy as a marker of identity not enjoyed by a
mere ‘dialect’ – hence the political significance of moves in Taiwan over
recent years to have Hoklo and Hakka taught as school subjects. The political significance is all the greater when a language acquires the status of
medium of instruction. To take another example from ‘Greater China’,
the political sensitivity surrounding the issue of Hong Kong’s autonomy
has so far prevented the authorities from moving to install Putonghua as
the medium of instruction in local schools, despite the fact that it has been
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imposed throughout the rest of China, including the Cantonese-speaking
regions that border Hong Kong. At the same time, the lack of a standardized written form of Cantonese (and most other Chinese ‘dialects’) means
that, even within Hong Kong, Modern Standard Chinese (effectively the
written form of Putonghua or Mandarin) commands greater cultural prestige. The introduction of a standard script, regularization of vocabulary
and standardization of grammar are all tasks typically undertaken by a state
on behalf of its official language. The political import of this process is
illustrated in this volume in Keser Aschenberger’s Chapter 7 on Turkey,
but similar endeavours to reform and standardize national languages have
occurred in Japan, China, India and Malaysia. Many Asian countries that
attained national sovereignty as the result of a struggle against colonial rule
chose a particular language over others as the official language of the new
state. In some cases, such as that of Urdu in Pakistan, this was not even the
language spoken by the majority of the population. Other languages, and
those who spoke them, were thus effectively consigned to an inferior or
‘minority’ status.
The selection of literary extracts for inclusion in textbooks, and decisions over how to teach and interpret these, also have important implications for the representation of identity and values. Sometimes texts convey
political or moral messages quite explicitly. In other instances, stories (and
accompanying pictures) can reflect stereotypical assumptions concerning
the physical appearance of the national citizen, with racial, caste or gender connotations. Portayals of famous national leaders or freedom fighters can serve this function. By the same token, portrayals of anti-heroes
or enemy ‘others’ can also serve to reinforce stereotyping and prejudice –
the depiction of Japanese ‘devils’ in Chinese primary school texts being a
prime example. And while textual editing is sometimes undertaken with
technical considerations of age-appropriateness or pedagogical effectiveness ostensibly to the fore, even then editorial decisions can reflect
ingrained prejudices or stereotypes, often quite unconsciously.2
Several chapters in this volume focus on curricula and textbooks. A curriculum designed by the state for study by all prospective citizens is a distinctly modern idea: an exercise of academic rationalism undertaken by
the state to achieve certain defined goals. How effectively the curriculum
enables a system to reach these goals depends on the extent to which they
are internalized by teachers and inform their daily classroom practice.
The status of textbooks, and the manner in which they are typically used
in the classroom, reflect the particular challenges to pedagogic modernism in societies where the institutions of state schooling were first introduced under colonial conditions (as in India, Pakistan, Malaysia, or indeed
Mongolia) – or in conditions of ‘internal colonialism’ under authoritarian
auspices (as in China). In such societies, ‘curriculum’ and its goals tend to
be interpreted in especially formal, abstract terms. Teachers are not trusted
to interpret it, or lack the professional confidence to do so – the textbook
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dictates classroom practice, often involving a step-by-step progression
through the whole of the textbook as the year passes. This almost ritualistic
adherence to the textbook may entirely contradict the ambitious or even
‘progressive’ goals articulated in the official curriculum. The gap between
the pedagogical methods advocated there, and those actually practised,
may be partly attributable to a society’s pre-modern educational traditions
or the practical constraints of the teacher’s position (such as very large class
sizes). However, it is also a reflection of the way in which colonial or authoritarian systems seek to define and control knowledge, treating teachers as
transmission instruments stripped of any real autonomy or agency.
The centrality of public examinations is an important factor in this
relationship between the state, teachers and students. Unlike China or its
neighbours, the societies of East and Southeast Asia had no tradition of
conferring status or authority through examination-based selection. The
introduction during colonial rule of such a selective process was intended
to underpin social order, regulating mass aspirations in densely populated
regions undergoing radical changes in taxation on land and production.
Examination-based selection signified the advent of a rational basis for the
distribution of opportunities, as well as demonstrating the neutrality and
fairness of the colonial authorities. Their performance of this dual role rendered public examinations among the most successful and enduring legacies of colonial rule. But the nature of syllabuses, allied to the crucial selective function of these tests, served to heighten the value of the textbook and
diminish the agency of the teacher. Classroom learning tended to become
a means of socialization for examination preparation, marginalizing any
broader objectives the curriculum might have had. ‘Model answers’ had to
be taught and memorized quite independently of their value as knowledge,
thereby often lending a new mandate and role to older, pre-modern traditions of learning-through-memorization.
The production of textbooks, or their authorization for classroom use,
has also served to reinforce their control over knowledge and the associated
subordination of teachers. Across Asia, systems of textbook production or
control established under conditions of colonial or one-party rule have persisted. Even where moves have been made to introduce a competitive market for school textbooks – as in post-war Japan or contemporary China – the
state has not relinquished its role in ensuring the political ‘correctness’ of
content, especially as this relates to the representation of the nation and its
core values. An exceptional case is the Philippines, where state-run systems
for the production and control of textbooks are relatively weak, and where
the historical narrative presented in the most widely used texts emphasizes
not a record of shared suffering at the hands of malevolent ‘others’, but a
happy tale of benefits bestowed by a procession of benevolent colonizers. As
Maca and Morris argue in Chapter 6, this reflects the continuing power of
collaborationist elites from colonial times into the present, and the absence
of any clear break with the country’s history of foreign domination; no
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heroic freedom struggle can be portrayed as legitimizing the current state
elites. As a consequence perhaps, among Asians, Filipinos appear uniquely
open not just to migration – to which many are driven by lack of suitable
employment at home3 – but also to imagining their identities transnationally, beyond the narrow frame of the nation. In this respect, however, Nepal
perhaps constitutes an even more extreme case of a society where the
absence of a coherent national narrative, a weak sense of national identity,
the lack of any social revolution (notwithstanding the long-running Maoist
insurgency and collapse of the monarchy), economic dysfunction and a
consequent reliance on remittances from overseas labourers have all conspired to facilitate the continuing dominance of society by an essentially
feudal elite.4
Besides curricula, textbooks, examinations and the paraphernalia of public schooling, states also deploy other vehicles for relaying messages about
identity and citizenship. Important among these are museums, which in
many Asian states are subject, like curricula and textbooks, to direct bureaucratic control. In Japan and Taiwan, education ministries are responsible
for supervising many (if not all) public museums, while in China the Party,
through various bureaucratic channels, ultimately ensures that museums –
nowadays designated ‘bases for patriotic education’ – remain on message.
Museums in China are thus seen by the state as an important extra-curricular resource for civic instruction. In Chapter 10, on Shanghai’s museums,
Jiang and Vickers analyse the portrayal of the local past and the vision of
local identity it implies. In pedagogical terms, museums, like school lessons,
can be didactic and crudely moralizing, or designed to engage visitors critically or creatively, stimulating their imaginations. Shanghai, perhaps more
than elsewhere in China, features museums that try to do the latter, as well
as others adhering to more traditionally didactic approaches. However, as
Jiang and Vickers argue, the choices made about which histories – or whose
histories – to prioritize exclude significant periods, classes and constituencies, resulting in a deeply warped vision of civic history.
From the point of view of the state, does this matter? As George Orwell
put it, ‘He who controls the past controls the future, and he who controls
the present controls the past’ (cited in Jones 2005b) – and this is very much
the aspiration of China’s Communist Party. But to what extent can the state,
even in China, actually reshape the past in its own image? Through schooling and other public institutions, states seek to control the ‘secondary socialization’ of citizens, but extending control over primary socialization within
the home and family is far more problematic – even though a number of
Asian states (including China) have attempted it. The effectiveness of propaganda is strongest when it is able to tap into the lived experience or folk
memory of a population; hegemony is a negotiated process – people need
reasons for believing the things the state wants them to believe. Campaigns
of state-led identity formation that ignore this, and become detached from
the experience or interests of their populations, are doomed. Taiwan
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was subjected by the Kuomintang to a forty-year programme of Chinese
patriotic education, but identification with China on that island today is
low and declining (Vickers 2013). West Bengal experienced a similarly prolonged course of Marxist political education, but its Communist Party has
gone down to crushing electoral defeat. The legacy, in terms of civic values
and identity consciousness, of seventy years of Soviet rule in Central Asia
and Mongolia, is a more vexed question – touched upon in Chapter 13 on
Mongolia.
Meanwhile, in many Asian societies (Mongolia being one example,
Singapore and Hong Kong – discussed here by Christine Han in Chapter 11 –
others), the internet offers young people new opportunities to access multiple
sources of knowledge and engage in active, liberal-democratic citizenship –
complicating the task of using curricula and textbooks as vehicles for state
propaganda. As Tony Judt has observed, ‘the expansion of communication,
together with the fragmentation of information, offers a striking contrast
with communities of even the quite recent past’:
Until the last decades of the twentieth century, most people in the
world had limited access to information; but within any one state or
nation or community they were all likely to know many of the same
things, thanks to national education, state-controlled radio and television, and a common print culture. Today, the opposite applies.
(2009: 5)
Notwithstanding the welter of conflicting information nowadays available
via the internet, the compulsory nature of state schooling still delivers a captive audience for official programmes of political socialization. But today
as in the past – and arguably more so, for the reasons indicated by Judt – a
model of education that sees it as a tool whereby an active state shapes
a passive society, dragging it towards a pre-ordained vision of modernity,
ultimately makes for social conflict and political instability. In many Asian
societies, the gulf between home and school, for many students, is enormous: the marginalization or exclusion from the classroom of students’ languages, experiences and beliefs is deeply alienating, as Kumar, Gupta and
Saigol argue in Chapters 2, 5 and 8. The teacher’s agency, or lack of it, is a
crucial issue here, since whatever curricular content the teacher is delivering, he or she is also modelling citizenship for his or her students. If teachers are not empowered or trained to engage effectively and critically with
local experience and local outlooks, then this risks resistance in ways that
can be socially deeply disruptive in the longer term. And this applies not
just to Asia: the test-driven, centralized, league-table referenced, Maths- and
Science-focused model of education now espoused by so many policymakers in developed and developing societies worldwide implies an uncritical,
disseminational model of modernity. This disseminational model of modernity has inequality (and arguably colonialism) built into it. Dismissive of arts,
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humanities and social sciences – and with them any critical consideration of
the nature and purpose of citizenship – it sees individuals instead primarily
as cogs in a machine geared to the inexorable pursuit of economic growth
for national aggrandizement.
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Religion, education and different forms of secularism
One instance of the alienating disjuncture between elite-driven, statecentred projects of modernity and grassroots local experience relates to the
treatment of religion and religious identities – and the widespread assumption that modernization involves secularization. Gellner (1997) describes
the ‘secularization thesis’ as the view that ‘the social and psychic hold of
religion diminishes with industrialism’ (p. 84). The role of modern systems of state education is embedded in this widely held view of secularization, since it is through schooling that children are taught – through the
medium of a common language – to internalize science as an explanatory
framework alternative to that of religion. This is one of the key mechanisms whereby a population living in localized communities is welded into
a larger community or nation. In societies characterized (as most are) by
religious diversity, the conviction with which citizens can be persuaded to
‘imagine’ the larger national community depends partly on the extent to
which the latter can develop a legitimating discourse that transcends or
sidelines religious identities.
Nonetheless, the extent to which ‘modernity’ (or modern schooling) can
or should be regarded as ‘secular’ or ‘secularizing is a matter of some controversy. In nineteenth-century France, Prussia and England, for example,
there was a very clear and explicit policy of ensuring that primary schooling for ‘the masses’ consisted very largely of religious instruction – on the
grounds that moral education grounded in Christianity would reinforce
social order and obedience to authority among the ‘lower orders’ (Green
2013). In other words, the religious or moral content of mass schooling was
seen by elites as a way of countering the threat posed by industrialism and
urbanization to ‘traditional’ structures of social and political authority. At the
same time, mass schooling in many societies ‘nationalized’ religion (whether
Catholic or Protestant) – lending a strongly moral and religious flavour to
many nineteenth-century European nationalisms, along with their associated civilizing projects in Asia and elsewhere. Modernizing Asian nationalists from Japan to colonial India in fact sought to remodel and standardize
religious observance, in order the better to use religion for nation-building
purposes: the case of State Shinto being a prime example (Bayly 2004). The
link between religion and a socially and politically conservative form of modernism has been central for Indian advocates of Hindutva – but this is by no
means a phenomenon peculiar to contemporary India.
Whether subject to direct colonial rule (as in India), or spurred to pursue ‘self-strengthening’ projects of modernization by the threat of Western
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domination (as in Japan), the attempt to mobilize a consciousness of unity
in resistance to foreign domination was an important factor in the formation of modern nation-states across Asia. This project did not end with the
passing of colonial rule, since domestic elites continued the attempt to use
education for the purpose of ‘civilizing’ the masses, invoking or conjuring
up new threats requiring solidarity and resistance from a united citizenry.
But the content of schooling has been a major point of contestation in
many independent Asian states, particularly in relation to religion and language. This is related to the ways in which many modern Asian nationalisms have attempted to root contemporary identities in an immemorial,
‘civilizational’ past. This phenomenon is visible in all the national cases discussed in this volume, though especially stark examples of efforts to ‘nationalize’ the ancient past include the conflicting Mongolian and Chinese
claims to the legacy of Chinggis Khan (see Chapter 13 by Myagmarsuren
and Vickers), and Turkish republican attempts to establish Turkic identity
on a pseudo-racial and linguistic basis (as discussed in Chapter 7 by Keser
Aschenberger). The intertwining of civilizational narratives, myth, religion
and racial pseudo-science – sanctifying the nation by establishing the depth
of its ‘roots’ – has been common across Asia and beyond. For modernizing
elites, however, this often involves consigning religion, along with ‘tradition’ more broadly, to the museum; a symbol of common identity, but no
longer a set of practices that give meaning to everyday life.
European-derived ideals of the secular state have been invoked by elites
in several Asian countries: Pakistan, India and China being notable examples. However, the version of European modernism that was particularly
popular with Nehru and a number of other mid-twentieth-century Asian
nationalists was Marxist (or, in Nehru’s case, perhaps more Fabian socialist). In both India and China, the vision of modernity as secular, and hence
of modern national identity as religiously neutral, has been seen as crucial
to a drive to impose or reinforce a vision of a unified nation encompassing huge religious diversity. The difference is that, in India, this diversity
cuts right across society, whereas in China it relates primarily to ethnic
and linguistic ‘minorities’ around the Inner Asian margins of the old Qing
Empire, in Xinjiang, Mongolia and Tibet. And whereas secularism in India
has primarily been about maintaining state neutrality vis-à-vis various religions, in China a state-sponsored atheism has been imposed from above –
sometimes with the use of extreme force. ‘Atheism’ in China is officially
viewed as ‘scientific’ and thus as a marker of ‘advanced’ culture – in contrast to the ‘backward’ religious beliefs of Muslim Uyghurs and Buddhist
Tibetans (Vickers 2009).
However, attempts by state elites to impose secularism from above have
not been notably successful. In India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, institutions
and practices associated with the legacy of British liberalism (Macpherson
1962) have faced complex forms of stress both from religion-based identity
politics – which, in the Pakistani case, seem to have resulted in the virtual
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abandonment of secularization as a civic ideal (see Chapter 8 by Saigol).
The European prototype of secularism – at least as it has been widely perceived by modernizing Asian nationalists5 – connotes the state’s disinterested pursuit of this-worldly agendas, granting to all its citizens the right
and freedom to practise their faiths as a matter of private choice. But in
many Asian societies, this ideology has been contested, with some success,
often through deployment of political tools or institutions integral to the
rationalizing modern state itself.
Religiosity and its relationship with identity and civic consciousness are
of course expressed in diverse ways by various communities. Sikhism was
intimately involved in the political unification of the Punjab under Ranjit
Singh during the early nineteenth century (Gandhi 2014), and in postindependence India has inspired a sub-national political struggle with
which education – especially history education – is closely implicated. In
both India and Pakistan, where curricula and textbooks are mandated
by the state at the provincial or federal rather than national level, these
sub-national stories are often overlooked by research that focuses exclusively on the nation. (Whereas Chapter 5 by Gupta deals with a national
curricular initiative, Saigol’s Chapter 8 focuses on textbooks mandated in
one Pakistani province – Lahore.) As a provincial responsibility, schooling affords opportunities for devising a localized curriculum and prescribing textbooks that have nothing to do with the ‘national’ curriculum or
the textbooks associated with it – in a way that is impossible in China, for
example. In India, the ‘national’ space in education – its policies, curricula,
textbooks and examinations – applies primarily to an elite layer of schools
around the country. Meanwhile, the overwhelming majority of children
study in provincially governed schools. The citizenship agendas followed at
the two levels are frequently markedly different. What this often means in
practice is a secular education for the elite, and identity-based (effectively
religious), ‘communalizing’ education for the masses.
The tensions resulting from attempts to promote secular modernity
among elites, and the persistence of strongly religious identities among
‘the masses’, are evident in many parts of Asia. In Western Asia, education policy in the Arab world has tended to confine the engagement with
secular modernity largely to the tertiary level (Findlow 2008). In Turkey,
where secularism was central to state ideology for many decades, the rise of
Islamic populism has recently challenged this, as Filiz Keser Aschenberger
shows in Chapter 7. In Indonesia, the postcolonial debate between religious
and secularist claims on national education policy was resolved by adjusting
both in a dual system (Sirozi 2004). Chapter 9 by Helen Ting traces the
political roots of recent moves by the Malaysian state to Islamize the curriculum at the secondary level, reinforcing the government’s popularity among
ethnic Malays, while stoking interethnic Malay–Chinese tensions. In China,
discourses of modernization and ‘population quality’ have been invoked
to legitimize a missionary struggle against rural lifestyles in ‘China Proper’
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(Murphy 2004), as well as amongst Tibetan Buddhists and Uyghur Muslims
in the western borderlands.
Notwithstanding national differences of these kinds, certain common
trends have emerged in educational debates across Asia. As noted earlier,
a number of politicians and scholars have seen a particular focus on morality, duty and subordination of the individual to the collective (or the ‘general good’) as reflections of a distinctively ‘Asian’ ethical orientation. Such
claims perhaps echo those of earlier pan-Asianists contrasting Asian ‘spiritualism’ with Western ‘materialism’, and asserting Asian superiority in the
‘spiritual’ or ethical realm (Saaler and Szpilman 2011; van der Veer 2014).
But ‘spirituality’ meant very different things to different Asians. While the
pre-war Japanese state used the apparatus of State Shinto to lend an aura of
sanctity to the project of imperial aggrandizement, figures such as Gandhi,
Tagore (van der Veer 2014) and Liang Shu-ming (Alitto 1979) subscribed
to notions of spirituality that were at once more vague and more inclusive. For Gandhi, the spiritual was something to be lived and experienced
through the practice of crafts, not through the study of any particular creed
or textual canon (which was likely to prove divisive). By contrast, when
invoked by contemporary Asian elites, ensconced in modern metropolises
from Shanghai to Singapore to Mumbai, ‘tradition’ – ethical if not religious
– typically takes on the quality of a museum artefact, selectively exhibited to
legitimize a particular political order.
At the same time, as already noted, religions and traditional belief systems maintain a powerful hold over everyday life and ‘primary socialization’
outside the school. While schools often encourage the compartmentalizing
of religious observance – reserving public space for the secular worship of
the rational modern state – at home children are often still taught to see
religious knowledge as a crucial guide to everyday conduct. This is especially the case for girls, whose gendering largely depends on the transmission from an early age of ‘traditional’ ethical nostrums (Bhatnagar et al.
2005; Kumar 2010). As Gupta and Saigol emphasize in Chapters 5 and 8,
extending full citizenship to girls requires using education to enable them
to critique and reshape assumptions concerning their proper social roles.
In India, in Asia’s Islamic societies and in Burma, Thailand and Sri
Lanka with their politicized monks, organized religion, and organized religious lobbies, remain hugely influential, affecting mainstream conceptions
of modern citizenship. In East Asia this seems at first sight to be less true,
but there too – in Korea and Taiwan, not to mention the deeply Catholic
Philippines – popular religion is a hugely vibrant and diverse social force.
In Japan, New Komeito, the political arm of the Soukagakkai, an immensely
powerful Buddhist association, is the perennial coalition partner of the
governing Liberal Democratic Party. The People’s Republic of China is an
exception in the absoluteness of its insistence on the association of modernity not just with secularism, but with atheism. But even there, popular religious observance has been on the rise, albeit under the watchful eye of
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a Communist Party wary of any organizations that might serve as a rival
focus for civic action and identity (witness the banning of Falun Gong in
the late 1990s). In fact, the most substantial surviving legacy of Marxism in
China today, at least within the school curriculum, is the emphasis on ‘science’, rationalism and atheism as the inevitable and desirable concomitants
of modern civilization (Vickers 2009). Whereas in India secularism means
balancing the interests and strengths of different religious groups in society, in China it means diminishing or marginalizing the role of religion in
the interest of progress towards a utopia that may no longer be egalitarian
socialist, but is still scientific and rational.
The Indian vision of secularism is to some extent comparable to that
in America, where the constitutional order seeks to uphold a minimum
standard of secular rationality, as part of the essential underpinning of life
in a modern state. In other words, the state seeks to ensure that particularistic forms of consciousness – local identities or religious cults – are kept
within bounds, and not allowed to threaten or undermine the core values
or principles that maintain the authority and legitimacy of the state. The
moderation of social conflict in itself is a worthy aim – the problem lies
in how the state seeks to achieve this, through education or other means.
Education’s role in this process should be to moderate particularistic pressures by engaging with them critically – by bringing them into the classroom
and debating them, rather than excluding or ignoring them (as in China,
or in early post-independence India). This poses considerable challenges
for curriculum developers and teachers, requiring the latter to be trained
and treated as autonomous professionals, rather than as pre-programmed
automatons. So long as modern state formation is perceived locally as a topdown, elite-led project, then it risks running into the sands of particularistic
resistance rooted in religious traditionalism, chauvinism and the denial of
women’s rights. But although reforms to curricula and schooling are crucial to overcoming widespread alienation, they are unlikely succeed in the
absence of economic and social policies that narrow inequality and provide
all citizens with a meaningful stake in the ‘developmental’ project.

Globalization and multi-dimensional citizenship in Asia
Far from focusing on such issues of distribution and social equity, an intensification of discourses of global competition has in recent years been driving states across Asia, and globally, to devote energy and resources to the
attraction or nurturing of elite ‘talent’. In India, the talk has been of ‘globally competitive leadership’; in Japan of ‘global talent’, and more recently
‘super global universities’ (and high schools), sparking tensions over the
potential erosion of what has been a relatively egalitarian system of schooling (Willis and Rappleye 2011); while the Chinese regime talks of the
need to nurture ‘high quality talent’ to promote ‘comprehensive national
strength’ (Vickers 2009). In Singapore, as Sim emphasizes in Chapter 12,
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considerable effort is made to ensure meritocracy, remind elites of their
wider civic responsibilities and anchor them to the nation. But this is simply
a particularly efficient attempt to implement a vision of the internationally connected, mobile citizen that is fundamentally instrumentalist rather
than value based. Rose, in Chapter 4, discusses how curricula and textbooks
in China and Japan have in recent years made great play of the concept
of ‘global citizenship’ – without giving it much meaningful content. In
a context of widening divisions, across Asia, between globally connected
elites and the rest, the suspicion must arise that talk of ‘global citizenship’
or ‘internationalism’ is in part a cover or blind for the expanding power
of internationally mobile, super-rich elites seeking to use nation-states to
advance their competitive interests.
At the same time, rootless internationalism of an ostensibly liberal variety, though perhaps superficially appealing, raises problems of its own.
Arundhati Roy, recently named by Prospect magazine as one of the world’s
most influential thinkers of 2014, once declared herself an ‘independent
mobile republic’, in protest at the proliferation of nuclear arms in South
Asia. This declaration, however, was only possible for Roy by virtue of her
relatively privileged status – for elites, the implication is, commitment to
the nation or the community can be fluid or conditional, even while for
the ‘masses’ there is no prospect of escape. Such an attitude would receive
short shrift from most students interviewed here (see Chapters 12 and 13),
for whom commitment to the national community was a fundamental civic
virtue.
In any event, despite speculation in some quarters that globalization
would weaken the nation-state and national loyalties, there seems little evidence of this (Benei 2005: 7). Indeed, in some circumstances, as Rowena He
demonstrates in Chapter 14, the experience of residence and study abroad
appears to heighten chauvinist sentiment rather than dilute or dispel it.
Privileged Asian youngsters, consigned to ‘minority’ status in an alien setting, may be inclined to retreat behind a nationalistic stockade – especially
when, as with young Chinese students, they have been primed from an early
age to see ‘the West’ as hostile and imperialistic, and their own nation as
innocent and victimized. And while Christine Han’s Chapter 11 underlines
the role the internet can play in providing opportunities for learning about,
and exercising, participatory citizenship and liberal-democratic values,
He’s study illustrates how it can also serve to disseminate hate speech and
extremism.
While Asian students in North America aspire to join the ranks of globalized elites, other Asians constitute a globalized proletariat. Filipino or
Indonesian maids in Hong Kong or Singapore, Indian and Nepali construction workers in the Gulf, all experience global mobility in terms far removed
from the experience of overseas students at Ivy League universities, or foreign bankers in Shanghai. The civic status of international migrant workers seldom figures in educational research, since most leave their children
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behind, but the chapters here relating to Shanghai and Mongolia (Chapters
10 and 13) underline the relevance of migration to considerations of citizenship – of who belongs, and who does not. The former case reminds
us that migration is not just an international phenomenon, but also one
internal to nation-states – especially to nations of imperial dimensions,
such as China. There, the household registration or hukou system means
that millions of rural migrants to the country’s booming cities experience
second-class citizenship (Miller 2012). Not just in mainland China’s cities,
but in Singapore, Hong Kong and elsewhere, the status of migrant workers is a politically charged issue, both in relation to the rights accorded or
denied them, and in terms of whose interests are served by their presence.
Once again, the Philippines offers a contrasting case, with public discourse
attempting to lend a positive gloss to the country’s reliance on income from
overseas workers, celebrating them for embodying peculiarly Filipino qualities of adaptability and intercultural tolerance. But there too, as Maca and
Morris argue in Chapter 6, the domestic implications of labour migration
(and its celebration) are profoundly conservative – serving to maintain or
reinforce the dominance of established elites.
At the same time, international migration for study or work is one factor with the potential to underpin regional identities transcending national
borders, although in practice it can – and does – also serve to reinforce prejudice and division, or create it anew. But there are many others: the shared
literary and artistic heritage of East Asia’s ‘Sinosphere’ (Fogel 2009), of
South Asia and of the archipelagos of Southeast Asia; transnational religions – Buddhism, Islam and Christianity; the transnational appeal of
Korean and Japanese popular culture in East Asia (Morris et al. 2013), or of
Hindi movies in South and Central Asia. The challenge for education is to
articulate a transnational dimension to identity that moderates exaggerated
and unquestioning loyalty to the nation-state, and that is not confined to
privileged cosmopolitan elites, but is integral to a broad and inclusive vision
of participatory democratic citizenship.
Embedding an awareness of Asian regionalism in the civic consciousness
of young people should not mean promoting an Asian chauvinism or a
discourse of Asian supremacy or superiority that apes that of the imperialist
West. This is what Japan attempted during the 1930s and 1940s, and echoes of this approach are to be found in ‘Asian values’ discourses, positing
moral superiority vis-à-vis a decadent ‘West’. Such projects merely represent
self-serving attempts by state elites to invoke new justifications for narrowly
nationalistic projects. The continuing construction of modern citizenship
as a feature of rigid, mutually exclusive, competitive nationalisms risks
instability and conflict across contemporary Asia. What is required instead,
as Duara (2010a) has argued, is a conceptualization of national identities
that acknowledges and celebrates the plurality and interconnectedness
of regional histories and cultures. With respect to East Asia, Fogel (2009)
has attempted to ‘articulate the Sinosphere’, highlighting the salience of
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transnationalism in the long history Sino-Japanese relations. Across the
continent, responsible politicians and educators should aspire to articulate
a vision of Asia as a sphere in which transnationally shared heritage and
culture, rather than exclusive and exclusionary ethnic or racial categories,
become more central to the way in which identities are imagined.
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Notes
1 The ‘civilizing’ instinct developed, at least in the South Asian case, after the initial
phase of the colonial encounter was over. The colonial state, once it had been
established, developed a ‘civilizing’ urge in the course of, and perhaps as a result
of, its everyday responsibility for dealing with the natives.
2 A case in point being the way in which editors at a Chinese state publishing house
where Vickers once worked rejected his suggestion to insert into an English language textbook a text explaining that curry (rather than fish and chips) was now
the most popular dish in Britain. ‘But curry is Indian,’ they objected. ‘Teachers
won’t understand . . . ’.
3 A phenomenon, it should be noted, which is far from unique to the Philippines –
as witnessed by the scale of economically motivated migration from societies such
as Nepal, Pakistan and parts of India (e.g. Kerala) to the Gulf states and elsewhere. See the discussion of ‘globalization’ with which this introductory chapter
concludes.
4 The Nepali case illustrates in particularly stark fashion the tensions involved
in attempting to reorient a quintessentially pre-modern ‘patrimonial’ society towards the pursuit of ‘development’ defined as economic growth. See
Ernest Gellner (1979: 366), who quotes the Nepali intellectual Harka Gurung
lamenting the ‘inbreeding’ of ‘urban intellectuals’, their dependence on the
‘patron-government bureaucracy’ and their lack of ‘relevance to the broader
society they presume to address’. Jeremy Rappleye of Kyoto University is currently undertaking a historical study of American developmental assistance policy
towards Nepal during the period of the Cold War.
5 Van der Veer (2014: 30) reminds us that the involvement of deeply religious individuals and institutions in the construction of modernity was highly significant in
many nineteenth-century European societies – notably England.
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This chapter analyses how the meanings of the term ‘rural’ have been
shaped by the process of modernization and the history of the idea of
modernity. The focus is on India, but a larger context is invoked and parallels are drawn with the social histories of other regions of the world. The
main objective is to situate education for modernity in the context of a society whose modernization began under colonial conditions. The assumption is that education – a key component of the modernization of a largely
rural society – has played a major role in shaping the meanings of the term
‘rural’ itself. Colonial rule supplied the conditions for the emergence of a
particular structure of relationships between the village and the town, and
education contributed to the dichotomization of the two. The chapter is
divided into three parts. The first discusses the relationship between the
terms ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ by proposing a grammatical grid. A paradox is
identified in the role of education in promoting modernity even while the
pedagogic core of modernism in education itself bears a rural character.
Second, the contribution of education to maintaining this rural–urban grid
is examined. The third and final part narrates recent trends in the systemic
growth of education and its relationship with nation-building. How has this
relationship affected the village, both as a concept and in reality? This question is discussed in the wider context of citizenship and nationalism.

The rural and the urban
The concept of modernity has been associated with the recognition of
individuality, freedom in the choice of occupation and the role of rationality in collective life (Rudolph and Rudolph, 1967). Any attempt to define
modernity will necessarily acknowledge the importance of education and
universal literacy. Education intersects with modernity by way of its role
in widening the horizons of awareness, by giving primacy to the individual and by imparting skills and qualifications that enable the individual to
exercise choice in the labour market. These presumed roles of education
unfold with varying degrees of clarity in the lives of particular individuals,
but with sufficient frequency to maintain the plausibility of the belief that
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education does indeed usher in modernity. The intertwining of modernity
and education in our minds is so tight that neither can be thought of without referring, though not necessarily by name, to the other. It is not as if
education causes modernity; rather, it embodies modernity inasmuch as its
own encounter with modernity has transformed it so vitally. Pre-modern
conceptions of education revolved around continuity of cultural norms and
gave education the responsibility for strengthening and perpetuating them.
To be an educated person meant to personify social norms. The contrary
is supposed to be true for the human product of modern education. To
be educated in a modern sense implies the freedom to examine and question accepted norms. The modern idea of education denotes individual
freedom to an extent unthinkable at any previous point in history. Modern
men and women are expected to follow social norms only if they see a point
in following them; otherwise, they are expected to modify prevailing norms
or construct new norms for themselves, if necessary through invoking the
agency of the modern state.
Paradox
Modernity pervades our thinking about all major aspects of life, including
where it is to be lived and how. Urban living – especially in larger towns
and cities – embodies and exemplifies ‘modern’ norms. The rapid growth
of urban agglomerations, both in numbers and size, reflects the magnetic
attraction they hold for modern humanity. The reasons for this are readily apparent, and encompass both material and psychological factors.
Cities offer not just greater choice of occupation and more opportunities
for wealth accumulation, but are also endowed with spaces, both real and
symbolic, where the individual can hope to exercise his or her personal
choices without the fear of interference. Perhaps this psychological value
of urban life is also a product of the economic opportunities that the large
and densely populated city space offers, promoting as it does the division of
labour of which it is a product, as Durkheim (1893/1984) pointed out. The
anonymity of urban life is inconceivable in a rural setting. Life in a village is
lived, not just metaphorically but literally too, under the gaze of other residents who comprise the community, which is often a spatial kinship. Norms
are observed with greater rigour and choices available to any individual
community member are limited. Living in a rural community demands constant speculation regarding the prospects of approval for one’s conduct
from one’s neighbours. If an individual challenges the prevailing norms, it
is highly unlikely that he or she will experience complacent tolerance. And
the village community need not be especially tightly knit in order to exert
an amorphous pressure over the conduct of its members.
The association of modernity with urban life poses a paradox for education. Some of the most influential modern educational ideas, especially
those relating to the teaching of children, are essentially rural in character.

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

Education and modernity in rural India 33
What we call progressive pedagogy originated in the experiments and
thinking of practitioners such as Pestalozzi and Dewey, whose worldview was
shaped by conditions of life in small rural communities. The America that
shaped Dewey’s mind and vision was characterized by hamlets surrounded
by vast tracts of farmland and wilderness. These hamlets were inhabited
by men and women who had to depend on their own resourcefulness for
daily living and emergencies. Dewey’s conception of democracy also takes
as its basic building block the well-knit, self-reliant local community. His
experimental pedagogy insists on every child being given the opportunity
and freedom to explore things to their bare origins and to try out new ideas
before accepting them. The importance of observing natural phenomena
at first hand and working things out backwards so as to comprehend their
origins is an idea that assumes a rural setting.
In Asia, as in America, attempts to envisage an alternative to the more
mechanistic, alienating and dehumanizing aspects of modern education led
to striking experiments, such as those initiated by Tagore and Gandhi, conducted in a rural setting. They eulogized the village community and were
deeply sceptical of cities, as was their Chinese contemporary Liang Shuming, who made education central to his ‘Rural Reconstruction Campaign’
(Alitto, 1979). In ‘Civilization and progress’, a lecture he delivered in China
in 1924, Tagore (2004) wrote about the ethical superiority of the villager
over the city dweller. Gandhi saw the moral fibre of the peasantry as the
model for the politics of non-violence or passive resistance adumbrated in
his 1910 essay, Hind Swaraj (Gandhi, 1997). The common thread in the pedagogic visions of Tagore and Gandhi is the idea that teaching should aim at
making a child resourceful and inventive, and that this can be achieved by
enabling children to make the most imaginative use of the resources available in nature. Such a pedagogical approach requires a familiar physical setting where it is possible for children to explore freely and confidently in a
secure environment. Such a space invokes a village or small town, not a big
city where the child’s existence is constrained by dependence on transport,
insecurity and parental anxiety. Life in the city renders difficult the free or
autonomous exploration of natural phenomena. Access to nature, in forms
such as parks, is often a factor of the economic status of the neighbourhood
where a school is located. Even an ordinary object such as milk cannot be
easily traced back to its origins except in pictures or words.
Modern education under colonial rule
Let us now move to the universe of India’s villages and place on record what
we know about the recent history of teaching in a village school. Education
in India is as old as India’s civilization, and up until the mid-nineteenth
century it denoted continuity. It served as the prime social agency for passing on knowledge, norms and values from one generation to the next. The
changes wrought by the prolonged intervention of colonial rulers in the
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mid-nineteenth century transformed the meaning of education and the
character of its institutional apparatus. From being the conserver of tradition, education became the means for promoting and reinforcing changes
in outlook, values and norms. This transformation of the idea and role of
education occurred with the advent of the new system that colonial rulers
introduced (Kumar, 2013). This was oriented to the use of certified qualifications – acquired at a school or college – as the basis for selecting men for
state employment and professional careers. A new structure of rules, norms
and incentives rapidly wiped out the older village schools that existed in
several parts of India. As Shahidullah (1987) has demonstrated in the case
of Bengal, the teachers who ran these village schools were dependent on
the community. The curriculum followed in these patshalas addressed the
needs and expectations embedded in village life. The new rules, curriculum
design and incentives introduced by the colonial administration rendered
the teachers working in indigenous schools redundant. In cases where the
old teachers were given training to adjust to the new system, the rate of
success was poor. For both the teacher and the community, the demise of
the old system and the acceptance of the new involved a deep change in
attitudes towards education and the role of the teacher. This in turn took
place in the context of the move towards a new political economy based on
radical changes in land ownership, growth in trade and commerce, and the
rise of new classes and centres of power (Sarkar, 1990).
It is important to acknowledge that this new system of education incorporated substantial elements of older thought and practice. Though it
marked a break from the older system in terms of its role in the larger
economy, and state control over the curriculum, significant continuities
persisted. The new curriculum was broader in its remit, and its application
in the classroom assumed a great deal of effort on the part of the teacher
to arouse the child’s interest. As Shahidullah (1987) has pointed out, the
curriculum introduced at the turn of the last century in Bengal was based
on the new principles of pedagogy then being applied in Europe. However,
the government could not make financial allocations adequate to enable
the new curriculum to become a reality. Older practices such as cramming
and oral reproduction of memorized answers not only persisted, but were
entrenched by the new regime of public examinations. Meanwhile, the
popular perception that the foreign rulers were spreading alien knowledge
in India undermined the community’s confidence in the teacher’s work
and his own identification with the knowledge he was imparting.
As education came to be seen primarily as a means of acquiring certification, learning became subordinate to the selective function. The knowledge and skills that the new system offered had an instrumental value, in
that their acquisition made the person think differently about himself, as
someone who had the wherewithal to take advantage of new opportunities (Walsh, 1983). Novel avenues for modern employment were opening
up in towns and cities, prompting those qualified to follow such careers to
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leave their ancestral villages. The assumption that education displaces a
person and changes not just his values and behaviour, but also his place in
the prevailing order, gained popular currency in the context of the larger
transformation of the economy. It is against this background that we can
comprehend the new grammar of rural–urban relations. The cultural transformation that took place in the nineteenth century shaped the perception
that urban life represented the leading edge of modernity and rural life
represented its reverse: a drag on collective progress.
Rural–urban relations
In the social and economic fluidity of colonial India, a rural habitation or
village acquired the symbolic value of a place where a town-based educated
man had come from. The opening question between strangers, customarily used to this day by Hindi speakers, ‘Aap kahan ke rahne waley hein?’ (in
approximate translation: ‘Where are you from?’) encapsulates the social
history of the educated emigrant to the city. The city was the place to
which a man came after obtaining some education; the village indicated the
place where he had come from. Thus, the town or the city connoted aim
or intended direction whereas the village connoted a sacrificed belonging.
These connotations carried an apparent psychology within them. The town
signified the goal of one’s struggle as an individual; the village signified the
price one had to pay in terms of separation from the world into which one
was born. In this grammar of mental states, education signified the means
or force fuelling mobility, both physical and social. It opened up new economic opportunities and pushed men towards a new status, causing the
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Figure 2.1 The urban and the rural in space and time.
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inevitable discomfort of separation from a familiar world of stable relations
and values.
The idea that education enabled men to develop the disposition to seek
new opportunities by leaving their familiar world behind also connoted
new meanings for the town and the village as collectivities. These can be
explored with the help of a grid (Figure 2.1), distinguishing two layers of
existential meaning associated with the dimensions of time and space. In
terms of space, the town suggests the place where a person is located in
the ‘now’ of his life. He has left his own people behind in order to enter
this new present, and he is not alone in doing this. The town, therefore,
symbolizes the ‘now’ of things in a larger, existential sense. It is the ‘here’
of discourse, in the sense that it represents the space where those who are
discussing the world are situated. The phrase ‘current affairs’ captures this
confluence of time and space that the town stands for in the lives of men
who have struggled and made a common sacrifice that binds them. Their
sacrifice consists of being cut asunder from a place that nurtured them as
children and where their mothers still live. The relevance of such a place
is in memory; it connotes a past one carries in one’s mind, and a space to
which one refers to distinguish the ‘here’ of the city. The village, on the
other hand, stands for the ‘then’ and ‘there’ of life both in an individual
and a collective sense. The people who are talking about the world and
naming it are doing so in an urban space. They are talking both about their
own past lives and about life itself, in a general and philosophical sense,
when they refer to the villages they came from, as places out ‘there’ and
about life as it was ‘then’ when they left.

Education and the rural–urban binary
This general grammar of rural–urban relations has a more specific epistemic dimension. The knowledge that now exists about the village in academic institutions and their libraries is the product of research or epistemic
labour undertaken by a scholar who visited the village and stayed there for
a length of time in order to collect reliable information about it. Such a
scholar was either an anthropologist or a progenitor of the modern discipline of anthropology. As an officer serving the colonial administration, he
carried out the difficult task of collecting first-hand information about the
rural world when creation of knowledge about the countryside had become
necessary for consolidating his government’s hold over it. As Cohn (1987)
puts it, ‘the subject matter of anthropology has been the study of the colonized’. He traces the modern view of the Indian village to the successive
stages through which ideas, motives and methods of study passed from the
late eighteenth century to the early twentieth century. For the colonial government, collection of revenue on a stable basis necessitated the study of
older practices in land ownership and relations with the state. The prehistory of the modern decennial census that began in 1881 involves the
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growth of theory concerning village life, its culture and economy. From
the idea of an isolated, self-sufficient republic to a political community with
rigidly held values and norms, perceptions of the village were shaped by
documentation and studies first undertaken by colonial officials. These
perceptions influenced the modern view of India’s villages, and by extension of rural Asia more generally. Cohn says:
The Victorian students of the Indian village were interested in the village as a type from which they could infer evolutionary stages and which
could be used to compare similar developments or stages in other parts
of the world.
(1987: 162)
The case of caste studies was similar, Cohn points out, as they ‘reduced the
need for specific knowledge’ (p. 162) and allowed a general theory of rural
life to emerge.
Thus, beside the existential grammar of the lived realities of emigrants,
the town and the village are related to each other as epistemic entities in a
parallel grammar of modernity. First, the town is where knowledge about
the village is created and stored. Thereby, the village as an object of consciously and assiduously organized knowledge is born in the city. It is necessarily at a distance, indeed at a great distance in order to be adequately
distinct. Second, it is deemed to represent a condition that is no longer relevant or viable; a state that can be tolerated only in transition, as an object
demanding reform or improvement, to be enacted through the agency of
the modern student. Third, it is typically imagined or constructed in such
a way as to epitomize the reverse of everything the city is taken to represent. Thus the village becomes the grammatical antonym of the city: the
old versus the new; the backward versus the advanced; the ignorant versus
the sophisticated; the anachronistic survival versus the harbinger of a bright
modern future. For the village, there is only one way out: to develop into a
town according to the agenda of evolutionist modernity.
Educating the villager
With the advent of modern education under colonial conditions, rural–
urban relations acquired a pedagogic dimension, the city cast as teacher
and the village as learner. This distribution of roles also echoed the adult–
or parent–child relationship frequently invoked as the metaphor for the
colonial mission vis-à-vis the ‘natives’ (Dorfman, 1979). As ‘mother and
father’ to his people, the colonial official’s responsibilities involved an educative function, to be fulfilled above all through his exemplary conduct as
a rational man, embodying the ideals of Enlightenment Europe. This was
the gist of the modernizing function of colonial rule, and was deeply bound
up with notions of the ‘civilizing mission’ (see the following chapter). It is
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explained with clarity in Lee-Warner’s The Citizen of India, first introduced
as a civics textbook in 1902, and retaining this status for a long time (Jain,
2009). It presented the British Raj itself as a vehicle for India’s education –
and thereby for its salvation. Rural–urban relations as they developed under
colonial rule entailed a similar educative function: as the British tutored
urban Indians in the values and norms of modernity, so the latter would
instruct their rural cousins. The village-level worker was already a familiar
functionary of rural development programmes by the early twentieth century (Moomaw, 1939). His duties included imparting the knowledge of new
agricultural practices to the peasants and making them aware of healthrelated problems.
As the century advanced and India achieved independence, the villagelevel worker became a key agent for the promotion of rural modernity. The
Community Development Programme undertaken in large parts of India in
the early 1950s was a major initiative aimed at achieving positive change in
rural India. Supported by state funding and external aid, its goals included
increasing land productivity, improving health standards and spreading
literacy. Several accounts of this programme exist. I will draw upon S.C.
Dube’s India’s Changing Villages (1958) and Kusum Nair’s Blossoms in the
Dust (1961). Both these studies offer valuable insights into the conditions
that prevailed in villages in the 1950s and how they responded to the
Community Development Programme. An interesting item mentioned by
both Dube and Nair is the introduction of composting as a way to improve
conventional waste disposal practices and to produce manure. Dube reports
that the compost pits in the villages where the team of researchers went
were lying empty. When inquiries were made why this was so, the respondents explained that the idea of making compost was good but impractical because upper caste women could hardly be expected to walk through
the village to its outskirts, carrying waste and cowdung. Nor could men do
this because it was women’s work. And no one could afford servants. Dube
includes this explanation among the cultural factors that any process of
induced social change must take into account. Compost making also figures in Nair’s account of village life in western Uttar Pradesh and Punjab
during the late 1950s. Her explanation is worth quoting in full:
in many upper caste villages in Western Uttar Pradesh I found compost
pits, dug at the instance of government officials, lying empty and the
refuse meant to go into them piled up instead in heaps at the entrance
to the village, simply because the higher castes will not handle the
refuse themselves. A bhangin is engaged to do the job, but she cannot
be persuaded to take it further than the outskirts of the village, where
she throws it on a pile, a separate one for each household. Most of the
compost pits are at a distance, in the fields, and they remain empty.
This refusal to handle compost ingredients, rooted in caste custom and tradition, persists despite the government having appointed
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in many areas special ‘compost’ extension officers to ensure that the
peasants make good farmyard manure. Many villages in the Punjab,
and in other states as well, face the same problem for the same reason
and are unable to solve it.
As the peasants of Ghaloli, near Saharanpur, in Western UP, said to
me: ‘To our shame we have to admit that we do not make good quality
compost simply because our lands are at some distance from the village
and the bhangin will not carry the refuse so far. She simply throws it in a
heap near the road and the rain washes away most of it.’
It is not that the peasants of Ghaloli are ignorant or unfamiliar with
the technique of making good compost. And they fully appreciate its
value as manure. In fact, on Diwali day, just as they worship all other
valuables, so a diva is lit on the garbage heap also.
(1961: 110–11)
This discussion throws a rare light on rural responses to new ideas. The
expectation had been that such ideas would be appreciated for their inherent worth and adopted fast. What actually happened seems to have surprised and disappointed those who believed that rural progress depended
simply on the diffusion of new techniques. How widespread this belief was
is reflected by an article in a contemporary children’s magazine exhorting
city children to contribute to the national cause of rural development by
instructing their rural counterparts in compost making. The task was presented as being both simple and urgent:
It is worthwhile going to some nearby farm in a village—especially during the coming holidays—with a group of your friends to make some
compost pits (any office connected with Agriculture will give you good
guidance). After learning it well yourselves, you and your friends can
even teach the village boys and girls to make such pits . . . The success
of this national mission depends much on the determination of our
youth and the work done by them . . . There is no time to lose. Let us
begin today, right now.
(Verma, 1966: 17)
In reality, the cultural terrain turned out to be both complex and resistant. An idea such as compost making got enmeshed in caste relations,
beliefs and practices. The modernizers had not anticipated this degree
of tenacity in caste-related practices and beliefs. Nor had they expected
that something so profitable as compost making would lose out in terms
of its attraction to the entrenched force of established practice in waste
collection and disposal. Both Nair and Dube suggest that a great deal had
already changed in India as a result of new legal and institutional provisions, but they also acknowledge the continuation of resistance to such
changes. Dube attributes some of this resistance to insufficient concern for
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cultural factors in the planning of strategies aimed at rural modernization
(Dube, 1958).
We can extend this discussion to formal education. The educated son of
a peasant who does not want to work on the farm is the proverbial example
of the negative effect of modern education on young rural minds. We need
to examine this proverbial wisdom somewhat critically if we want to come to
terms with the rural response to modernity. Indeed, the explanation is not
unknown or new though it may appear to be so to educational planners.
Nair reflects briefly on education towards the end of her book. Exploring
the apparent incompatibility between education and farm life, she writes:
within the village the individual is never detached and thrown into
new and different surroundings of abstract and impersonal relationships
which can be expected to emancipate him and compel his transformation, distorted or otherwise, as happens when he moves into an industrial area of
a large city.
(1961: 196; emphasis added)
The point Nair is making has found corroboration in studies of village
society and its literary representation. Education, especially when it is prolonged and successful, opens up opportunities for alternative occupations
and higher income; but it also creates new forms of self-consciousness. For
both these reasons, it disturbs the equilibrium associated with the culture of
everyday life in a caste-based structure of social relations.
Education implies occupational diversity within a group and change in
the life-style and status of individual families. The educated son of a smallscale peasant or a landless labourer who prefers to move to a city is usually
cited as an instance of the displacement effect of the kind of education
that is irrelevant to village life. However, the origin of this desire to migrate
may be more complex. As Miller (1975) pointed out, such cases may, in
fact, exemplify escape from a situation that an educated son of a landless
labourer cannot hope to change. Modernization of the village economy has
created some new opportunities in the village too, but accessing even these
opportunities requires much more than education alone. Any opportunity
that offers higher income and change in status, through employment or
contract jobs, also brings with it the challenge of renegotiating the established framework of dominance. Education is of no use for this challenge.
As Beteille (1969) pointed out, control over land, capital and labour determines who can take advantage of the new opportunities arising within the
village itself. Those who have nothing but education to help them must go
elsewhere, in other words to a city, to seek a better life. Escape from the
village becomes their best option. How the exodus of the educated affects
the village is a question for which we have no well-researched answers. A
chronic ‘brain drain’ may be assumed to deplete the rural community’s
capacity to run its own affairs. Statistics for the rate of return for investment
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in education are low in rural areas for the simple reason that the products of
rural education do not stay in the village. As Thakur (2014) argues, the project of rural development feeds on itself, by perpetuating the discourse of
backwardness of the village and its symbolism as a site of purposive change.

Villages, the nation and education
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The diminishing rural
In the decades following India’s attainment of freedom from colonial rule
in 1947, ‘development’ of rural areas has served as the most commonly
invoked symbol of progress and nation building. During the last four
decades, rural India has witnessed significant changes in terms of demographics, economic conditions and the spread of literacy and education.
Let us examine what these changes might mean in terms of rural modernity. While the overall size of the rural population has been rising, the proportion of the population residing in rural areas has steadily declined. As
Table 2.1 shows, the proportion of India’s population defined as ‘rural’ fell
throughout the twentieth century, but the decline has accelerated since
1971. In 2011, ‘rural’ Indians officially accounted for 68.8 per cent of the
total population.
This decline is mirrored in the steady rise of the urban population and
its concentration. There are twenty-seven major cities with a population
of over one million people, and these cities now account for two-thirds
of the total urban population. These trends are by no means unique to
India. Urban growth is a universal symptom of modernization. It involves

Table 2.1 Size and proportion of rural population during the twentieth century
(collated from census figures)
Year

Size of rural
population (millions)

Proportion in
total population (%)

1901
1911
1921
1931
1941
1951
1961
1971
1981
1991
2001
2011*

213
226
223
246
275
299
360
439
524
629
743
833

89.2
89.7
88.8
88.0
86.1
82.7
82.0
80.1
76.7
74.3
72.2
68.8

Source: Indian Society (NCERT, 2006a); *Census of India (2011).
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emigration from rural areas, mergers of villages located around cities into
them, and the transformation of larger villages into towns. All of these
trends can be found in India (IDFC, 2013). The story of the changes that
Europe went through in the course of the industrial revolution is treated
by theorists and historians of economic development as a prototype of what
Barrington Moore (1966) called ‘the making of the modern world’. It is
now regarded as social scientific common sense that the countryside must
radically shrink for a nation to achieve ‘modernization’. In so-called ‘developing’ countries such as India, the pressure that modernized agriculture
puts on rural employment, causing pauperization of the small-scale peasantry and its emigration to cities in search of livelihoods, is often referred to
as the (inevitable) human cost of development. This cost also involves the
‘sacrifices’ that Berger (1976) attributes to the imperative of nation building in many parts of the ‘Third’, or ‘underdeveloped’, world.
India and China present two cases of this process, featuring similarities as well as differences. A major similarity has to do with the primacy of
the role of the modern state in the early phase of nation building in both
countries, though under contrasting political conditions; both democratic
post-independence India and totalitarian Maoist China adopted a Leninist
economic model (Friedman, 1998). A major dissimilarity can be seen in
the attempt made in China to control mass migration from villages to cities
by imposing a permit system – an enterprise symptomatic of the authoritarian nature of the Chinese polity. China’s household registration system
effectively imposed a two-tier form of citizenship which, during the era of
the system’s most draconian enforcement (1950s–1970s) was ‘as confining
as South African apartheid’ (Friedman, 1998: 112), and far more lethal
for those assigned to the lower, rural, rung (Dikotter, 2010). But as well as
wielding the bureaucratic stick, the Chinese authorities also offered economic carrots to rural residents, with policies that encouraged small-scale
industrialization in rural areas, especially during the early Reform period
(late 1970s–1980s) (Chen, 1998; Pastor and Tan, 2000; Huang, 2008).
Parallel examples cannot be found in the Indian case. A recent federal policy initiative attempts to provide limited guaranteed rural employment, but
does not aim to create an industrial base in rural areas.
India’s demographic transition, illustrated in Table 2.1, is commonly
explained by reference to changes since the 1970s in the rural economy
and its place in the overall national economy. These reflect the growing
dominance of the urban-industrial sector and the diminishing importance
of agriculture and related occupations (Bardhan, 1998). A major factor of
change is the modernization of agriculture itself, involving the use of new
machinery, use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, diversification and
the promotion of cash crops. These different aspects of agricultural modernization are reflected in changes over recent decades in the structure
and ethos of rural society. In economic terms, these include the loss of
village commons, such as pasture land, local forest and ponds, which used
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to sustain the poorer sections of the rural population. The increased use of
heavy machinery in basic agricultural operations has greatly reduced the
demand for labour in the countryside, a pattern visible to varying degrees
across India. The costs involved in modern forms of agriculture have forced
smaller landowners to make major adjustments to their methods, driving
some to abandon their land. Education has contributed to this process, both
by serving as a means of socializing the rural population into the culture
of modernization and by disseminating specific knowledge of mechanized
agriculture, through general schooling as well as through professional agricultural universities (Kumar, 1998). This function of education is officially
viewed as a contribution to ‘national development’, as the title of a major
commission’s report prepared in the mid-1960s testifies (Government of
India, 1967).
While economic factors explain a major part of the process of migration from the countryside to cities, we also need to acknowledge the general pull that urban life and the advantages it offers have exercised on the
rural mind. Apart from formal education, modern mass media and cinema
have also strengthened the magnetism of cities by giving both exposure
and popularity to urban norms and standards, both economic and social.
Guha (2007: 703–4) has included this last factor in the list of economic and
social factors that might have contributed to the recent phenomenon of
farmer suicides. These have occurred during the last two decades at a rate
unprecedented in the long history of the peasantry. They are indicative
of the larger rural crisis that has manifested itself in several other symptoms. None is as dramatic or worrisome as that of the rise in extremism
in approximately one-third of India’s districts. These are concentrated in
eastern-central India, covering the tribal belt of Bengal, Jharkhand, Orissa,
Madhya Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra. The conflict and civil
strife endemic to certain parts of these states has affected all aspects of
rural life, including children’s education. The spread of so-called ‘Maoism’
reflects a crisis in the state’s capacity to endow the most marginalized rural
communities with a meaningful form of citizenship, involving both entitlement to specific rights and affective attachment to the nation-state. A major
proportion of this marginalized population consists of tribal or indigenous
groups, recognized in the Indian Constitution as a special or ‘scheduled’
category whose members are formally entitled to positive discrimination in
education and employment, but are in practice frequently unable to access
even the most basic entitlements of citizenship.
With regard to education, the period since the 1960s has been quite
significant for rural India. The changes associated with the modernization
of agriculture did not radically alter the general picture of rural childhood
and schooling (Kumar, 2009). It remained characterized by a high rate of
‘dropping out’ from school, especially during the primary grades. Systemic
capacity to enrol and retain children in school, in the face of economic
compulsions to work in the household or in the fields, remained low.
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It was not until the 1990s that the federal government – facing external
pressures associated with the structural adjustment of the Indian economy
to the post-Soviet global system – mounted a concerted push for enhancing
enrolment and retention. This policy push was reflected first in the World
Bank-supported District Primary Education Programme (DPEP) and later
on in the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA). Even as these programmes worked
in a quasi-autonomous mode within the state sector, private provision
for elementary education grew at a rapid pace in response to increasing
demand among the lower socio-economic strata. As a consequence both
of the increased demand for education and of massive projects such as the
DPEP and SSA, a greater number of young men and women in rural India
today possess rudimentary literacy skills than was the case at any earlier
point in modern history. An amendment to the Indian Constitution has
enabled elected village councils, or panchayats, to exercise local self-governance in certain spheres, including the running of primary schools. Another
important amendment to the Constitution has endowed every child aged
six to fourteen with a Right to Education (RTE). What impact will these
policy shifts and legal reforms have on the reality and perception of rural
modernity?
Our capacity to answer this question depends on the accuracy with which
we can interpret these policy-related measures, bearing in mind the economic and socio-cultural information we have about rural India. We can
also derive some insights from comparison with China. Like India, China
has a vast rural population whose access to formal education was, until quite
recently, rather limited. Although China did not come under direct colonial rule, its involvement in the opium trade promoted by India’s British
colonizers had a deeply negative impact on the rural economy and society, though scholars differ in their assessments of the significance of the
Western ‘impact’ on the broader course of China’s modern history (Cohen,
2010). During the Maoist era, an attempt to promote an indigenous, ‘antiimperialist’ developmental model was allied to assertions of the primacy
of rural wisdom and experience. While in economic terms such rhetorical
claims clashed with a reality of brutal exploitation of the peasantry in the
interests of ‘national’ development, in educational terms, especially during
the Cultural Revolution, an expansion of informal and localized forms of
schooling throughout the countryside resulted in a rapid expansion of basic
literacy (Pepper, 1996). In the Reform era, however, urban primacy has
been reasserted. Systematic measures to expand and improve schooling in
rural areas have been undertaken as part of a broader project of ameliorating ‘population quality’ (renkou suzhi), taking urban China as the template.
Thus, Murphy (2004) talks of the ‘civilizing mission’ of the modern Chinese
state vis-à-vis the rural masses. Such an approach fits in with the grammar of
rural–urban relations discussed earlier in this chapter. In the case of India,
formal education has served as the means whereby successive generations of
the rural population internalized the civilizing role of the urbanized.
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Education has served not merely as a means of promoting new ideas and
practices associated with modernity, but also as a designer of modernity’s
deeper agency. It is hard to generalize about the role of education across
the radically diverse universe of the Indian nation. The gulf that divides the
southern states where the integration of the rural economy into national
and global markets has made rapid advances, and the northern and central
states where the rural economy is shackled by poor infrastructure, leaves little scope for valid generalizations. However, if we look beyond the headline
economic statistics at cultural attitudes and social trends, significant panIndian continuities emerge in relation to gender- and caste-based disparities
in income, employment and access to basic state services such as education.
Harris-White and Janakarajan (2002) have presented a detailed analysis
of the direct impact of these disparities on access to education for rural
children. The social contours of such disparities may differ from region to
region, but their persistence is undeniable. Government reports tend to
exaggerate the success with which the gender gap has been bridged by relying on enrolment data, ignoring the uncertain length of girls’ education
and the quality of their experience at school. Even innovative programmes
aimed at improving rural girls’ access to education suffer from the kind of
minimalism that characterizes the state’s general approach to the provision
of services to marginalized rural communities (Kumar and Gupta, 2008). A
similar critique is applicable to the manner in which caste-related disparities
have been addressed. Better representation of lower caste groups in textbooks is one thing, but empathetic and professional handling by teachers of
mixed-caste classrooms is quite another. Meanwhile, the same donor-driven
national programmes that pushed enrolment higher have also eroded the
village teacher’s financial status and professional identity (Kumar, 2009).
In states such as Madhya Pradesh, Bihar and Chattisgarh, the financial condition of teachers has deteriorated quite remarkably since the mid-1990s,
when implementation of neo-liberal measures to reorganize public expenditure gained momentum. This is somewhat ironical, considering that efforts
to render the curriculum more relevant and contextualized for rural communities have been a major focus of both the DPEP and SSA.

Conclusion
Rural education has been conceptualized and defined over the last two centuries as a means of ‘uplifting’ and reconstructing village society. This vision
necessarily implies the action and pressure of a determined and benevolent
agency external to the rural world. The vision is universal, though the outcomes of policies based on it may differ from country to country: the city
provides a normative model for the ‘backward’ village. The fundamental
assumption upholding this vision is that the ‘rural’ condition represents
a passing phase, with the countryside gradually receding into history,
agriculture becoming less significant as an economic activity, and the
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village mutating or merging into urban agglomerations. Such assumptions
problematize any claim that a rural child might make, when he or she grows
up, to an authentic existence as an educated person who chooses to continue living in a village. The term ‘authentic’ here refers to the capacity to
convey personal standards of rationality and moral judgement that command respect and recognition in the eyes of the community (Taylor, 1991).
An educated rural person who chooses to stay in the village is likely to be
perceived as irrational or quixotic, given the pervasive dominance of the
vision of rural education embedded in nation-state-centred developmentalism. The developmentalist teleology implicit in dominant conceptions of
modernity in contemporary India (as across most of Asia and elsewhere) –
whether Leninist or neo-liberal – tends to trivialize questions of ‘authenticity’, or of the individual’s capacity to construct his or her own conception of
‘the good life’, instead reducing individuals to cogs in a growth-generating
machine.
In his book, The Country and the City, Raymond Williams (1973) examines
the rural–urban transition in the case of England. His study concludes that,
as a cognitive polarity, neither the ‘rural’ nor the ‘urban’ guides us towards
historical understanding. Considering the social transformation of England
under industrial capitalism, Williams associates the crisis of modernity –
signified by conflicts and war, environmental imbalance and so on – with
habits of linearity in thought and decision-making. He emphasizes that
according symbolic value to rival ideas of ‘the rural’ and ‘the urban’ forces
us to adopt a narrow historical linearity, hampering our ability to recognize
the larger crisis of what he calls ‘metropolitan capitalism’.
The impact of education in India on the modern perception of the village, and the self-perception of the educated villager, is complex. As a seat
of caste-based relationships and land-centred structures of dominance,
the village constitutes an environment deeply inhospitable to anyone educated for a sustained length of time. The changes that prolonged schooling
encourage in a person’s behaviour, consciousness and overall life-style tend
to foster rejection of an ethos shaped by an ineluctable acceptance of caste
and gender hierarchies and group dominance. However, the solution to
this tendency for education to alienate individuals from the rural context
is not simply to accept caste and gender discrimination as culturally determined ‘givens’, and adapt curricula accordingly (effectively the approach
advocated by some on the political right).
What is needed is for schools to become places in which all children – rural
and urban – are encouraged and enabled to discuss, debate and critique an
ethos that degrades and devalues marginalized groups. Throughout the history of modern Indian education, both during the colonial era and since,
the curriculum has served primarily as a vehicle for ideological dissemination and state control: through prescribed textbooks, rigid public examinations and the subordination and deprofessionalization of teachers. Modern
pedagogic values, in the sense envisaged by Dewey or Gandhi – related to
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individual empowerment and self-discovery, and communal autonomy and
democracy – have been neglected or actively discouraged. Attempts during the colonial era to reform pedagogy and curriculum in a progressive
direction lacked realistic financial backing, and this has remained the case
in the post-independence period. Even at present, when the curriculum
has more comprehensively embraced critical pedagogy as an objective of
learning (NCERT, 2006b), the state does not recognize the crucial agency
and importance of the rural teacher. The great potential of rural schools as
sites for the practice of pedagogic modernism remains untapped, because
the official understanding of modernity offers little scope for villages, as
autonomous communities, to negotiate the terms of their engagement with
the modern world.
For any fresh vision of rural modernity and education to emerge, it will
be important to look back and explore more deeply the period in which
rural India encountered modernity under colonial conditions. The abstract
image of the Indian village needs to be disaggregated region by region,
and in terms of different kinds of communities that inhabit the subcontinent’s highly diverse geography. The idea of the unchanging Indian village
proved to be a myth a long time ago, but the village we construct with our
modern, educated imagination is, at least partly, a myth of our own making. The point Williams made in the context of England is equally true of
India, namely that although the country and the city are generally seen as
embodying two contrasting realities, our actual experience of them is not
of two singular forms, but of ‘many kinds of intermediate and new forms
of social and physical organization’ (1973: 289). Urban-based educational
planners can hardly ignore their impact, and that of their predecessors,
on the manner in which the rural is conceptualized today. This extends
beyond schooling to all aspects of village, and has involved entrenching
a largely artificial polarity between rural and urban living. Such a polarity
hardens prevailing stereotypes by projecting on to the village an image of
what the city has supposedly left behind. But the lived experience of both
villagers and city-dwellers may offer far greater evidence of an overlap than
a polarity. The insistence that the unfinished business of modernity lies in
the countryside is a source of great distortion in public policies and, indeed,
in the understanding of modernity itself.
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A civilising mission with Chinese
characteristics?
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Education, colonialism and Chinese state
formation in comparative perspective
Edward Vickers
1840 and all that – imperialism and Chinese modernity
In Discovering History in China (1984), Paul Cohen criticised the penchant
of American scholars for exaggerating Western imperialism’s ‘impact’
on China’s modern history. Standard narratives, attaching ‘fundamental
explanatory importance to the special nature of Chinese society and culture’ (p. 189), portrayed a civilisation blasted out of its ‘traditional’ orbit
by foreign cannon, commerce and culture, since the Opium War of 1840.
More recent scholarship, by contrast, tended to identify internal factors –
demographic, economic and political – as crucial to explaining China’s
modern transformation. But Cohen noted the ‘irony of ironies’ that, as
‘outsiders’ were ‘moving toward an inside perspective’, Chinese ‘insiders’
continued to insist on ‘the crucial importance of outside factors’ (p. 195):
As long as the experience of the Western intrusion remains fresh and
resentment against it alive and warm, it will be difficult for Chinese to
accept a scaled-down appraisal of imperialism’s role in the last century
and a half of their history, and they may well view American efforts in
this direction as ultimately self-serving.
(p. 195)
Thirty years on, this prediction appears largely vindicated. The effective
abandonment of socialism has seen the Communist Party wrap itself in the
mantle of a broad-based ‘patriotism’. Official historiography narrates the
heroic survival, in the face of Western and Japanese incursions, of a Chinese civilisation itself innocent of any aggressive mission civilisatrice. Maoist
revolutionary internationalism now long forgotten, China is presented as
championing absolute respect for sovereignty, non-interference and the
harmonious coexistence of distinct national cultures. Often portraying this
doctrine as rooted in a ‘Confucian’ philosophy divergent from a ‘Western’
worldview, China’s rulers (like some other authoritarian regimes)1 appear
to have embraced Huntingdon’s Clash of Civilisations thesis, even while
portraying their own civilisation as congenitally ‘clash’-averse. Such views
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are reflected in curricular constructions of citizenship that leave pupils
ill-equipped to comprehend ‘minority’ resistance to Han rule, while fuelling hypersensitivity to foreign criticism of Chinese policy (Vickers 2009c;
see also Rowena He’s chapter in the present volume).
Meanwhile, in ways their China-based counterparts may well see as ‘selfserving’, Western-based scholars have carried forward Cohen’s project
of history ‘from within’ – but without necessarily ‘scaling down’ the role
accorded to imperialism. Instead, as the contemporary People’s Republic
of China (PRC) adopts a more assertive posture towards its neighbours, and
grapples with restive ‘minorities’ on its periphery, more historians (in Asia
as well as America) have come to see China itself as an imperialist power.2
Recent research has analysed the history of Qing (1644–1911) expansion
into Central Eurasia and Taiwan in the context of global processes of imperial state formation (Vickers 2009b). Rather than seeing it as the culmination of a teleological process of ‘national unification’, Crossley (1999), Teng
(2004), Perdue (2005) and Millward (2007) have shown how, in territorial
extent, state penetration of conquered societies and ideological underpinnings, the Qing Empire represented a radically new departure. Scholars of
this ‘Altaic School’ explain the Qing achievement through comparison with
other early modern empires (Hostetler 2001). They also emphasise its profound implications for how educated Chinese today perceive their national
identity. These are obscured by an official narrative depicting the Qing conquests as integral to an immemorial ‘motherland,’ and China exclusively as
a victim of imperialism. This pervasive assumption of victimhood has both
influenced, and been reinforced by, the work of some Western scholars –
education specialists among them – who continue to portray aggressive
colonialism as an essentially Western pathology.
The present chapter takes its cue from those such as Osterhammel (2003,
2006a, 2006b), Bayly (2004) and Hopkins (2006), who contest portrayals
of the West as the ultimate fount and origin of all the transformations of
‘modernity’. It engages with an ongoing comparative debate on China as a
colonial power by considering, in relation to several historical episodes, the
discourse and practice of the ‘civilising mission’. Osterhammel proposes
‘civilisation’ as a ‘master theme’ for a polycentric global history, portraying
the civilising mission as ‘a core element in the ideology of modern imperialism’ that has ‘endured beyond the age of imperialism and empire’. This
chapter explores China’s history as framed by this theme, with particular
reference to that most ‘civilising’ of practices – education.
After reviewing Osterhammel’s discussion of the ‘civilising mission’,
the often-posited distinction between coercive European and allegedly
non-coercive Chinese variants is critiqued. A major source for this view is
then explored, demonstrating its debt to an entrenched orthodoxy concerning China’s cultural and civilisational exceptionalism. Several episodes
in the history of Chinese imperial expansion are then analysed, with special reference to the role of schooling: community schools in Ming China;
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the pursuit of a Confucian civilising mission in early eighteenth-century
Yunnan; education and the re-establishment of imperial control in late nineteenth-century Xinjiang; and (with a view to identifying continuities and
discontinuities with earlier ideology and practice) education for ‘minority
nationalities’ in the PRC. The chapter finally revisits Osterhammel’s distinction between civilising projects directed at alien ‘others’ or inwards at the
national ‘self’, discussing its relevance to an understanding of contemporary identity politics.

Missions to civilize the ‘other’ and the ‘self’
According to Osterhammel, the ‘civilising mission’ involves:
the self-proclaimed right and duty to propagate and actively introduce
one’s own norms and institutions to other peoples and societies, based
upon a firm conviction of the inherent superiority and higher legitimacy of one’s own collective way of life . . . It denotes a . . . general propensity to universalize the Self.
(2006a: 8)
He fails to detect this propensity in early modern empires prior to the
late eighteenth century, with the partial exception of Spain’s (p. 16), but
detects a major shift between 1760 and 1830 in elite European attitudes
towards their own civilisation. First revolutionary America, then France,
were projected as model states embodying the universal virtues of Enlightenment reason and science. The mission of exporting these virtues to other
parts of Europe and (briefly) Egypt was then enthusiastically embraced by
Napoleon. Victorian Britain later pursued its own civilising mission, with
complex roots in the Enlightenment and in the Evangelical revival, centred
around the propagation of the rule of law and the ideology of the free
market; the hapless Egyptians again supplying the venue for a pilot project
(p. 18; see also Cain 2006).3 Darwin similarly identifies three key elements
to nineteenth-century Europe’s sense of its global pre-eminence: ‘the virtue of commerce as a civilising agent’; the ‘extraordinary confidence’ of
Enlightenment thinkers concerning prospects for a ‘rational’ reordering
of human institutions and behaviour; and, particularly in Britain, a resurgence of evangelical Christianity (Darwin 2008: 209–10).4
Enacting laws and opening markets often proved insufficient to persuade
its prospective beneficiaries of modern Western civilisation’s advantages –
for this, education was necessary. This was as true of ‘inner barbarians’ in
the urban slums or rural hinterland of the imperial metropolis as it was of
benighted ‘natives’ in overseas colonies (Osterhammel 2006a: 23–4). Many
historians have detected parallels between education for ‘development’ in
the colonies, and for state formation in the metropolis – the ‘peasants’
transformed, through schooling, into late nineteenth-century ‘Frenchmen’
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were as much the objects of an alien civilising mission as the indigenes of
Vietnam or Algeria (Weber 1979; Kelly 1982; for discussion of the British
case see Mangan 1993). Moreover, schooling was just one weapon in the
arsenal of civilising elites. Museums and international exhibitions celebrated the advance of progress, inviting metropolitan audiences to bask
in their beneficence as ‘civilisers’, and colonial subjects to recognise their
debt to their enlightened rulers. Nonetheless, in contrast to many exponents of ‘colonial discourse theory’ (see Washbrook 1999), Osterhammel
is agnostic as to the moral status of the civilising enterprise per se, and
stresses the agency of the ‘civilised’; while schools were controlled from
above, educational access was demanded from below, as colonial subjects
sought to transform themselves into citizens, in ways often uncongenial to
their rulers. The conclusion to this chapter returns to the issue of agency.
Although everywhere portrayed as crucial instruments of enlightenment, the priority accorded to schools generally failed to match imperialist
rhetoric. French colonialists trumpeted the mission civilisatrice, but by the
end of the nineteenth century only about 5,000 pupils attended primary
school in the whole of French Africa (Aldrich 1996: 225). Expanded provision during the twentieth century still left most ‘natives’ with little or no
education (p. 226). The French colonial authorities ‘more or less openly
admitted’ that the aim of education ‘was to produce cadres for the lower
levels of the administration and professionals’, and were in fact concerned
to limit access (particularly at the secondary and tertiary levels) for fear of
producing ‘a large highly educated class for whom possibilities of employment would be few and among whom nationalist or anti-colonial sentiments
might develop’ (p. 225). Kept on a tight fiscal leash by their metropolitan masters, colonial authorities – French or British – were often content
for missionaries to assume major responsibility for funding and providing
schooling. However, the missionaries’ support among the metropolitan
faithful occasionally also played a role in extending the ‘civilising’ reach of
modern schooling. Thus intensive lobbying of government by missionary
societies in mid-nineteenth-century France and Britain contributed to the
decision to compel the Qing government, after 1860, to allow Europeans
(including missionaries) to roam freely throughout inland China – with
important long-term consequences for educational development.
Conscious attempts to ‘civilise’ were never confined within the territorial
boundaries of European colonies, and have survived the demise of empire.
However, the continued spread of the trappings of (Western) ‘civilisation’
has been driven by emulation more than coercion: ‘No Western government forced Asians or Latin Americans to practice ballroom dancing, to
eat French food or to fancy Italian opera’ (Osterhammel 2006a: 25). A
Western model of the modern nation-state was taken up by self-strengtheners or ‘preventive modernisers’ in nineteenth-century Japan, Persia,
Siam and the Ottoman Empire. Reform programmes aimed at ‘strengthening the central state, its military potential and its fiscal capacity’ – as well
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as promoting modern citizenship through constructing and extending
systems of schooling. Meanwhile, both state strengthening and the assertion of ‘civilised’ status appeared to demand of these newly modernised
elites that they pursue ‘civilizing missions of their own towards internal
peripheries and their peoples’ (p. 25).
‘Secondary civilising mission’ is one way in which Osterhammel
describes this phenomenon (2006b), involving self-strengthening elites’ reexport of European-style ‘civilisation’ to subject or peripheral populations
of their own. He claims that ‘the most spectacular case’ of this ‘was the
Tsarist Empire which came to style itself as the Easternmost representative
of Western civilisation vis-à-vis Asia’ (p. 24).5 This concept of a ‘secondary civilising mission’ echoes discussion by international relations scholars
of the ‘socialisation’ of states such as Japan and China into what Suzuki
terms ‘Janus-faced European International Society’ (Suzuki 2005). State
elites sought to gain equal treatment within a European-dominated world
order underpinned on the one hand by Westphalian notions of inviolable
sovereignty, but on the other by realpolitik hierarchies among ‘civilised’
(European) states, and the colonisation of societies that did not conform
to ‘civilised’ norms. Hevia (2003) sees late-Qing China as subject to just
such a process of ‘socialisation’ at the hands of Britain. The Japanese, for
their part, ‘sought cordial relations with the European states by adhering to
international law and engaging in European-style diplomacy’, while simultaneously seeing ‘the adoption of coercive policies towards “uncivilised”
states as an inherent part of a “civilised” state’s identity’, and seeking ‘to
attain such status by engaging in imperialist behaviour towards its Asian
neighbours’ (p. 139). In other words, to modernising Asian elites schooled
in the harsh world of late nineteenth-century European imperialism, the
choice appeared simple: ‘civilise’ or be ‘civilised’.
It is in this context – as an exponent of a ‘self-civilising’ and ‘secondary’
mission – that Osterhammel places modern China, which embarked on its
own belated ‘self-strengthening’ movement as a response to the Western
and Japanese imperial threat. He acknowledges that China had enjoyed
centuries of ‘cultural hegemony’ over East Asia, secured ‘through a shrewd
mixture of military coercion and cultural persuasion’ (2006a: 10), and that
the traditional educated elite nursed a passionate conviction of their civilisational superiority. While therefore rejecting the idea that the civilising mission is ‘a European invention’, he argues that the civilising impulse in premodern China was fundamentally different from those of either Western
proconsuls or modern Chinese cadres, not least in its ‘lack of connotations
of civitas, the city, citizenship’ (p. 10). ‘The relentless urge of the Chinese
elite to civilise others was directed at the peasantry, at non-Han-Chinese
within the realm and at “barbarians” along its borders.’ Since the latter
often posed a real threat to the Chinese state, efforts to ‘civilise’ them were
a matter of self-defence rather than aggressive expansionism. ‘The Chinese
empire,’ Osterhammel writes, ‘conducted no crusades, dispatched no
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missionaries and rarely supported forcible sinicisation’ (p. 11) – rather, it
presented the shining example of its civilisational achievement, and invited
the emulation of neighbouring peoples. ‘The Chinese urge to civilise’ was
thus ‘non-colonialist and detached from a religious mission’ (pp. 11–12).
Barbarians were expected to lai-Hua (‘come to China’ or become ‘sinified’),
magnetically attracted by China’s superior civilisation.6 But are claims for the
non-coercive or non-expansionist nature of China’s pre-modern civilising mission entirely justified? And to what extent should the indisputably
coercive educational and cultural policies of the contemporary Chinese
state vis-à-vis its peripheral territories therefore be viewed as by-products of
a Western-inspired ‘secondary’ or ‘self-civilising’ mission?

Chinese civilisation, colonialism and education – the
orthodox view
These hints in Osterhammel of an osmosis theory of Chinese expansion
seem derived primarily from a lecture delivered by Wang Gungwu (1984)
to the Australian Historical Association.7 Wang claims that ‘there is no
evidence of a great urge to civilise people [through education], whether
they were Han Chinese or not’ (p. 25) and that the Chinese ‘urge to civilise was not associated with coercion and the need to dominate’ (p. 27).
The question thus arises as to how – if not through an active or coercive
civilising mission – the growth of the Chinese state and civilisation were
accomplished. For Wang, the answer is a variation on a central theme of
much traditional Chinese historiography – the magnetic attraction of the
exemplary sage-ruler (and the practices of his exemplary state), and his
capacity to transform (jiaohua) through the instructive power of his example (see Schneewind 2006). Wang abstains from underlining the contrast
with the forcible civilising projects of Western or Japanese colonialism – his
Australian audience are left to do this for themselves.
However, contemporary Chinese school textbooks make explicit what
Wang leaves implicit, emphasising the quintessentially pacific ethos animating China’s foreign policy, and its historic reliance on the attraction
of its civilisation peacefully to ‘assimilate’ (ronghe) border peoples (Vickers
2009a). The urge to invade or forcibly assimilate is represented as alien
to China’s national spirit. However, precisely because of its magnificent
civilisational achievements, it has been incumbent upon China’s rulers to
defend the state against avaricious neighbours. Over thousands of years,
oscillation between conflict and peaceful exchange has led to the gradual
unification of such peripheral peoples with the ‘inner regions’ (neidi). The
consequence has been the expansion of China from its original Yellow
River heartland in the first millennium bc to the current borders of the
People’s Republic.
A conviction of the moral (if not necessarily technical) superiority
of their civilisation has been fundamental to the vision of ‘Chineseness’
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(Wang 1991) that state-authorised texts have projected for centuries.
However, this civilisational tradition – often somewhat misleadingly dubbed
‘Confucian’ – pertained to just one part of the Chinese Empire, albeit by far
the largest. It has generally been the habit of Western (and indeed Chinese)
writers on the history of education to take at face value the representation of ‘China’ as an ethno-culturally homogeneous nation-state, albeit an
unusually large one. Educational scholarship typically sidelines, or ignores
altogether, issues relating to ‘minorities’ in areas such as Tibet (see, for
example, Pepper 1996; Gu 2001; Hayhoe 2006), except when the ‘minorities’ themselves form the principal focus of analysis (e.g. Postiglione 1999;
Carney 2008; Leibold and Chen 2014). This is understandable, given the
overwhelming preponderance within Chinese society of the ‘Han’ majority (though the construction of Han identity is itself problematic), and
the immense complexity of educational development in the neidi alone.
However, while the significance of education to Chinese state formation
has been widely acknowledged, questions of the kind of Chinese state being
formed have often been overlooked. Instead, the entity routinely referred
to on pre-1911 European maps as ‘The Chinese Empire’ (with its multinational divisions clearly delineated) has, since its ‘Republican’ reincarnation,
tended to be discussed as if it were a homogeneous, centralised nationstate – a sort of outsize oriental France.
Among the reasons for this oversight are the complexity of issues relating to ‘minority’ education, their political sensitivity and the remoteness
of the areas in question. But also important is the orthodox ‘osmosis’ theory of Chinese expansion, whereby conquest events feature as blips on the
magnificent continuum of national unification. Challenging this, recent
scholarship compares Qing imperial expansion with that of other early
modern Eurasian empires. Perdue (1998, 2005) argues that Qing strategies
for controlling Mongolia, Xingjiang and Tibet often paralleled or echoed
ideologies and practices seen in the Russian, British, Mughal and Ottoman
empires. These included a universalist imperial ideology, whereby the Qing
ruler presented different faces to his subject peoples – to the Han a Mingstyle emperor, to the Mongols the khan of khans, to his fellow Manchus a
clan leader, and to the Tibetans the patron of the Dalai Lama (Crossley
1999). Allied to this was a strategy of indirect rule, again with strong British
parallels (see Cannadine 2001), whereby established local rulers (such
as Tibetan lamas or Uyghur ‘kings’) were adopted as the agents of imperial authority, and rewarded with ‘ornamental’ privileges and titles. The
Qing, like other overlords of sprawling multinational realms (Robinson
1986), sought to exercise authority at minimum expense through collaboration with existing elites. State-sponsored settlement of border areas was
also deployed to reinforce Qing authority, though the regime sometimes
sought to restrain the flow of settlers for fear of alienating indigenous elites.
Some of the educational features of this Qing imperial project are discussed
below.
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Scholars of education during the Republican period (1911–49) have a
stronger case for concentrating overwhelmingly on ‘China Proper’, since
effective central control over non-Han border regions was then largely
absent. In his analysis of the role of education in the Republican project of
modern state formation, Curran (2005) echoes contemporary critics (such
as Zhou Gucheng) who saw ‘modern’ schooling and its ‘Westernised’ curriculum as alien to China’s needs and traditions, and as opening up a chasm
between a modern urban elite and the rural masses. In his analysis of India
during the same period, Kumar (2005: 16) comments that ‘with the spread
of colonial education, the role of the “enlightened outsider” was picked
up by educated Indians’ – like their Chinese counterparts, overwhelmingly
urban and landed – who by and large ‘did not challenge the forms, content and texts of the knowledge that colonial administrators had assembled
as appropriate curricula for schools’. Curran’s argument is similar, except
that in China curricular and pedagogical innovations were borrowed not
directly from ‘colonial administrators’, but from Japanese, American and
(after 1949) Russian models. However, the Republican period witnessed
the elaboration of a Chinese nationalist ideology, incorporating elements
of Qing imperial propaganda as well as European modernising nationalism and race theory, vehemently asserting claims to former Qing territories
then beyond the limits of effective Chinese rule. Kuomintang-era textbooks
did much to popularise conviction of the legitimacy of China’s rule over,
and civilising mission in, regions such as Mongolia, Xinjiang and Tibet.
In India, China, Japan and elsewhere, the ‘alien’ provenance of innovations has often been invoked to justify calls for more ‘authentic’ indigenous
approaches, sometimes involving a chauvinist insistence on indigenous
exceptionalism and superiority. In Japan, nationalists reluctant to confront
Japan’s colonial and wartime past have cited cultural relativism (ironically
inspired by Western ‘postmodernism’) as justifying a triumphalist portrayal
of Japanese history and culture in school textbooks (Fogel 2000). Advocates
of Hindutva in India have meanwhile portrayed Hindu civilisation as sullied and violated by successive alien intruders (primarily Islamic rather
than Western), thus requiring to be purged of all resultant ‘impurities’
(Lall 2009). In India and Japan, such extreme positions attract powerful
political constituencies, but are subject to open contestation. In the case
of China, vigorous discussions over the proper relationship between ‘alien’
imports and indigenous educational traditions have also taken place, with
positions ranging from advocacy of more-or-less wholesale ‘Westernisation’
to reassertion of ‘Confucian’ orthodoxy (see Pepper 1996; Curran 2005).
However, domestically the assumption that coercive forms of the ‘civilising mission’ are fundamentally un-Chinese goes largely uncontested. As
Rowena He’s chapter illustrates, generations rendered acutely conscious
of the existential threat to China posed by rampant foreign imperialists
have been ill prepared to contemplate the ‘subaltern’ perspective on its
own civilising enterprise.
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The civilising mission in Chinese history – four cases
The following sections critique the proposition that China has lacked a
coercive civilising mission, or that its adoption of such a mission is a recent
development, related to ‘self-strengthening’ attempts to mimic the West.
Cases ranging from the Ming period (1368–1644) through to the twentieth century (and the twenty-first) have been chosen. Osterhammel (2006a,
2006b) claims that European colonial civilising missions of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries were fundamentally different in their scope and
ideological underpinnings both from earlier endeavours and from those
of non-European states. The wide timespan from which the cases here
are drawn permits not only comparisons with European colonial civilising
projects, but also consideration of the relevance of precedents from the
Chinese past, before and after the nineteenth-century watershed posited by
Osterhammel.
Schooling and border control in the Ming
The Ming dynasty typically features prominently in discussions of Chinese
colonialism – or rather of China’s abstention from it – since it was early in
this period that massive expeditionary fleets were dispatched to Southeast
Asia and the Indian Ocean. While Western navigators of the late fifteenth
and early sixteenth centuries are seen as scouting out territory for the subsequent colonial onslaught, their Chinese predecessors set sail in innocent
pursuit of peaceful cultural exchange. Such is the official view, expressed
by the Director of the National Museum of China in comments on Admiral
Zheng He’s naval exploits: ‘without a single inch of land conquered,
without a single penny robbed, they were carrying forward the advanced
Chinese civilization, leaving happiness and friendly laughter to the lands
visited’ (Pan 2005). By contrast, a recent study by Dreyer (2006) concludes
that these voyages’ overriding purpose was ‘to enforce outward compliance with the forms of the Chinese tributary system by the show of an overwhelming armed force’ (p. 163). If this proved insufficient, actual force was
deployed – as in Sri Lanka, where a local ruler’s refusal to offer tribute led
to his defeat in battle and transportation to Beijing (Levathes 1994: 115).
These expeditions also coincided with a period of aggressive expansionism
in China’s near abroad, with a ‘harsh occupation’ of Vietnam between 1407
and 1427 (Giebel 2001: 91). Levathes, who subscribes (notwithstanding the
Sri Lankan episode) to the stereotype of Chinese non-aggression, notes
that the Ming founder, Zhu Yuanzhang, sent officials to oversee the restoration of Chinese-style civil service examinations in Vietnam and Korea
(1994: 186), but does not explain under what conditions these missions
were dispatched.
The exorbitant cost of the Treasure Fleets contributed to economic pressures facing the Ming,8 and budgetary concerns were key in prompting a
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successful campaign by senior bureaucrats to abandon the fleet programme
in the early 1430s. The continuing threat from the Mongols on China’s
northern border was an important factor – limited resources needed to be
concentrated on addressing the main threat to dynastic survival. Darwin
suggests that ‘the famous voyages . . . were an aberration, prompted perhaps by fear of an attack by Tamerlane and his successors’ (2008: 88).
However, his source, a 1968 essay by Joseph Fletcher, while clearly linking
the reorientation of Chinese policy to the Inner Asian threat, is ambivalent regarding the ‘aberrance’ of the voyages. Indeed, Fletcher refutes the
claim of Chiang T’ing-fu (Jiang Dingfu) that the neo-Confucian dogma on
international relations ‘imposed nothing on foreign peoples who chose to
remain outside the Chinese world’ (Tsiang 1936: 3):
The Yung-lo [Yongle] Emperor not only claimed universal dominion
in Peking: his maritime expeditions imposed it on coastal rulers, and
inside China he pretended that his universal dominion had been
accepted in Central Asia. The emperor did not rule the world in fact,
but on the level of dogma his ‘mandate of heaven’ was unmistakably
universal.
(Fletcher 1968: 357, n. 71)
It was not that the Ming lacked the will to project authority overseas, or a
sense of their civilisation’s ‘superiority and higher legitimacy’; what scuppered maritime expansionism was the cost of simultaneously defending the
northern frontier against the Mongols. The ‘inward turn’ of the mid-Ming
(see Waldron 1990) can thus be seen as an example of post hoc rationalisation, making an ideological virtue of a strategic necessity.
Attempts to civilise ‘barbarians’ would henceforth be restricted to China’s
inland periphery, and this was where schooling came to play a significant
role. Schneewind (2006) discusses the relationship between schooling and
a ‘civilising mission’ that was ‘applied to both ethnic minorities and ignorant Han people’ in the mid-fifteenth century (p. 41). While the concept
of a Chinese ‘civilising project’ was already ancient by Ming times, the idea
of deploying schools as an instrument of state-sponsored efforts to spread
civilisation was a Ming innovation (possibly with antecedents in the preceding Yuan dynasty). Schneewind cites Mote’s characterisation of Ming methods of managing unrest, particularly among aboriginal or frontier tribes,
as ‘occupying points on a spectrum, from “stern military suppression” or
“sheer force” to “various forms of political and cultural tutelage”’ (p. 37).
In this context, schooling served as one among a number of instruments
serving a ‘central desire for control on the cheap’, but remaining ‘closely
linked with more brutal forms of suppression’ (p. 39).
The pacification of frontier peoples was prominent among rival
demands on the imperial budget. Very different challenges were posed by
the Mongols in the north, and aboriginal and ‘minority’ groups along the
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southern borders. It was especially in the south that schooling came to be
favoured as a vehicle for securing peace and order in the longer term. In
1539, Wang Honghui ‘recommended furthering Ming control of [Hainan
Island] through strict surveillance, promotion of trade, community compacts to carry out “transformation through education,” and community
schools to train the Loi [the local indigenous people]’ (Schneewind 2006:
37). Schooling was not an alternative to cruder forms of domination – ‘the
very same document might call for wiping out whole villages and for establishing schools’. Schneewind cites Johnston’s observation that ‘references
to Confucian benevolence were found almost invariably near the start of
memorials that then . . . proceeded to argue exclusively for the application
of force and violence’ (p. 41). On Hainan in the mid-sixteenth century,
the official Yu Dayou recommended ‘an assault on Loi culture and society’
(p. 38), forbidding them from tattooing themselves, forcing the men to
cover the legs and heads, and even regulating their hairstyles.9 However,
community schools were part of Yu’s formula – he thought they should be
set up in each village ‘to “cook” Loi boys, that is, to teach them to speak
(Chinese) and read, testing them annually’ (p. 38). For Yu, schools were
part of a programme for long-term security, but his emphasis was on ‘violence, surveillance and rapid forced assimilation’ (p. 38). Others, such
as the famous official Hai Rui (who succeeded Yu in Hainan), favoured
a slower and more peaceful strategy of cultural transformation, in which
schooling was accorded a more prominent role.
As in other colonial contexts, however, minority and frontier peoples
were not just passive victims, at times participating in the civilising process,
‘attending schools and even actively requesting them’ (Schneewind 2006:
41). Also, as elsewhere, interaction with these peoples often resulted in a
two-way pattern of cultural influence, as ‘knowledge about people on the
peripheries affected Ming understandings of self and of humankind generally’ (p. 41). Thus the best-known Ming philosopher, Wang Yang-ming,
found his ‘commitment to self-cultivation and teaching’ strengthened
by exile among the tribespeople of Guizhou. His ‘interaction with these
subjects of empire who lived and celebrated differently and yet had an
internal moral compass’ reinforced his conviction of the educability and
predisposition to virtue of the ignorant, whether savages on the frontier
or impoverished Han in the interior (p. 40). Finally, experience with the
‘civilising mission’ in border regions often prompted reflections upon
the civilisational deficiencies of the metropolis – where Ming moralists, like
the Jeremiahs of later empires, would upbraid wayward sophisticates with
uplifting tales of noble savagery (p. 42).
The trope of the noble savage features in the writings of Chen Di, who in
the late Ming wrote about the ‘Eastern Savages’ of Taiwan. Chen deployed
a combination of what Teng terms rhetorics of ‘privation’ and ‘primitivism’, the former emphasising the poverty of the indigenes and their lack of
basic civilisational accoutrements, but the latter seeing them as a ‘lost tribe’
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forgotten by time, preserving the carefree virtue and innocence of antiquity
(Teng 2004).10 However, Teng, following the anthropologist Stevan Harrell,
notes that deploying this ‘historical metaphor’ – representing tribal peoples
as anachronistic survivals from ancient times – ‘serves to demonstrate their
cultural inferiority and to legitimate the civilising project of the hegemonic
centre’ (p. 61). Harrell identifies this ‘denial of coevalness’ as a common
feature of premodern Chinese, Western and Communist Chinese representations of China’s non-Han frontier peoples (Harrell 1996; cited in Teng
2004: 61). Teng concludes that, long before the traumatic crises of the midnineteenth century, ‘Chinese intellectuals were interested in exploring the
ways in which other cultures challenged their own societal norms’ (p. 21).
As in the West, this interest in challenging metropolitan cultural assumptions was one face of a coin whose other side was the sort of ‘orientalist’
discourses identified by Said (1995), whereby representations of primitive
and backward ‘natives’ legitimised the project of civilising them – if necessary by force.
Desirous of securing recognition from recalcitrant foreigners of their
position atop a Chinese world order, Ming elites thus saw education as one
tool for bringing frontier peoples to heel. This is not to deny that Chinese
culture, and the lure of participation in the Chinese state, did indeed hold
a powerful attraction for many among peripheral ‘minorities’ and neighbouring peoples (at least at the elite level). Nor is it to deny the complexity
and ambiguity of many literary and pictorial representations of ‘primitive’
savages – which could idealise indigenous peoples even while treating them
with condescencion. But in these respects, Ming China’s ‘civilising mission’
was perhaps not radically different from those pursued by colonial powers
at other times, or in other places.
Confucian schooling and the Qing civilising enterprise among frontier tribes
The savagery of the native barbarians of the newly opened frontiers of North
America is no different from that of the savages of Taiwan. In the past, they were
extremely ferocious, yet Europeans have managed to guide them with their senseless, confused religion and have finally changed the native customs. So it is a
real injustice to say that the raw savages of Taiwan have absolutely no human
morals despite their human appearance and that they cannot be civilized with
our Kingly Governance (wangzheng).
(Ding Shaoyi; quoted in Teng 2004: 11)11
This was written in the early 1870s, but Hostetler, Teng and Perdue show
that Qing rulers in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries already
saw themselves very much as ‘players in an international game of territorial
expansion’ (Teng 2004: 11). It does not necessarily follow that similarities
in the technologies of control, including schooling, deployed by European,
Manchu and other early modern empires constitute evidence of direct
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cross-cultural policy borrowing (although some borrowing did take place).
Rather, as Hostetler argues with respect to cartography, the convergence
in patterns of activity and techniques ‘can best be explained as independent yet interrelated responses to global conditions similarly affecting these
world powers’ (2001: 4).
Thus it was to indigenous precedents, including those of the Ming
border officials, that proconsuls on the Qing frontiers typically referred.
Rowe’s study of one such official, Chen Hongmou, active in Yunnan during the Yongzheng reign (1722–35), underlines the Confucian elements
in his approach, while drawing numerous comparisons with the mission
civilisatrice of later European colonialists. Chen’s goal of transforming
localistic customs (difang fenghua) through the process of jiaohua ‘presupposed the universal applicability of Chinese social and religious values’.
In this respect, continues Rowe, ‘Chinese assumptions of a “civilising mission” in the southwest differ little from those of Europeans in, for example, nineteenth-century Africa; indeed, in this as in other respects, the
Chinese got there first’ (Rowe 1994: 420). Chen emerges as an evangelical Confucian, convinced of a Heaven-bestowed duty to ‘transform and
guide’ (huadao) the benighted natives (leading him later to write of the
need to combat Muslim violations of heavenly principle – tianli – in the
northwest) (p. 419). He felt that bringing about the ‘transformative salvation of individuals’ (huade yiren) would contribute to his own personal
salvation (p. 420). This idealism was not necessarily shared by his Manchu
superiors in Beijing, who ‘spoke somewhat more bluntly of “governance
by education” (zhengjiao)’, nor by the emperor himself, who ‘described
Confucian education as “mind-washing and thought-cleansing” in the
interests of rule’ (p. 420).
Chen’s was among a number of contemporaneous educational programmes pursued by frontier officials in the south and southwest, though
his efforts were perhaps unusually ambitious. He was particularly ingenious
in devising expedients for financing his schools (pp. 432–3), and ensured
that they were not concentrated – as elsewhere in China – just in the main
urban centres, but also established in peripheral and remote regions. As
in Victorian Britain and her overseas colonies, pursuing cultural transformation in peripheral areas was linked to furthering economic integration
with the metropolis, for example through introducing new crops and agricultural techniques. However, this was never tied to any attempt to lend a
vocational dimension to local schooling, whose fundamental aim was ‘seen
very narrowly as, in the words of Chen’s late Ming model Lu Kun, bringing
about “the understanding of moral principles through familiarization with
Chinese characters” (shizi mingli)’ (p. 435). Although the importance of
using native languages for everyday communication was acknowledged by
Chen, Mandarin was the language of instruction in his schools since, ‘like
European colonial administrators he clearly felt “uncivilized” languages
unfit media for moral and literary education’ (p. 439).12 The curriculum
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was to be systematically graduated, with a heavy emphasis on moralising
content.
Schooling was just one instrument of a broader civilising mission
that aimed at transforming customs, laws and habits that deviated from
Confucian norms. As in nineteenth-century Europe, the same rhetoric of
puritanical disapproval was often directed at sloth and depravity among
the lower orders at home, and ‘native’ savagery in the colonies. As Rowe
observes, the ‘process of coerced “civilisation” in the southwest’ was ‘part
of a larger process of elite assertion of cultural hegemony over commoner
populations, Han and non-Han alike’ (p. 421). This involved standardizing systems of law, property and taxation, and cultivating indigenous
propertied elites who would reaffirm ‘the “natural” social hierarchy’ central to these Confucian proconsuls’ conception of their own ‘Chineseness’
(p. 425).13
The role of schooling in Chen’s efforts to transform southwestern
aborigines into Chinese gentlemen was informed by a conviction of their
educability that, while strongly grounded in Confucian orthodoxy, was far
from universally shared among his bureaucratic colleagues. Chen’s declaration that ‘I will never entertain such excuses [for foot-dragging] as “savages will always be savages”’ (Rowe 1994: 429) indicates that such views
were current and needed to be countered. He saw ‘mass literacy training’
(guangxing jiaodu) as a fundamental state function (p. 429), and adopted a
policy of ‘affirmative action’ in an attempt to make sure that aboriginal candidates could compete in civil service examinations (pp. 437–8).14 However,
he does not seem to have supported the patronising practice, pioneered in
Guizhou and elsewhere in the southwest, of introducing special quotas or
separate examinations for non-Han candidates (as the Communists have
done for the national college entrance examination, the gaokao).
Chen’s Yunnan school system was hailed as exemplary in mid-eighteenth-century imperial pronouncements, and cited with admiration by
later reformers (such as those associated with the educational initiatives in
Xinjiang discussed below). However, as Rowe notes, his efforts were unusual
for their ‘intensity and scope’, and as he moved on and the Yongzheng
reign came to an end, official sponsorship for such schemes ‘fizzled out’
(p. 443). Indeed, by 1751 a ‘reverse course’ seems to have taken hold, as
the closure of community schools in non-Han regions of Guizhou was justified with reference to racist attitudes of just the kind Chen had sought to
counter:15
aborigines were congenitally stupid and could not come to understand
propriety the way Han people could; if they learned to read they would
only waste this skill on lewd or heterodox texts; education of aborigines
was in fact a stimulus to seditious movements and thus counter to imperial interests.
(p. 443)
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A renewed push for assimilation in the early nineteenth century, including
the founding of new schools, was quickly abandoned when it was ‘greeted
by the greatest incidence of armed resistance since the 1730s’ (p. 445).
As an exercise in embedding Han culture among Yunnan’s non-Han
population, Rowe concludes that the long-term effects of Chen’s schoolbuilding were decidedly mixed.16 The Yongzheng era was unusual for the
determination with which the emperor himself pursued the ideological as
well as political integration of a still-expanding and yet-to-be-consolidated
empire (Crossley 1999). Under the succeeding Qianlong emperor, what
Darwin terms the ‘Manchu raj’, ‘like other colonial regimes in world history . . . found that the price of stability was alliance with those who enjoyed
local dominance, and the careful avoidance of social or political risk’. From
the mid-eighteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries, the Qing authorities
appear to have relied, like the British in India, on ‘“a limited raj” in which
central government abandoned almost all initiative to local (and usually
conservative) forces’ (Darwin 2008: 132). Aggressive campaigns to impose
Han high culture on all its disparate peoples would have threatened the collaborative foundations of Qing rule in many of the conquered territories. It
was only from the 1840s onwards, when these foundations were imperiled
by external pressure and internal turmoil, that leading officials again began
seriously to contemplate a more concerted strategy of coercive assimilation.
Education and imperial control in late Qing Xinjiang
As it expanded, the Qing imperium evolved a plural political structure
whereby the universal emperor adopted multiple political personalities.
However, after the mid-nineteenth century, this multinational model of
universal emperorship was revised in favour of a more unitary, centralising and sinicising approach. Multiple crises – the Taiping and Nian
rebellions, the Opium Wars of 1839–42 and 1860 and the outright secession of Xinjiang – had brought the dynasty to the brink of total collapse.
It was saved less by its own efforts than by the coordinated local actions
of a cohort of energetic Han Chinese officials, notably Zeng Guofan, Li
Hongzhang and Zuo Zongtang, who organised campaigns against the
rebels (with some Western military assistance and advice). Following the
so-called ‘Tongzhi Restoration’ of 1862–74, the Qing was increasingly
beholden to such officials, under whose guidance it pursued a more sinicising agenda in relation to areas of the empire beyond ‘China Proper’
(Rowe 2011). Attempts to impose cultural uniformity thus occurred in
the context of a China not only more militarised but also more fractured
(Mitter 2013: chapter 2), with the centre permanently weakened vis-à-vis
the armed local satraps with whose support it had seen off the rebels. On
the frontier, many newly empowered Han officials pursued ‘direct rule’
and cultural integration, in place of the hitherto more culturally pluralistic approach to local control.
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After its own rebellion against the Qing in 1864, the overwhelmingly
Muslim Turkic region of Xinjiang was governed as an Emirate by the
Khoqand-based warlord, Yakub Beg. However, between 1877 and 1878, Zuo
Zongtang, fresh from triumphs against the Taiping and Nian, reconquered
Xinjiang for the Qing – astonishing observers who had regarded the Empire
as fatally weakened. The reconquest itself was ‘almost unimpeded’, due to a
mixture of disarray on the part of the Khoqandian high command, and the
disaffection of many Uyghurs with the harsh ‘rebel’ regime (Millward 2007:
130). In 1884 Xinjiang was designated a ‘province’, followed by Taiwan in
1887. Taken together, these initiatives demonstrate, according to Millward,
that ‘provincialisation of the frontier, with the concomitant promotion
of Han migration and implementation of Chinese institutions in areas
with sizeable non-Han populations, was part of the beleaguered dynasty’s
attempt to shore up its position on all frontiers’ (p. 137).
By 1883 there were already seventy-seven free Confucian schools established in urban centres across Xinjiang. ‘If we wish to change [the Muslims’]
peculiar customs,’ declared Zuo, ‘and assimilate them to our Chinese ways
(huafeng), we must found free schools (yishu) and make the Muslim children read [Chinese] books, recognise characters and understand spoken
language’ (quoted in Millward 2007: 142). These schools followed a similar curriculum to those in China Proper – differences consisting mainly of
concessions to the initial inability of many students to speak Chinese: bilingual editions of certain classics and Chinese–Arabic glossaries. Teachers
gave Chinese names to their pupils, most of them sons of Uyghur elites
destined – it was assumed – for future roles as government functionaries.
A later phase of educational innovation followed the Boxer Rebellion of
1900, when modernising reforms were accelerated in a last desperate effort
to save the dynasty. Between 1907 and the fall of the Qing in 1911, modern
schools much like those then being established across the rest of China
arrived in Xinjiang. These adopted a broader curriculum incorporating
(where resources permitted) elements of science, mathematics, geography,
Western history and physical education. By 1911 there were 600 of these, in
villages as well as in larger urban centres, catering to ‘commoner’ as well as
elite students (pp. 143–4).
The later, modernising phase of educational reform in Qing Xinjiang
displays elements of a ‘secondary civilising mission’, but the earlier establishment of Confucian schools for Muslim boys seems harder to categorise in this way. The modern, broadly Western-style schooling introduced
in the early 1900s formed part of wider efforts to remodel Qing China as
a modern nation-state, rejecting key aspects of the traditional curriculum.
However, the earlier programme, far from sidelining Confucian ideology
and the orthodox vision of Chinese civilisation that it underpinned, actively
sought to extend it into a non-Han region. Millward represents this move
as ‘unprecedented’, at least in the context of the Qing, though – as we have
seen – there are precedents in both the Ming and earlier Qing periods.
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Millward also observes that the move to provincialise ‘useless Xinjiang’
(wuyong zhi Xinjiang), and presumably the educational programme that
went with this, were opposed by certain prominent Chinese officials, notably Li Hongzhang (Millward 2007: 136). However, lest this be taken as evidence of how fundamentally ‘un-Chinese’ the colonial programme was, it is
worth recalling that support for colonial ventures was far from monolithic
among Western elites at the time (Porter 2004). Though Li’s opposition
was animated neither by liberal concern for Uyghur rights to self-rule, nor
by respect or admiration for their culture, his worries over the fiscal and
military cost of colonial adventures find numerous echoes in contemporary
Western discourse.17 Intriguingly, Millward (2007) records that Li’s reservations over the Xinjiang venture were expressed in a letter to the Qing
ambassador in London, Guo Songtao.
As Teng shows in her analysis of travel writing about Taiwan, Chinese
literati of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries did not inhabit a sealed
Confucian universe, and were aware of Western imperial expansion in
Asia and North America (Teng 2004). By the end of the nineteenth century, Taiwan itself had been lost to Japanese colonial rule – and indeed
Japanese as well as British colonial practice was important in inspiring the
educational reforms of late Qing frontier officials. But officials did not simply ‘rehearse a derivative colonial discourse’, but ‘half-appropriated, halfinvented measures to serve their own goals’, while drawing on ‘an older
Chinese repertoire of frontier statecraft’ (Wang 2011: 233). In the Tibetan
region of Kham, as in Xinjiang, the last years of the Qing witnessed a massive expansion of Chinese schooling for the indigenous population, as
officials ‘aimed at making the political boundary of the . . . empire coterminous with its cultural demarcation’. And this was perhaps the key shift:
no longer was the Chinese realm to be conceived as a culturally pluralist
empire, but as a single nation, requiring the transformation of all inhabitants into a citizenry sharing a common culture.
Education for ‘minority nationalities’ in a ‘New China’
Post-1949 China has witnessed what might appear to be a classic ‘secondary
civilising mission’ in relation to its ‘minority nationalities’ (shaoshu minzu).
This has precedents in the late Qing initiatives cut short by the dynasty’s
fall in 1911, and in Nationalist pipe-dreams such as Sun Yat-sen’s 1921 programme for The International Development of China, envisaging large-scale
colonisation of Tibet, Mongolia and Xinjiang by Han Chinese (Wells 2001:
45). While the early ‘Han’ nationalists framed their cause as a struggle for
liberation from Manchu oppression, the lure of aggrandisement and strategic calculation led them to assert a ‘Chinese’ claim to Manchu-conquered
frontier territories. Nationalists such as Sun, like Meiji Japan’s modernising
elites (from whom they learnt much), considered possession of an empire
important to the construction of a modern nation capable of dealing on
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equal terms with the dominant Western powers. But whereas for Japan
this entailed acquiring an empire from scratch (largely at the expense of
China), for the Chinese it meant hanging on to the Qing conquests.
The Nationalist regime had no opportunity to realise Sun’s grand ambitions for Tibet, but during the 1930s reformers were active in the southwest –
where they were ‘if anything even less sympathetic than their Confucian
predecessors to the cultural distinctiveness of the aborigines’ (Rowe 1994:
445). They continued the earlier emphasis on the aborigines’ deviant personal habits – though with a decidedly modernist stress on hygiene. The
curriculum stressed the teaching of Guoyu (Mandarin) and the awakening
of national consciousness, with textbooks asserting the racial unity of Han
and Miao as ‘yellow peoples’. However, some officials appeared acutely conscious of the ‘secondary’ aspects of their civilising enterprise, with one noting that ‘while “culture” is what distinguishes men from beasts, and while
Yunnan was clearly less cultured than other parts of China, China as a whole
was similarly less cultured than were Western nations’ (Rowe 1994: 446).
It was left to the Communist regime to pick up in the West where the
Qing had left off, encouraging large-scale Han migration (particularly into
Xinjiang), and massively expanding schooling as an instrument for socialising local ‘minorities’ as citizens of a unified nation-state. Unlike their
imperial predecessors or former Soviet mentors, China’s Communists have
imposed a unitary model of governance, despite adopting the Soviet-style
nomenclature of ‘autonomous’ regions, counties and prefectures (Harrell
1996: 24). And education has in fact been subject to even more stringent
central supervision in many ‘autonomous’ areas than in ‘China Proper’.
The degree to which sinicisation has been pursued in ‘minority’ regions
has varied over time and from region to region, and provision of basic education has generally been bilingual (in the local language and Putonghua,
or Mandarin). However, access to education at senior high school level
and above requires fluency in Putonghua, and university courses other
than those on ‘minority’ literature and history are all taught in Chinese –
regarded as the vehicle for advanced knowledge and ‘culture’ (wenhua)
(Harrell 1996: 25).18 Moreover, the period since 1989, and especially since
the ethnic unrest of 2008–9 in Tibet and Xinjiang, has seen a move towards
more explicitly sinicising policies, along with more rigorous monitoring or
suppression of cultural and religious practice (Law 2012).
In the classroom, students across China work with history and civics
textbooks that feature minimal coverage of non-Han histories and cultures, invariably representing ‘minorities’ as the grateful recipients of
benefits bestowed by the ‘advanced’ Han (Vickers 2006, 2009a). And in
film, the print media and theme parks, ahistorical and exoticising National
Geographic-style depictions proliferate – of alluring ethnic beauties singing and dancing in traditional costume (Gladney 2004). Much of the iconography of minorities-related state propaganda in contemporary China
reflects the influence of Soviet ideology and imagery (see Hirsch 2005).
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The Soviet-inspired principle of equality between cultures or nations
ostensibly differentiated the Communist civilising enterprise from both its
‘Confucian’ and ‘Christian’ (i.e. missionary) predecessors (Harrell 1996:
24–5). However, ‘ingrained prejudice’ on the part of Han elites (p. 25), and
the ‘scientific’ Marxist theory of the five stages of history (categorising many
minorities as ‘feudal’ and backward) (p. 26),19 have in Harrell’s view contributed to the ‘Confucian co-optation of the Communist project’ (p. 25).
Echoing Said (1995), Gladney further argues that the importance attached
by the Chinese state to the project of exoticising and eroticising ‘minority’
others betrays a fundamental insecurity underlying the construction of Han
identity (and superiority) (2004: 258). But depictions of minorities as childlike and dependent, innocent or depraved, savage, sensuous and immoral
clearly predate the period during which China’s civilising mission was subject to Western or Soviet influence.
Not only the attitudes informing the contemporary civilising project, but
also some of the strategies through which it is pursued, have precedents
in China’s imperial past. Preferential quotas for ‘minority’ students in the
national college entrance examinations (Rowe 1994: 437), central government subsidies for schooling in frontier regions (Hostetler 2001: 116) and
the pursuit of assimilation through sending non-Han children to study in
inland regions (p. 117) were all piloted in some form during the Qing era.
Today, the latter practice has mushroomed into an increasingly ambitious
programme of inland (neidi) boarding schools for Tibetan and Uyghur
pupils (Chen 2008) – something contemplated but not implemented by
earlier reformers (Rowe 1994: 446). What distinguishes the Communists
from their ‘Confucian’ predecessors is thus arguably not so much the presence or absence of an ideology of forcible civilising, but the possession of
the resources and governmental apparatus necessary to its pursuit.
However, much scholarship by educational specialists – both Western
and Chinese – on the schooling of ‘minorities’ persists in adopting a fundamentally developmentalist focus, avoiding comparisons with Western colonial experience (Zhu 2007; Chen 2008). Instead, analogies are often drawn
between the challenges of ‘minorities’ education and Western experience
in integrating immigrant populations, framing both as instances of ‘multiculturalism’. A partial exception is Postiglione’s recent work on neidi boarding schools for Tibetans, in which he observes that these ‘adopt a weak and
largely symbolic approach to culturally relevant education for Tibetans’,
while fostering ‘an oppositional culture as a response to the lack of [instruction in] Tibetan history, language and literature’ (Postiglione 2009: 502).
Nevertheless, drawing on extensive interview data, he argues that such
schools ‘have existed over a significant amount of time with as yet little popular resentment’ (p. 506), contrasting this with the resentment in ‘Anglo’
countries against the coercion verging on ‘cultural genocide’ that characterised boarding schools for ‘natives’ there (p. 506). At the same time, it is
evident from his account that most students attending the boarding schools
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for Tibetans hail from relatively elite (often cadre) families, and see these
schools as gateways to relatively high status careers within their home communities – often as teachers. (The same applies to students attending neidi
boarding schools for Uyghurs – see Chen 2008.) The nature of their own
schooling means that those who do become teachers in Tibet are unable
to teach well in Tibetan, but are far better equipped to operate in Chinese
and to deliver the standard curriculum focusing on Han culture, history
and language.
Despite these observations, Postiglione analyses education policy for
China’s minorities primarily within the context of a benign programme
of ‘development’ – or ‘as a practical means to move towards the United
Nations Millennium Development Goals’ (2009: 506). While his explicit
comparisons with Western colonial experience distinguish his analysis from
officially sanctioned Chinese views, by focusing primarily on the educational
‘effectiveness’ of the state’s educational policies in Tibet, rather than on
their function in buttressing an essentially colonial governing arrangement,
he confines the discussion to politically neutral territory. The thrust of his
comparison of neidi boarding schools for Tibetans with ‘Anglo’ imperialist
precedents is to emphasise the striking ‘success’ of the former as a fundamentally benevolent project arousing only minimal indigenous resentment.
But as Postiglione acknowledges, neidi boarding schools are essentially
designed to nurture an elite of teachers, state functionaries and managers.
As the foot soldiers of Chinese-style modernisation, and its primary indigenous beneficiaries, they are being offered a stake in the ongoing mission
to civilise their compatriots. So long as their prospects for further education and employment fulfil the terms of this implicit bargain, resentment
is likely to be subdued – although, as Postiglione also recognises, the education they receive raises expectations that the state may struggle to meet.
For these reasons, neidi boarding schools are best compared not with the
mass kidnap and deracination of aboriginal children in Australia, but with
educational strategies for co-opting or nurturing a comprador class. In colonial India, British-style boarding schools served (as they do today) an indigenous elite eager to provide their offspring with an English literary training and gentlemanly polish in preparation (often) for government service.
Whatever attraction neidi boarding schools hold for Tibetans or Uyghurs
today rests on essentially similar foundations. However, as the British found
in India and elsewhere, the spread of familiarity with the culture of the conquerors can erode as well as uphold their authority. The vaunted British virtues of liberalism and equality before the law were flung in the faces of their
rulers by Indian readers of John Stuart Mill: ‘In offering liberty, Britain had
morally bound itself to bring to its dependent empire not only security and
the rule of law but also the right to self-governance’ (Cain 2012: 572). In
the same way, the rhetoric of shared ‘scientific’ progress and inter-ethnic
‘solidarity’, which suffuses China’s school curriculum, invites Tibetans and
Uyghurs to compare textbook ideal with social reality. The contemporary
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Chinese state thus faces a dilemma common to all practitioners of civilising
missions directed at a colonised ‘other’.
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Education and empire in China – civilising missions past,
present and future
China in the early twenty-first century portrays its civilising project in relation to its various ‘minorities’ in terms highly reminiscent of nineteenthor twentieth-century Western colonial propaganda. Moreover, as Gladney
and others have demonstrated, the narrative of this civilising mission both
taps into and reinforces widespread and deeply rooted assumptions of Han
superiority. Among the Han population, the project of bringing development to ‘backward’ peoples such as Tibetans or Uyghurs enjoys widespread
legitimacy and support, as do coercive measures to secure compliance when
deluded or seditious locals reject the benefits of Chinese rule. To what
extent, then, can Chinese conceptions of the civilising mission be either
distinguished from those of Western imperialists, or (in the contemporary
period) seen as borrowings aimed at demonstrating China’s ‘civilised’ status in terms dictated by the modern West?
The Christian duty to win souls for the church perhaps finds no real
counterpart in Chinese religious tradition, but the religious impulse was a
fitful inspiration for European civilising efforts, and Confucianism too went
through periods of evangelist enthusiasm (e.g. during the mid-Ming). The
crusading economic liberalism of the Victorian era arguably also finds little
echo in Chinese thought and practice, which has tended to accord a prominent role to the state in managing foreign trade. However, free-trade fundamentalism was never universally accepted even in Victorian Britain, let
alone elsewhere in ‘Greater Europe’. Related notions of universal ‘rights’
(including property rights), likewise traceable to Enlightenment attempts
to rationally reorder both human and natural worlds, might also seem
alien to Chinese tradition. Certainly, influential Chinese thinkers have
argued this (see Alitto 1979). But Europe too was home to many fervent
critics of ‘the Enlightenment project’ – from de Maistre to Nietszche, and
Ruskin to Tolstoy, the latter both strong influences on Gandhi. Conversely,
Enlightenment thought was itself a far from purely Western intellectual
artefact. The image purveyed by the Jesuits of China as ‘a beneficient
orderly regime presided over by scholar-administrators’ impressed thinkers
such as Locke and Montesquieu, who contrasted Chinese order and rationalism with the irrationality, obscurantism and corruption of their European
contemporaries (Darwin 2008: 117–18).
Any earlier reverence that European thinkers had had for China’s
civilisation was long forgotten when Western missionaries and traders arrived en masse in the late nineteenth century. In the high noon
of European imperialism, ostensibly ‘Western’ ideas – including liberalism, nationalism, representative government, empirical science and
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Christianity – penetrated China’s mental universe with unprecedented
force and rapidity. Osterhammel suggests that, among these ideas, and in
a sense the vehicle for them, was the notion of a coercive civilising mission
informed by a ‘comprehensive sense of active superiority’ (2006b: 18).20 In
this account, China exchanged a traditional, non-coercive ‘Confucian’ civilising mission for the modern Western model as part of its broader attempt
to ‘self-strengthen’ and establish itself as a great power in a world of nations.
As Chinese factories reverse engineer machinery patented in the West, so
does the Chinese state with the theory and practice of the coercive, development-oriented civilising project.
There is no denying the huge extent of borrowing from overseas that has
informed the development of modern schooling in China, but the sense of
moral and cultural superiority that underpins and legitimises today’s civilising project is neither new nor primarily traceable to Western influences.
Such influences have been readily grafted on to the rootstock of Chinese
‘civilising’ practices that have often been both active and coercive. Just as –
pace Said (1995) – it is hard to generalise regarding ‘Western’ approaches
to relations with the ‘non-West’, so there has never been simply one
authentically ‘Chinese’ way of conceptualising or managing relations with
non-Chinese peoples. But ideas potentially legitimising the pursuit of an
aggressive civilising mission have long been present in China. While Harrell
writes of the ‘Confucian co-optation of the Communist project’ since the
late twentieth century, the extent to which the Communist project actually
grew out of its Confucian predecessor has perhaps been underestimated.
As Rowe puts it:
Centuries before the Chinese empire assumed its celebrated role as
victim of incorporation into a Western-dominated ‘world system’, it was
an established master at imperial domination of peripheral lands and
peoples. As was the case in the West, the processes of political subordination and the redirection of local economies were justified by an
assumption of cultural superiority, prompting simultaneous attempts
to create a ‘culture of deference’ and to foster assimilationist cultural
change.
(1994: 417)
It is what Cohen terms the ‘impact-response’ paradigm for interpreting
modern Chinese history, and the associated dwelling on national victimhood in the face of foreign aggression, that underlies the mischaracterisation of China’s pre-modern civilising project as essentially ‘non-coercive’.
The representation of Chinese identity as ‘Confucian’, and of Confucianism as uniquely ‘harmonious’ – in contrast to an alienating, dehumanising, instrumentalist and violent Western modernity – has been a powerful
theme of Chinese nationalist discourse. Some nationalists (notably Mao
Zedong) in embracing revolutionary violence have been keen to jettison a
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purportedly non-violent Confucianism, but other influential thinkers, such
as the philosopher Liang Shu-ming (Alitto 1979) and the historian Qian
Mu (Qian 1954), have claimed it as the essence of the distinctive Chinese
contribution to human civilisation, and the basis for a reassertion of China’s
spiritual superiority. Since the 1980s, the Communists have veered from the
former position to the latter, repositioning themselves as proud guardians
of the inheritance of ‘five thousand years’ of glorious Chinese civilisation,
and guarantors of a ‘harmonious society’.
Harrell has noted that ‘it would be ironic if a community [Western
anthropologists] dedicated to deconstructing the ethnocentric formulations behind its own colonialism ended up excluding the colonialisms of
other centres [i.e. that of China]’ (Harrell 1996: 36) – an observation that
could be applied with equal force to Western scholars of education in nonWestern contexts. Within China itself, a blindness to Chinese colonialism
stokes the tendency to attribute disruptions to Han-‘minority’ relations to
interference by malevolent outsiders, or to the monstrous ingratitude and
low ‘quality’ of those ‘backward’ compatriots on whom so many benefits
have been bestowed. Media portrayals of and popular responses to the 2008
Tibetan rising and the riots of 2009 in Urumqi, premised on visions of China
as colonised but never colonising, oppressed but never oppressing, reveal
a widespread incapacity or unwillingness among Han Chinese to comprehend the pent-up resentment of their non-Han fellow citizens. Indeed, as
frustration among Uyghurs and Tibetans boils over into acts of violence,
resentment against unwarranted ‘minority’ privileges (e.g. in relation to
college entrance requirements) is becoming an increasingly strong current
in popular Han nationalism (Leibold 2014). And as Rowena He’s chapter
in this volume illustrates, hypersensitivity to Western media criticism of PRC
minorities policy appears especially acute among Chinese students in North
America, perhaps in part because of the ‘ironic’ phenomenon to which
Harrell (1996) alludes.
How can we move beyond the ‘ethnocentric formulations’ that inform
a lopsided vision of colonialism and its implications for politics and identity in contemporary China – and Asia more broadly? Once upon a time,
Marxism offered a framework persuasive to many, not least in China, for
transcending national or civilisational divisions. But in the post-Cold War
era, the Marxist narrative of international class conflict has lost much of its
credibility, even in the still-nominally Communist PRC. As Priestland argues
(2012), the market triumphalism that has meanwhile enthralled global
elites has exacerbated inequality and fuelled instability, providing conditions in which xenophobic militarists, promising the solidarity and strength
of the ‘warrior band’, can accumulate power. Priestland’s narrative of ‘caste
struggle’ provides an alternative way of thinking about global history that
avoids lazy ethno-cultural stereotyping. His castes – the sagely priest, scholar
or official with his emphasis on justice, ritual and order; the military man
with his faith in force and comradeship; and the merchant, characterised
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by values of diligence, self-reliance and competitiveness – are distinguished
not just by socio-economic interest, but by occupational ethos. At the same
time, he stresses that these castes are not closed categories, but in different
times and places have formed various combinations, such as the ‘hard (militaristic) merchants’ of late nineteenth-century European capitalism, or the
‘sage-militarists’ of the Cold War.
For Priestland, ‘Confucian’ China constitutes the quintessential ‘sagely’
state. While acknowledging that Confucian officials could exercise a great
deal of violence,21 he emphasises how ‘the selection of Chinese elites by
exams . . . inevitably gave them a more sagely and less militaristic attitude to
the world than their counterparts elsewhere’ (p. 31). There is much truth in
this observation, though the comparison with ‘elsewhere’ is unduly sweeping. Other, later, empires sought to emulate the extraordinary success of
dynastic China in bureaucratising authority over conquered regions. For
example, the British in India sought regularise their colonial rule in part
by recruiting a civil service through competitive examinations, attempting
to place their authority on a more ‘sagely’ basis. As in China, so in modern
India, the use of examinations to select state officials effectively institutionalises a civilising mission – impelling aspirants to assimilate, or at least perform, the values and beliefs of the established authorities. However empires
are established, they ultimately stand or fall by their capacity to command
adherence to a common set of values, or to provide the basis for a civic
identity that can be widely shared among their culturally and ethnically
disparate inhabitants.
To point to the ‘colonial’ origins of Chinese rule in ‘minority’ regions
is thus not necessarily to argue for a break-up of the Chinese state; as postHapsburg, South Asian and post-Soviet experience demonstrates, imperial
fragmentation can cause as many problems as it solves. Neither empires
nor their associated civilising projects need be seen as inherently illegitimate, but to attain legitimacy their social and political arrangements need
to be seen to offer a reasonable measure of dignity and equity to all major
groups. As Kumar argues in this volume, this means enabling those typically
constructed as ‘objects’ of a metropolitan civilising mission – indigenous
‘natives’, ethnic minorities or rural villagers – to become active participants
in debates over the meaning of civilised modernity in their society. Meeting
such conditions is extremely hard for colonial polities, especially where
settler communities are pitted against indigenous inhabitants, or racism
infects social attitudes and institutions (Osterhammel 2006a). The most
successful civilising missions are, Osterhammel argues, not those directed
at colonial ‘others’, but inner-directed movements of ‘self-civilisation’, such
as British abolitionism or South African national reconciliation – often
embarked upon in response to active challenges from oppressed peoples.
Conditions today in Western China, involving the mass settlement of Han
immigrants, discrimination and intolerance of local cultures and sensibilities, threaten the basis for civility in relations between Han and ‘minority’
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populations, leading Hansen to observe that ‘one result of an education
directed at achieving cultural homogenization may well . . . be fragmentation and increasing focus on ethnic identity’ (1999: 161). The long-term
survival of the Chinese state in its present form may thus depend not on a
continued insistence on cramming ‘minorities’ into neatly labelled ethnic
boxes, but on a ‘self-civilising’ project directed at the majority Han population. This must bring Chinese public opinion to a more profound and
nuanced understanding of China’s relationship with imperialism, and of
conditions in its own restless borderlands – not just in Tibet and Xinjiang,
but also in Taiwan, Hong Kong and elsewhere. Such an understanding is
the essential precondition for reforms to both education and governance
that might make possible truly civilised inter-ethnic relations.

Notes
1 See Buruma and Margalit (2005).
2 For some blatantly ‘self-serving’ expositions of this view, see the discussion
among Japanese commentators (Ogura et al.) in the September 2013 issue of
the magazine Bungei Shunju, cited in Vickers (2014).
3 (As Osterhammel (2006a) notes, this drive to universalise legal norms and the
‘free market’ has continued down to the present day, finding echoes in the
European Union’s dealings with Turkey.)
4 Darwin (2008) accords America a more central role in promoting ‘a conjectural
history of progress in which Europe had reached the highest stage’, through the
shock that its discovery delivered to the European intellect, as well as the enormous economic resources it supplied to ‘Greater Europe’; these were crucial to
Europeans’ discovery by the late eighteenth century of ‘their capacity to impose
radical change upon other societies’ (p. 209).
5 Though Darwin (2008) sees Russia as far more integral to the rise to global preeminence of ‘Greater Europe’, and disputes the view of it as a ‘semi-periphery
power’ – despite its ‘very partial economic transformation along Western lines’
and the persistent struggle between ‘Westernisers’ or ‘modernisers’ and groups
such as Slavophiles or narodniks who ‘at various times denounced Russia’s subordination to an alien (Western) culture (p. 119). Russian ‘official culture,’
Darwin writes, ‘proclaimed a sense of the imperial civilizing mission that was just
as strong as anything found in Britain or France – where there were also dissident movements that rejected the aggressive expansionist message of imperialist
modernity’ (p. 119). Darwin sees Russia as ‘the terrestrial vanguard of European
expansion into Asia’, with a part in the creation of the ‘modern world system’ in
place by 1900 that was ‘second to none’ (p. 119).
6 Essentially consonant with the position outlined here is David Priestland’s representation of traditional China as a quintessentially ‘sagely’ polity (2012) – see
the conclusion to the present chapter.
7 In this respect, Osterhammel’s argument undergoes a subtle change – with an
earlier draft of his paper (though dated later: 2006b) more reliant on Wang, and
presenting a stronger case for Chinese exceptionalism, than the formally published draft (2006a). This shift is attributable to his reading of Perdue (2005),
who is cited in the latter work, but not the former.
8 The voyages coincided with the construction of the Forbidden City in Beijing as
well as with the Chinese occupation of Vietnam.
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9 Rowe notes that ‘like other expanding metropolitan civilizations, the Chinese
found it convenient to denegrate peripheral cultures as sexually lax, and the
Han conquest of southern China over two millennia had regularly featured the
forced imposition of the patriarchal family and kinship system (tsung-fa). (Rowe
1994: 424).
10 ‘Here there are still people who do not have a calendar, who do not have officials and superiors, who go about naked, and who use a string for calculations’
(quoted in Teng 2004: 60), ‘but they eat their fill and amuse themselves, happy
and contented; what use would they have for clever people?’ (p. 63).
11 Ding travelled to Taiwan in 1847 and 1871, and his ‘Brief Record of the Eastern
Ocean’ (Dongying zhilue) was published around 1873.
12 As, for example, in Macaulay’s notorious disparagement of Indian languages
and learning in his ‘Minute’ of 1835.
13 There are perhaps parallels here with the ‘ornamentalism’ that animated
attempts by nineteenth-century British aristocrats to co-opt, bolster or reinvent
in colonial contexts forms of ‘traditional’ authority characterised by the kind
of order, deference and social hierarchy whose erosion in the metropolis they
lamented (Cannadine 2001).
14 With considerable success, according to Rowe – though the successful candidates tended to be permanently lost to their local communities through a
process of ‘brain drain’, and thus did little to contribute to the establishment
of a Confucian-educated hierarchy among their own people (1994: 444). In the
twentieth century, education levels in the southwest, particularly among nonHan peoples, remained considerably lower than elsewhere in China.
15 The schools were derided as ‘pottery dogs’ (taochuan) – all bark and no bite
(Rowe 1994: 443).
16 The sinification programme in Qing Yunnan seems to have taken hold differentially, and ‘where cultural change did occur, it was less likely to bring with it any
significant process of “civilization” than one of cultural demoralization and disintegration’ (Rowe 1994: 445) – for example, among the Na-khi tribe of Yunnan’s
northwestern Tibetan borderland (a process familiar among indigenous groups
in other areas of the world subjected to similar efforts at incorporation). Rowe
concludes that:
it seems on balance that the political and economic incorporation of the eighteenth century was not matched by any significant degree of ethnic assimilation.
In the early nineteenth century, a renewed wave of assimilationist measures was
launched (including new school foundings), only to be greeted by the greatest
incidence of armed resistance since the 1730s. Subsequent drives took place
during the early twentieth-century New Policies era and under the Nationalists
in the 1930s. (p. 445)
17 Criticisms of empire on grounds of cost or waste were a key element in the
Cobdenite argument against imperial expansion in nineteenth-century Britain.
Porter quotes the 1865 Report of the Select Committee on Africa (Western Coast), which
‘deprecated “the needless employment of English officers and military on such
a shore as costly to this country”’ (Porter 2004: 16).
18 Harrell describes meeting Han experts on the Yi (a ‘minority’ in southwest China)
who speak nothing of the Yi language, and recounts a visit to a Sani village in
Yunnan during which one of his Han companions declared that ‘what these people need is culture’ – meaning ‘culture in the classical sense of wenhua, the literary
transformation that brings forth civilization’ (Harrell 1996: 25). These disparaging
attitudes towards minority languages and cultures recall T.B. Macaulay’s notorious
strictures on Indian languages and literature (see note 12 above).
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19 Yu Haibo (2014) reports that many Han university administrators continue to
see ‘minorities’ as ‘backward’ (p. 337). She also notes that ‘ethnic songs and
dance are the chief representations of ethnic minorities on university campuses’
(p. 332), without commenting on how this convention might relate to the stereotyping of ‘minorities’.
20 In the published text of his lecture (2006a: 8), Osterhammel alters this to ‘a
comprehensive Sendungsbewusstsein, a general propensity to universalize the
self’. This is perhaps in part attributable to the shift, noted above (see note 7) in
his treatment of China in relation to the civilising mission, apparently due to his
reading of Perdue (2005). Whereas ‘a comprehensive sense of active superiority’
is clearly something that China’s elites have long held in relation to neighbouring ‘barbarians’, whether this amounted to ‘a general propensity to universalize
the self’ is arguably more debatable. I would argue, however, that the desire of
any elite to ‘universalize the [civilisational] self’ is intimately related to perceptions of its capacity actually to do so.
21 Including, as Priestland (2012) astutely notes, the ‘symbolic’ as well as physical
variety. Among the foremost victims of institutionalised oppression in China, as
in many other pre-modern societies, were women.
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National versus post-national
citizenship education in contemporary
Chinese and Japanese social studies
curricula
Caroline Rose
Citizenship curricula across the world have traditionally focused on the
nation and national institutions, values and legacies as a means of legitimising the nation-state. However, the emergence of alternative institutions (for
example, regional and supra-national governance structures) and multiple
forms of citizenship have presented a challenge to the traditional, nationfocused, approaches to citizenship education, and prompted much debate
in the 1990s and 2000s about the need for, and nature of, ‘post-national’
curricula in a globalising world. Global citizenship education discourses
found their way into Japanese and Chinese educational circles in the 1990s
and 2000s as both countries undertook major reforms of their education
systems, and policy documents and debates about curriculum content and
the need for new pedagogical approaches echoed the language circulating
in the international arena. New curriculum guidelines implemented in the
first decade of the twenty-first century in both China and Japan emphasised the need to develop in students a global outlook, an awareness of, and
respect for, other cultures and races, and an understanding of global issues.
The coverage of such elements appeared to reflect increasing emphasis
on extra-national perspectives, global interdependence, notions of transnational citizenship, regional and global political structures and universal
human rights – as opposed to a ‘traditional’ focus on patriotism and the
rights and obligations of national citizens (Davies et al. 2005: 75). However,
the extent to which Chinese and Japanese curricular changes imply any
fundamental adoption of post-national values is questionable.
This chapter considers the ways in which ideas about global citizenship
and global values featured in policy documents since the early 2000s have
been interpreted in Chinese and Japanese primary and middle school
social studies textbooks. It notes in particular that while new textbooks contain, on the whole, more reference to global or international norms, values
and themes than previous versions, this has involved no discernible dilution of the established emphasis on national citizenship and traditional culture and values. While there is an acknowledged need at the policy level to
develop an awareness of global connectedness and interaction, it also seems
clear that the globalisation discourse has been pressed into service in both
countries to reinforce an understanding of what it means to be a national
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citizen in a rapidly changing international environment. Stressing the need
for a national response to the challenges and threats of a globalising world
serves to buttress the legitimacy and role of the state.
Kariya and Rappleye refer to the way in which invoking ‘imagined
effects’ of globalisation on Japanese education has served to justify policies of dubious relevance to global forces and factors: policy responses are
selective and get ‘wrapped up in competing political agendas, pre-existing
policy problematiques, and dramas of power’ (2010: 33). This ‘imagined’ or
‘framed’ interaction with the global has guided Japan’s education debates
in a number of areas, in particular around questions relating to creativity versus academic standards; and the need to bolster Japanese identity
(2010: 34). Similar responses can be seen in China, where policy makers
have advocated the cultivation of creativity and independent thinking to
equip students for engagement with the global knowledge economy, while
also maintaining an emphasis on socialisation into uncritical patriotism and
the need to reinforce traditional culture and values in the face of global
influences. The central elements of Chinese and Japanese national identity share significant commonalities, reflected in textbook content in both
countries. Wirth observes that Chinese national identity takes two simultaneous forms: consciousness of victimhood (stemming from Japan’s invasion
and atrocities),1 enabling China to ‘regain its social and moral legitimacy
within an international society which is still differentiated between core and
periphery’; and status as a developing country able to justify ‘protective economic policies and tight political leadership’ (2009: 476). Japan too has
nurtured a sense of its special victimhood (symbolised by the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki), which has underpinned post-war pacifism
and economism, while fundamentally rupturing consciousness of the links
between contemporary Japan and its pre-war past, widening the country’s
‘ideational distance from East Asia’ (Wirth 2009: 477).
Focusing on compulsory schooling (primary and middle school, grades 1
to 9), this chapter begins by outlining the education reforms in China and
Japan in the 1990s and early 2000s, before considering specific changes to
the intended curricula for social studies. It then looks at how these changes
were translated into school textbooks. Citizenship education in both countries is officially supposed to permeate the entire school curriculum, not
just the social studies and moral education subject curricula. However, for
the purposes of comparison the focus here falls primarily on those sections
of the curricula for these subjects dealing with global citizenship themes:
learning about other cultures and countries (specifically China and Japan
as the ‘Other’); learning about their countries’ status and role in the world;
and the implications of global issues for Chinese or Japanese citizens.

Education reforms
Japanese and Chinese education policies underwent significant reforms
in the late 1990s/early 2000s. In common with many other societies,2 the
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citizenship curriculum became a key focus of attention for educators and
policymakers concerned to reconfigure the representation of citizen–state
relations in a world no longer conditioned by the stark but familiar ideological cleavages of the Cold War era. In both Japan and China, the need
to respond to internal and external pressures, and to social and moral crises arising from those pressures, led to greater emphasis on patriotic and
moral education. Drawing on longstanding (and broadly shared) assumptions concerning the socialising role of schooling (Vickers 2009), socially
conservative bureaucratic elites took up with renewed vigour the task of
creating responsible, loyal citizens with a strong sense of self- and national
identity, and with a solid understanding of each country’s long and illustrious past, its customs, values and traditions, and its international role and
status.
Reforms in Japan
Japan’s education system, in the 1980s widely viewed as a model for other
countries to emulate (Rappleye 2007), was by the mid-1990s deemed by
many within the country itself to be failing.3 Problems of ‘examination hell’,
high drop-out rates, bullying and student suicides, in the context of a postbubble recession and rapid demographic ageing, sparked vigorous debate
over how best to regenerate the education system to equip Japan with a
workforce geared to cope with a globalising economy. One outcome was
a move in 1998 to adopt a more ‘relaxed’ approach to education: yutori
kyo-iku. This involved reducing school hours and offering students more
choice of subjects, with the aim of fostering creativity, problem-solving skills
and a ‘zest for living’. However, the new approach was greeted with scepticism by parents, teachers and students, not least since it was accompanied
by no significant reform in the syllabuses for all-important public examinations. The results of the 2003 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) survey, which saw Japan slip from eighth to fourteenth place in
students’ reading ability, appeared to vindicate the sceptics. These ‘shock’
results sparked a media frenzy:
Swayed by the rising conservative discourse that identified lack of discipline, competition, and patriotism in schools as the source of low learning motivation, the media participated in the further propagation of
moral panic over students’ educational performance.
(Takayama 2008: 398)
In turn, this PISA shock smoothed the path for policies that might otherwise not have been implemented. It certainly paved the way for a u-turn on
yutori kyo-iku, with subsequent years witnessing a steady refocusing on academic achievement and education for a putative ‘new era’, with conservative policies in the ascendant. This trend away from the neo-progressivism
of the 1990s has been backed by a self-labelled neo-liberal, but effectively
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neo-conservative, movement led by such groups as Fujioka Nobukatsu’s
Atarashii Rekishi kyo-kasho o Tsukuru Kai (Japanese Society for History
Textbook Reform). Policy documents have referred to ‘wavering values’,
a ‘loss of self-confidence . . . ethical view and sense of social mission’ (CCE
2003: 3), and the need to ‘deepen understanding of the traditions and culture of one’s own country and region’ in the face of challenges posed by
globalisation (p. 5). Championed by Abe Shinzo-, Prime Minister in 2006–7
(then again from 2012), standard bearer for ‘a beautiful Japan’ (utsukushii
kuni Nihon), the education reforms of the 2000s witnessed the revision of
the Fundamental Law of Education in 2006, and the introduction of a new
Course of Study in 2008.4
Reforms in China
By the 1990s, the negative side-effects of China’s marketising reforms – including social inequality, rising corruption, ‘money worship’ and ‘extreme individualism’ (Law 2011: 105) – were beginning to threaten the credibility of the
socialist system and the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).
Faced with mounting pressures in the late 1980s and early 1990s (with the
Tiananmen crackdown followed by the collapse of state socialism in Europe
and the USSR), the CCP undertook wholesale reform of the educational system. National education laws were enacted, behavioural codes promulgated
and a patriotic education campaign launched with the aim of shoring up
the party’s legitimacy. But at the same time, the concept of ‘quality education’ (suzhi jiaoyu) emerged as a guiding principle of educational reform.
Suzhi jiaoyu ostensibly aimed to ‘deliver a rounded education (moral, intellectual, physical and aesthetic) to each child, to nurture individual strengths
and improve areas of weakness, and to ensure psychological and social wellbeing’ (Jones 2002: 561–2). It impacted not just on curriculum content but
also on modes of delivery and assessment, and aimed to replace the outdated
methods of rote learning geared towards an exam-dominated system with
active and student-centred learning aimed at encouraging discussion, critical
thinking and creativity. The implementation of the Guidelines on Chinese
Basic Education Curriculum Reform from 2001 led to the production of a
new set of curriculum standards across all school subjects, piloted from 2001.
The 2001 reform was in fact partly inspired by Japan’s yutori kyo-iku movement
of the 1990s (though the debt went largely unacknowledged) (Vickers and
Yang 2013), but suzhi jiaoyu confronted tensions similar to those that had
bedevilled its Japanese counterpart – not least the persistence of an unreformed system of high-stakes public examinations, and a predilection on the
part of the political and bureaucratic establishment for the promotion of a
decidedly uncritical form of patriotism.
Citizenship education in post-1949 China has consistently incorporated
political, ideological and moral elements, but has undergone various shifts
in orientation: the overwhelmingly political approach of the Mao era was
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succeeded after 1978 by a dual emphasis on politics and morals, with overt
political content further diluted after 1993. Since 2001, official curricular
documents have also called for an emphasis on psychological health and
good moral qualities (Zhong and Lee 2008). However, while Zhong
and Lee suggest that moral education has been decoupled from ideological and political education in the current phase, as symbolised by the retitling at primary level of the Sixiang Pinde (Thought and Values) textbooks
to Pinde yu Shenghuo (Values and Life) for grades 1 and 2, and Pinde yu
Shehui (Values and Society) for grades 3 to 6, politics in fact remains ‘in
command’ in the early twenty-first century as it was in the twentieth.5 As
Law points out:
the CPC has a political bottom line in its revisions of the curriculum
and textbooks for socialist citizenship education and . . . it has persistently used education as a socio-political tool for social stability and
legitimating its leadership.
(2011: 23)
Indeed, in the early 2000s, the Communist Party and State Council considered the strengthening of school moral education to be a particularly urgent political task. The ‘Opinions on Further Strengthening and
Improving Primary and Secondary School Moral Education Work to Adapt
to the New Situation’, published in 2000, talked of ‘challenges to and problems among youth, education generally, and moral education in particular’
(Fairbrother 2006: 4–5), and the 2004 ‘Opinions on Further Strengthening
and Improving the Development of Ideology and Morals among Minors’
flagged up the various social ills seen as having accompanied the development of the socialist market economy, including ‘money worship, hedonism and extreme individualism’ (Qiang and Fairbrother 2006: 77). Schools
were accused of not having adapted their work to changes in the domestic
and international situation, or to ‘young people’s physical and psychological development’ and were tasked with undertaking ‘vivid and lively educational activities inside and outside school’ (pp. 44–7). This, as far as policy
makers were concerned, would be accomplished through the implementation of the new curriculum, discussed in the next section.

Reform of the citizenship curriculum
Here I consider the changes made to citizenship curricula in the 1990s–2000s,
before illustrating how these have been translated into textbook content.
Both countries have a highly centralised and rigorously controlled textbook authorisation system. The respective ministries of education (MoE)
issue guidelines in the form of Curriculum Standards in China (kecheng
biaozhun)6 and the Course of Study in Japan (gakushu- shido- yo-ryo-). Textbook
publishers then commission manuscripts on the basis of the guidelines, and

88 Caroline Rose

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

submit these to the MoE for authorisation. Only textbooks authorised by
the MoE are cleared for use in schools. Limited textbook liberalisation in
China since the 1990s means there is now a choice of materials from different publishers, though those produced by the People’s Education Press
tend still to dominate the market. In Japan, there are seven or eight textbook publishers who regularly submit manuscripts for authorisation, with
Tokyo Shoseki the market leader for Social Studies.
Japanese curriculum reform
The primary social studies curriculum had remained largely unchanged
in Japan since the late 1970s, with the 1977 and 1989 Courses of Study
(hereafter CoS) for year 6 outlining the same (three) objectives, of which
the first and second are relevant here. The first stipulated the need for an
understanding of ‘the contribution made to the development of the state
and society of our ancestors and our cultural legacy’; and to cultivate an attitude (in 1989 this changed to ‘feeling’) which ‘values our country’s history
and culture’. The 1998 CoS added a ‘patriotic clause’ – ‘to cultivate feelings
of love of country which value our country’s history and culture’. This was
retained in the 2008 CoS.7
The second objective is concerned with developing an understanding of
political life in Japan, and with fostering awareness of Japan’s international
role and of what it means to be a ‘Japanese person in the world’ (sekai
no naka no Nihonjin) (1977 CoS). In 1989 this was expanded to include
an understanding of countries with which Japan had close links. The 1998
CoS replaced the clause about raising self-awareness as ‘a Japanese person
in the world’, with ‘raising awareness of the importance of living together
with peoples of the world as peace-seeking [wishing] Japanese’. The 2008
CoS maintained this objective. The constant theme is a focus on students as
national citizens – their encounters with the world are envisaged as refracted
through the lens of their Japanese identity. The 1977 introduction of the
phrase ‘Japanese person in the world’ was prompted by a Central Council
for Education report, which had raised concerns about the expansion of
international exchange and mass media, seen as bringing ‘instability to our
value systems’ (cited in Lincicome 2009: 133). This ‘dilemma’ over the challenges of internationalisation would resurface in the 1980s, under Prime
Minister Nakasone, and in the debates of the 1990s and early 2000s.
At middle school, the Ko-min (Civics) curriculum aims to foster understanding of Japan’s territory and history, awareness of the rights and duties
of a citizen, and a commitment to international peace (1989 CoS). The
1989 CoS states that students:
should understand state sovereignty, territory and international organisations and exchange, as well as being made conscious of the importance of upholding peace and promoting the welfare of humankind,
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of mutual respect for sovereignty and cooperation between states, and
mutual understanding and cooperation between people; and they
should be made to think about Japan’s role in international society.
They should also deepen their understanding of Japan’s pacifist constitution. In the 1998 CoS, reference to Japan’s role in international society is
omitted, but there is a new stipulation regarding the need to tackle problems related to the environment, resources and energy. The 2008 CoS sees
a return of the reference to Japan’s role in international society, in addition
to a reference to Japan’s international contribution, within the context of
security and defence. Greater emphasis is placed on fostering a cooperative
attitude in the interests of world peace and making students understand
the importance of such issues as environmental protection and poverty. A
new section on creating a better society is added, underlining the need to
promote ‘sustainability’.
Chinese curriculum reform
As noted above, revisions to China’s Curriculum Standards for moral education in the early 2000s took place as part of broader reforms aimed at moving away from rote-learning and ‘examination hell’ towards ‘quality education’ (suzhi jiaoyu). The introduction of the new curriculum was described
as a completely new and radical reform of the moral education curriculum, aimed at ‘guid[ing] children’s lives and help[ing] them to develop
moral characteristics that are essential for the modernisation of China and
development of Chinese society’ (Lu and Gao 2004: 499). The curriculum
includes four ‘values dimensions’ corresponding to children’s developmental progress from the family circle outwards to school, then community and
finally to China and the world: a ‘concentric’ framework that is also found
in Japanese primary textbooks. A key stated aim was to create textbooks
more relevant to children’s lives – in contrast to the dry didacticism of earlier teaching materials. The style of the new books was markedly different
from that of their predecessors, ostensibly aiming to engage students in a
‘conversation’ about values and society and encouraging interaction and
discussion within and beyond the classroom (Lu and Gao 2004: 505).8
The general aims of the 2004 Curriculum Standards for Pinde yu Shehui
are:
to promote the development of good moral values and sociability,
to familiarise students with society and to [help them] participate in
society and fit into society [in a spirit of] love and responsibility –
laying the basis for a well-behaved socialist citizenry with individual
qualities.
(Quanrizhi yiwu jiaoyu pinde yu shehui
kecheng biaozhun, 2004)
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The Standards also aim to develop feelings and values including: ‘love of
country, treasuring our country’s history and cultural traditions, respect for
different cultures in different countries, and developing an international
consciousness’. In addition, students are to ‘love nature, feel grateful for
what nature has given humankind, and start to form an awareness of the
environment’.
The knowledge base required by students at this level is defined as
encompassing: the origins of China’s good traditions and its people’s spirit,
major historical events of national importance, the establishment of New
China and the great achievements of ‘our country’s’ construction. With
respect to the new global dimension of the curriculum, students should
understand ‘some important developments in world history and different
lifestyles and customs of other countries, and be aware of the significance
of getting along with different groups and peoples’. This curricular theme
is introduced partially in grades 3 and 4, but receives particular emphasis
in grade 6, under the theme of ‘getting closer to the world’ (zoujin shijie).
Law argues that this element is ‘more clearly expressed and more systematically structured’ than under previous curricular revisions, but also points
out that the weighting of the global element falls far short of that of the
national element (eight topics as opposed to 48 topics) (2011: 111).
The Curriculum Standards for Sixiang Pinde (grades 7–9) build on
the primary curriculum, and aim to help students raise their moral level,
develop healthy psychological qualities, establish a consciousness of the
legal system, and strengthen their sense of social responsibility and skills
of social engagement. The global element is alluded to intermittently
throughout. In characteristically clunking jargon, the formal curriculum
guide proclaims the importance of teaching students to:
respect codes of conduct, and pursue higher moral objectives, to
enhance the national spirit, create the common ideal of socialism with
Chinese characteristics, gradually develop a correct world outlook and
perspective on life and values, and lay a foundation for students to
become good citizens with ideals, morals, culture and discipline.
(Quanrizhi yiwu jiaoyu sixiang pinde
kecheng biaozhun, 2003)
In the sub-section outlining values, attitudes and feelings, the Standards
stipulate that students should ‘love the socialist motherland, love peace,
possess a world outlook’ and should have ‘a love and appreciation of nature
and environmental protection’; the ‘knowledge’ they are expected to
acquire encompasses ‘the country’s national conditions, course, and policies’, as well as ‘the world situation’. In detailing content for a sub-topic on
‘China in the world’, the Standards state that students should: ‘understand
contemporary world developments, know about our country’s role and status in the world and the challenges and opportunities it faces, strengthen
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a consciousness of hardship, establish a global mindset, and uphold world
peace’ (2003). Tse has observed that, although the national element is still
core, the global dimension of citizenship education has become ‘more salient, . . . [is] considerably expanded, systematically structured and clearly
expressed’, especially when translated into textbook content (2011: 175).

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

Comparing curricula
A number of common themes emerge from this overview of Chinese and
Japanese curricular changes. In both countries, official curricula have
increasingly emphasised the nation’s role in international society, underlining its contributions to world peace. Both also refer to universal norms and
values regarding the environment, global problems (e.g. poverty, conflict)
defined in highly general terms, and the need for sustainable development.
But both have simultaneously accorded enhanced emphasis to the importance of love of country, tradition, culture and values.
Another commonality is the absence of specific curricular references to
Asia or the East Asian region. Parmenter notes in the Japanese case that
‘nowhere in the curriculum do students have the opportunity to consider
themselves as Asians’. Beyond the nation, the only identity or citizenship
approved in education policy is ‘as a Japanese person in international society’ (2006: 16). Similarly, the Chinese curriculum leaps from stipulations
regarding China-related content to discussion of ‘the world situation’,
omitting specific reference to Asia. A recent Japanese middle school textbook refers to the deepening of regional ties through such organisations
as ASEAN Plus Three (APT), but explains that the ‘diversity of languages,
cultures and history in East Asia’ has made the creation of a unified body
difficult (Atarashii Shakai: Ko-min (2005: 157). The 2012 edition of the same
text refers briefly to former Prime Minister Hatoyama Yukio’s proposal for
an East Asian Community (Higashi Ajia kyo-do-tai) (Atarashii Shakai: Ko-min
2012: 155). On the whole, however, neither Chinese nor Japanese primary
and middle school textbooks attempt to articulate any sort of ‘East Asian’
identity.
This undoubtedly reflects the complexities the concept presents for
East Asians themselves, as well as the legacy of Japan’s violent and disastrous attempt to construct a ‘Great East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere’ in the
1930s–1940s. As Sun Ge suggests, Chinese society displays a ‘lack of consciousness for Asia’ (2011: 9), while Japan struggles, because of its history,
with the very ‘question of how East Asia should be narrated’ (2011: 19).
The legacy of Japan’s past is acknowledged in the 2012 Atarashii Shakai:
Ko-min textbook, which observes that a European-style community would
be difficult to establish given Japan’s colonial and wartime past, and the
consequent damage and unbearable suffering inflicted on East and South
East Asia. This history, the text reminds students, must not be forgotten
(Atarashii Shakai: Ko-min 2012: 171).9 At the same time, however, other
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unresolved regional problems are highlighted, involving Japan’s relations
with North Korea (missiles and the abduction issue) and Russia (the disputed Northern Territories). These references imply that the development
of an East Asian community is impeded not just by uncomfortable historical
memories, but by the threatening and intransigent behaviour of some of
Japan’s neighbours (Atarashii Shakai: Ko-min 2012: 171).
The global dimension of citizenship education in both countries thus
appears firmly embedded in, or subservient to, the traditional ‘nation-state’
model. In the Chinese case, Law highlights a renewed emphasis on ‘Chinese virtues’, purportedly rooted in ‘past cultural traditions’, as part of
the reframing of socialist citizenship since the 1990s (2006: 604). Furthermore, despite references to international society (in Japan) or the need
to develop a global outlook (in China), this is typically tackled very much
from the point of view of the national citizen, and is accorded comparatively
little space in the overall curriculum. Parmenter (1999a) describes a highly
nationalised representation of self versus a restricted or limited knowledge
of ‘the Other’ in Japanese textbooks in which messages concerning Japan’s
uniqueness and cultural homogeneity are constantly reinforced. Similarly,
Tse argues that cultural nationalism forms the basis of new textbook content, with an emphasis on Chinese civilisation, traditions, culture and values, intended to reinforce students’ patriotic commitment and identification, first and foremost, with zuguo, the ‘fatherland’ (2011: 172). The next
section considers the treatment of global themes in a sample of Chinese
and Japanese textbooks to identify the extent to which the ‘nation’ dominates, how each country is portrayed in the other’s texts, and how (if at all)
an Asian dimension is constructed or articulated.

Textbooks compared
Learning about other cultures – China and Japan as each other’s ‘Other’
The top-selling primary social studies textbook in Japan is Tokyo Shoseki’s Atarashii Shakai.10 The series consists of eight books covering grades
1 to 6 (with years 5 and 6 each having two volumes). While the grade 5
textbooks discuss Japan’s international economic dealings to a certain
extent, it is only at grade 6 that the curriculum deals in any detail with
issues beyond Japan’s own borders. The first of the two grade 6 volumes is
devoted to Japanese history, from its agrarian origins through to contemporary Japan, and the second is divided equally into a unit on Japanese
politics and society, and a 30-page unit on ‘Japan in the world’. Similarly,
in China’s sixth-grade Pinde yu Shehui textbook (volume 1) students are
taken on a 26-page ‘trip around the world’, which follows a lengthy exposition (82 pages) of national history, charting China’s journey towards
civilisation, its ‘century of humiliation’ and its rapid contemporary
development.11
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The 2005 edition of Atarashii Shakai features a general introduction to
the section on ‘Japan in the world’ encouraging students to think about culture and customs that have come from overseas. Examples include fast food
and theme parks from America, and kanji and Buddhism from China and
Korea. There follow sub-sections by country on the US and South Korea
(four pages each); Saudi Arabia and China (two pages each); and Brazil
and the EU (one page each).
Pinde yu Shehui (Grade 6, volume 1) (2005)12 contains fairly brief descriptions (one paragraph each) of some of the countries neighbouring China,
starting with Singapore, India, Mongolia (p. 85), Japan, Nepal and Indonesia (p. 86), before going into slightly more detail on each of these in subsequent pages. This ‘journey around the world’ is effectively a whistle-stop
tour taking in the customs, greetings, festivals, architecture and cultures of
over a dozen countries and cities. At eighth grade more space is allocated
to learning about foreign cultures and customs so as to render students
accomplished ‘global villagers’, though this is tempered by the need also to
recall China’s own cultural heritage and contribution to the world (Sixiang
pinde (Grade 8, volume 1) 2008: 54, 63–4).
Of particular interest here, however, is the attention given to China
in Japan’s textbooks, and vice versa. Atarashii Shakai 6 describes Chinese
people’s lifestyles and what Japan has gained from China. We are told
that ‘Kenta’ (one of the cartoon characters who accompanies the reader
through the textbook) has been finding out about the links between Japan
and the PRC:
Many Japanese customs and food have come from China. Nowadays
lots of electrical goods, vegetables and clothes are exported to Japan.
Japan also produces cars, electrical goods, etc. in Chinese factories.
China’s economy is growing extremely quickly now, attracting attention from around the world.
(2005: 44)
There are four drawings of items that came from China (tea, Chinese characters, dumplings and Chinese medicine), and a large photographic image
of the Great Wall.
The following page has a message from a Chinese student who tells us
about his life:
‘Hello everyone, my name is To- A.’13 I live in Chongqing in a village in
the west of China. My family is a farming family with 6 people. In the
mornings, I have rice gruel and go to school. The school I go to has
4 groups with 50 in each group. Table tennis is very popular among
young people. When I get home from school I do things to help out
around the farm and house, such as looking after the animals.
(2005: 45)
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Accompanying the text are photographs of a Chinese primary school class,
children playing table tennis and a family having a meal (seated around a
Western-style dining table). The same page also features larger photographs
of Shenzhen, a Chinese-made car, Beijing’s Forbidden City (described as ‘a
symbol of China’ – without elaboration) and Guilin (2005: 45).14
The introductory description of Japan in Pinde yu Shehui (Grade 6,
volume 1) is similarly essentialised and stereotypical:
Japanese people like flowers, particularly cherry blossoms. Whether it’s
in a bustling city, a calm ancient capital, or a simple village, in March
and April every year you can see the cherry blossoms blooming. Men
and women, old and young gather underneath the pink and white blossoms to sing and dance and celebrate the cherry blossom festival.
(2005: 86)
The following page is devoted to a more in-depth consideration of Japanese
cultural characteristics, encouraging students to think about what the cultural differences of each country say about the rich and varied nature of ‘eastern culture’ (dongfang wenhua; emphasis added). Three artefacts represent
Japanese culture: wooden houses, the kimono and sashimi. We are told
that in the past the majority of Japanese people lived in wooden houses,
which were deemed particularly safe in typhoon and earthquake-prone
areas. Regarding the kimono, the text explains that, although nowadays
Japanese wear modern dress, traditional costume is still worn on certain
formal occasions. The last section tells us that Japanese people love to eat
fish, sashimi in particular, which must be fresh and unpolluted. Finally,
students are asked to consider other Japanese customs, and whether Japan
and China share any similarities.
Both Chinese and Japanese textbooks (Atarashii Shakai 6 (2005) and
Pinde yu Shehui (Grade 6) (2005)) adopt a very similar approach – focusing
on the cultural characteristics of each country, and locating the origins of
Japanese culture and customs in China. The images presented are, on face
value, positive, or at least neutral. It is perhaps what is omitted that is problematic – faced with this section of the textbook alone, Chinese students
might well come away with a somewhat skewed and stereotypical view of
Japanese people living in wooden houses, wearing kimonos and eating raw
fish. Japanese students, meanwhile, may imagine the Chinese as farmers
who enjoy table tennis. Apart from the pictures of Shenzhen and a Chinesemade car, little impression is given of the economic powerhouse that is
early twenty-first-century China. Similarly, the image of Japan as a somewhat
tranquil place where people sit around appreciating cherry blossom underplays the dynamism of the world’s third largest economy. These textbook
sections thus tend to present uncomplicated images of cultural transmission and essentialised views of the ‘Other’, simultaneously reflecting and
reinforcing established views of the national self. As Vickers (2009) has
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argued in the case of China, textbook authors and curriculum developers
seem inclined to project on to foreign nations the same sort of timeless
and essentialised vision of national culture and ‘characteristics’ that typifies
their portrayal of their own country.
The sections dealing with the contemporary period in both the Chinese
and Japanese textbooks are equally uncluttered by reference to the legacy
of conflict between the two countries. This issue is covered in the textbook
units dealing with national history. In the Chinese case, reference to the
war appears in Pinde yu Shehui (Grade 6, volume 1), with four pages devoted
to description and discussion of Japan’s invasion of China and the atrocities committed (2005: 34–7). In the Japanese case, the subject is dealt with
in volume 1 of the Atarashii Shakai 6 text, with just two pages on the war
with China but ten devoted to other aspects of the conflict (2005: 100–11).
In both cases, textbook narratives adhere to officially sanctioned ‘national
myths’, in particular reinforcing the element of victimhood central to each
nation’s identity. Chinese textbooks emphasise the barbarism of Japan’s
invasion and the heroism and bravery of the Chinese people’s united struggle against the enemy, victoriously led by the Communists. The Japanese
texts highlight Japanese people’s suffering during the war, culminating in
the devastation wrought by fire bombings and the dropping of the atomic
bombs.
The history of Sino-Japanese relations thus receives quite extensive treatment in primary and middle school textbooks in both countries, but with
little common ground between the two accounts. In Chinese textbooks,
the sections on pre-modern history highlight China’s cultural influence
on Japan, but the most detailed accounts of bilateral relations relate to
the war.15 Japanese textbooks, by contrast, provide numerous examples of
Japan’s early borrowing from China, while the details of Japan’s invasion
of China and its impact are dealt with in a much more perfunctory manner. Information in Japanese texts about contemporary China is also rather
scant, though this seems to be a recent phenomenon and indicates a shift
in the representations of China.
Indeed, a comparison of previous versions of Tokyo Shoseki’s Atarashii
Shakai shows a gradual decline in the quality and quantity of information on
China since the section first appeared in 1992. The 1992 and 1995 versions,
for example, contained a great deal more text than the later versions, outlining more of the history of exchange between China and Japan (including a fairly detailed timeline) and China’s modernisation and economic
development. But by 2002, the double-page spread on Japan and China
was largely devoid of narrative text, reduced to a montage of photographs
depicting, on one side, Yokohama’s Chinatown, a Beijing opera performance in Japan, the Nagasaki boat race (which originated from China’s
dragon boat races) and, on the facing page, images of the Forbidden City,
a street in Beijing (filled mainly with bicycles), a Sichuan beauty spot, a
Chinese family at dinner, a market and a schoolroom scene. Interspersed
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with these are drawings of items that have come to Japan from China, a
panel explaining Japan’s absorption of aspects of Chinese culture, and the
range of imports from China, including clothes, vegetables and fruit. The
overall impression is highly visual and perhaps striking not so much for its
‘otherness’ as for its ‘sameness’. A letter from ‘Li’, who has just returned to
China from Japan, further highlights the similarities between her student
life back home and that familiar to the Japanese schoolchildren who will be
reading it:
I’m now living in the suburbs of Beijing. We’re living in my father’s
company accommodation, which is a new 3LDK mansion.16 I live here
with my mum and dad. I go to school every day on the underground.
Studies are pretty much the same as in Japan, but we learn English from
third grade. On school holidays I watch TV and play video games. It
always reminds me of you. Beijing is only 4 hours away from Japan so
please come and visit.
(Atarashii Shakai 6 (volume 2) 2002: 41)
The teacher’s guide – Atarashii Shakai: Kyoshiyo- shido- sho – provides a useful indication of how the textbook authors meant the lesson to be conducted. Students are to be encouraged to get a sense of how Chinese
customs and goods impact their own lives, and to understand more
about how Chinese people think in order to develop a respectful attitude
towards them (2002: 72). The authors clearly intended that similarities
rather than differences should be highlighted, as evidenced in particular
by the letter from Li.
The replacement of this in the 2005 textbook with To- A’s message from
‘rural’ Chongqing is therefore rather striking, indicating that the emphasis
seems to have shifted in this more recent edition to ways in which China
and Japan differ. China’s ‘otherness’ in the 2004/5 text is also reinforced
when compared with the portrayals of Korea, which suggest much greater
familiarity and closeness to ‘Japanese’ cultural practices. For example, the
Korean family dinner takes place around a low table (similar to a Japanesestyle kotatsu), whereas the Chinese family dinner takes place at a ‘Westernstyle dining table’; in another image Korean housewives are shown making
kimchi together in the winter, a scene reminiscent of Japanese rice-cake
making at New Year. The accompanying text also refers specifically to similarities between Korean and Japanese eating habits, and their systems of
schooling (2005: 40–1). Here then, China’s ‘otherness’ seems to be further
exaggerated, while Korea appears to share various characteristics, customs
and values with Japan. The changes in the depiction of China in Japanese
primary school textbooks may reflect the shift in the relative balance of
power between the two countries, with China’s rise being accompanied in
Japan (as elsewhere) with debates about the ‘China threat’. In terms of textbook content, China, once depicted as Japan’s most important neighbour,
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seems subtly ‘distanced’, becoming just one in a list of countries with which
Japan has links.
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China and Japan in the world
Textbooks in both countries evaluate the nation’s international status
largely in terms of its contributions to global peace and active role in international organisations. The sixth-grade Pinde yu Shehui text cites as one of
China’s main contributions Zhou Enlai’s enunciation of the five principles
of peaceful coexistence at the 1955 Bandung Conference, to which – the
text states – China continues to adhere, and which ‘many other countries
have accepted’. Students are also told about China’s gift to Japan of a statue
of the ‘Maiden of Peace’ (presented to the Nagasaki Peace Park in 1985),
with a reminder that China was the main battleground of Japan’s imperialist invasion and one of the countries that suffered the most in the Second
World War (Pinde yu Shehui (Grade 6, volume 2) 2005: 54). China’s own military strengthening and modernisation are referenced as an important force
upholding world peace, for example through participation, as of 2004, in
11 UN peacekeeping operations (p. 55).
Involvement in international organisations is another measure of international standing. Unit 2 in the ninth-grade Sixiang Pinde text, ‘Understand our country, love China’, begins with a section entitled ‘China on
the world stage’, which gives examples of China’s strength in international
society, such as its hosting of the Six Party Talks (on North Korea’s nuclear
programme), its ratification of the UN Convention against Transnational
Organized Crime, its exports (which help to improve the wider Asian economy), the successful ‘China Year’ held in Russia (2006–7) and the success of
China’s medical corps in Africa (Sixiang Pinde (Grade 9) 2008: 32). In Chapter
4, on ‘Understanding basic national policy and development strategy’, students are taught about China’s accession to the World Trade Organization
(WTO) and asked to discuss both the benefits and challenges of opening
up from economic, political and cultural perspectives (pp. 48–9). Overall,
the narrative explains how China’s international status is improving, how
it is playing a more important role on the international stage, and that it is
generally acknowledged as a peaceful, cooperative and responsible nation.
However, the text is also careful to remind students of China’s ‘national
conditions’, with the cautionary note that, despite the fact that China is one
of the most rapidly developing and largest countries in the world, it is still
a developing country facing economic and technological pressures from
developed countries. Faced also with the challenges of a multi-polar world
and economic globalisation, only by increasing China’s development can it
further raise its international status and bring about the ‘great revival of the
Chinese people’ (Sixiang Pinde (Grade 9) 2008: 33).
Japan’s presence in the world is discussed at various points in the
Tokyo Shoseki texts, starting at grade 5, volume 1, for example, where the
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emphasis is on Japan’s economic interaction and the need for international cooperation, with descriptions of the country’s exports, trade volumes and the locations of its overseas investments (Atarashii Shakai 5 (volume 1) 2005: 62, 90–3). These elements highlight one of Japan’s guiding
post-war norms, economism, while its emergence as a peaceful nation in
the post-war period is symbolised by descriptions of events such as the holding of the 1964 Olympics in Tokyo, which, as the sixth-grade text points
out, were the first games to be held in Asia (Atarashii Shakai 6 (volume 1)
2005: 112–13). In addition, contributions of individual Japanese to world
peace are highlighted through stories and images of youth volunteer corps
activities (funded by JICA, the Japan International Cooperation Agency) in
Jordan, Laos, Honduras and elsewhere (Atarashii Shakai 6 (volume 2) 2005:
48–51); through Japan’s activities in and financial contributions to the UN
(pp. 52, 55); and through such activities as the 2002 Tokyo Conference
on the Reconstruction of Afghanistan. At both primary and middle school
level, Japan’s (unique) experience of atomic bombing, and its subsequent
commitment to peace and arms reduction, are stressed. The middle-school
Ko-min text also continues to stress UN-centrism as a pillar of Japan’s foreign policy (Atarashii Shakai: Ko-min 2005: 165) and JICA is described as ‘top
class’, even though the statistical material provided does not clearly support
this assertion (Atarashii Shakai: Ko-min 2005: 165; 2012: 159).17
Global issues and ‘global’ citizens?
Issues relating to (finite) resources and the environment are recurring
themes in both countries’ textbooks, suggesting a fairly high level of engagement with this particular global issue. However the textbooks differ considerably in their use of terminology referring to global or world citizenship.
Whereas these concepts seem to be embraced in the Chinese textbooks
(where the term ‘global villager’ is generally preferred), they rarely make
an appearance in Japanese textbooks.
The notion of the ‘global village’, or of students as global citizens, is not
new to Chinese textbooks in the 2000s, but already appeared in 1990s’ textbooks, which also featured allusions to sustainable development, problems
of over-population, shortages of natural resources and environmental deterioration (Tse 2011: 173). In the textbooks in use from 2005, the concept
is cited first in the fifth grade, where the earth is described as our common
‘home’ (jiayuan), and as a ‘global village’ in which people of all colours and
cultures are ‘villagers’ (diqiucun de cunmin) (Pinde yu Shehui (Grade 5, volume
2) 2005: 91). The emphasis at this point is simply on physical geography –
countries, continents, races and cultures – but the concept is explained further in Unit 3 of the sixth-grade text: ‘Together under one blue sky’. This
describes the earth as ‘the garden of mankind’, which we must ‘all protect
together’ (Pinde yu Shehui (Grade 6, volume 2) 2006: 19). Living in the global
village has also meant that children all over the world share similar interests
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and hobbies (from scooters to Harry Potter), watch the same events on television (the 2002 Soccer World Cup) and are affected by the same global
issues (Mad Cow Disease, SARS and climate change are among the examples cited) (Pinde yu Shehui (Grade 6, volume 2) 2005: 58–63).
By contrast, references to Japanese as world or global citizens in Japanese textbooks are hard to find, and, as noted above, such terms are not
used in the curriculum standards, which instead emphasise national identity. The Tokyo Shoseki text nonetheless does introduce the concept of
‘global citizen’ (chikyu- shimin) at middle-school level (Atarashii Shakai: Komin 2005: 140), implying that, acting together, citizens of the world can
work to tackle resource, energy, environmental and population issues that
cannot be resolved by one state alone. Parmenter’s study of Mitsumura
Tosho’s 1996 social studies texts also noted a preference for phrases such as
‘same world person’ and ‘fellow of the same world’, stressing world citizenship over national citizenship (1999b: 19). However, the 2011 version of
the same textbook contains no reference to world or global citizens in the
corresponding section, indicating perhaps that the textbook authors have
had to fall in line with the terminology embodied in the Course of Study
(Shakai 6 2011).

Conclusion: the rise and rise of the nation-state in Chinese
and Japanese citizenship education?
Textbook content in both China and Japan conforms closely to the content and aims outlined in the curriculum standards, providing information about other cultures and societies, global problems and each nation’s
role in international society. In this way, textbooks appear to be referencing at least some elements of a post-national curricular model.18 Indeed,
Tse claims that the new Chinese textbooks have ‘been gradually shifting
towards a relaxed notion of citizenship, with a growing emphasis on individual rights and global elements’. At the same time, however, he cautions
that this breakthrough in the ‘exogenous influence of universal norms’ has
been accompanied by a strengthening of national identity (2011: 177; see
also Law 2011). The same can be said of Japan, where textbook content
relating to global citizenship is overshadowed by a dominant narrative that
continues to focus very much on national history, tradition and culture.
National and global citizenships need not be mutually exclusive – Davies
and Pike are not alone in objecting to the ‘false premise’ upon which the
debates about national versus global citizenship are often predicated.
Instead, they advocate promoting a consciousness of multiple types or levels
of citizenship, recognising ‘allegiances and responsibilities to community,
city, region, continent, and planet as well as to nation’ (2009: 67). Similarly,
Law suggests that China’s citizenship curriculum should seek to accommodate multiple identities – simultaneously recognising local, national and
global attachments and obligations (2011: 207–12).
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Yet, if possibilities for a more ‘relaxed’, multi-level understanding of
citizenship are at play in the Chinese context, in practice they remain difficult to detect. Pan’s study of Beijing middle school students, for example,
reveals students’ perceptions of their global identity to be ‘rhetorical or
imagined’ – while able to recite lists of global problems, they are typically
unable to articulate any relationship to their own situation; while they claim
to be proud to be global citizens, their stronger sense of belonging is to
the nation-state. The world, in essence, remains a virtual concept for them
(2011: 295, 302). Meanwhile, the notion of citizenship appears if anything
to be even less ‘relaxed’ in the Japanese curriculum, allowing little scope
for any acknowledgement of multiple dimensions of identity. Students’
knowledge remains ‘limited and nationalized’ (Parmenter 2006: 16), with
the emphasis firmly on identifying oneself as a ‘Japanese in international
society’ rather than as an international or global citizen who happens to be
Japanese.
China and Japan are not the only countries to grapple with the national
versus post-national dilemma in citizenship education. In their study of citizenship education in Asia, Kennedy and Lee note: ‘Educational reforms in
Asia go in two directions at once: forward to the demands of the “knowledge
economy” and backwards to the traditions that have sustained these societies over time’ (2008: 56). The result, they argue, is not a loosening but a
tightening of the state’s grip on citizenship education ‘as a major means of
inducting young citizens into the culture and values of the nation state itself’
(2008: 58). This can be seen in the ways in which China and Japan are represented in each other’s textbooks. While by no means playing the role of the
dominant ‘Other’ in each other’s citizenship textbooks (a position occupied by America or the West), depictions of China and Japan nonetheless
play an important ‘othering’ role, calculated to reinforce myths concerning
each country’s national distinctiveness. They are generally not portrayed as
fellow constituents of a shared ‘East Asian’ region or cultural sphere. They
appear in each case either as one of a number of neighbouring countries
(Pinde yu Shehui), or a country with which the nation has long enjoyed ‘close
links’ (Atarashii Shakai); second, their customs, characteristics and lifestyles
(along with those of various other countries) are portrayed in rather essentialised terms; third, an increasing emphasis on differences rather than
similarities is evident, with little discussion of the nature or extent of their
shared cultural traditions, beyond references to the (one-way) transmission
of culture from China to Japan in the distant past.
The development of a post-national curriculum is still very much at work
in both countries. Policy makers have placed much emphasis on the need
to use citizenship education to foster a ‘global outlook’ among students,
thereby helping them understand and meet the challenges of the twentyfirst century. Textbook content has changed as a result, with the inclusion of
new or revised material intended to impart knowledge of other cultures and
societies, explore global issues and encourage students to think about how
they might contribute to a ‘better world’. However, these do not amount to
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dramatic curricular change, let alone a seismic shift towards the embrace of
a post-national model of citizenship. The overriding focus remains firmly
on the nation-state. The textbooks in each country continue to emphasise
the national ‘self’ and its central importance in embodying and transmitting
traditions, culture, norms and values. The nation-state is portrayed as the
engine of modernisation and economic growth, the guarantor of peace and
security in an unstable world, the crucial agent for securing collective status
and prestige, and a vehicle for contributing to the common good of mankind. In China and Japan, as elsewhere, ‘citizenship education continues to
promote the supremacy of the nation state’ (Kennedy and Lee 2008: 58).

Notes
1 The victimhood theme is linked to China’s ‘national humiliation’ narrative,
which grew out of a renewed emphasis on patriotic education in the 1990s.
Textbook descriptions of the ‘century of humiliation’ also include references to
China’s suffering at the hands of other imperialist powers, but Japan’s behaviour
towards China from the 1890s attracts particular attention.
2 For example, citizenship was introduced as a compulsory element of the National
Curriculum in England in 2002 (see Davies et al. 2005). For a comparative study
of citizenship education in schools across Europe see Eurydice (2005), and for
East Asia see Zhong and Lee (2008).
3 In fact, debates about the nature and content of Japanese education had been
raging internally in Japan since the 1950s, split broadly between progressives
and conservatives. See Schoppa (1991) for a detailed account.
4 The revised Fundamental Law of Education (retitled in English the Basic
Education Act) incorporated the controversial clause stipulating that education
should aim: ‘to foster an attitude to respect our traditions and culture, love the
country and region that nurtured them, together with respect for other countries and a desire to contribute to world peace and the development of the
international community’ (MEXT 2006).
5 The change of titles reflected the new approach adopted in the primary texts,
which aimed to combine theory with practice and present children with more
meaningful, ‘real life’ guidance in moral development, in contrast to the earlier
emphasis on complex concepts and theories, which had produced somewhat
dry and uninspiring content, far removed from students’ daily realities. Middle
school textbooks (grades 7 to 9) were retitled Sixiang Pinde (Thought and
Values) and the high school counterpart became Sixiang Zhengzhi (Thought and
Politics).
6 The kecheng biaozhun were introduced in the late 1990s and replaced the previous subject-specific Teaching Outlines.
7 The Courses of Study dating back to 1947 can be found at www.nier.go.jp/guideline/.
8 The extent to which this new style of active learning has been successful is
beyond the scope of this study, but existing research would suggest that both
teachers and students have struggled with the new approach and curriculum
across various subject areas. See Marton (2006), Dello-Iacovo (2008), Naftali
(2008), Vickers (2009) and Pan (2011).
9 Hatoyama’s proposal met with a mixed response. While the Chinese Foreign
Ministry expressed support for the concept, others were quick to link the idea
back to the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. See Xinhua, 17 September
2009, ‘China supports “East Asian Community” concept mentioned by new
Japanese PM’, available at http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2009-09/17/
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content_12070342.htm, and Xu Changwen, 28 October 2009, ‘In search of a truly
regional community’, available at www.chinadaily.com.cn/opinion/2009-10/
28/content_8859419.htm.
This textbook was authorised in 2004, and first printed and used in 2005 until
2010.
I am referring here to the 2005 printed edition, which was first authorised in
2004.
Authorised in 2004.
The name To- A is only given in katakana. ‘To-’ could be Deng or Dong in Chinese,
‘A’ could be A or Ya so there is ambiguity here, and this does not appear to
be an easily recognisable, ‘standard’ Chinese name. To- A means ‘East Asia’ in
Japanese, but its use here is ambiguous and, for older readers (or those more
familiar with twentieth-century East Asian history) recalls the Dai To- A Kyo-eiken
(Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere). It seems an extremely odd name to
choose in this context.
Shenzhen, in Guangdong province, is one of China’s most prosperous cities,
designated as the first Special Economic Zone; Guilin is one of China’s most
popular tourist destinations, famed for its beautiful scenery.
For an account of changing depictions of Japan in Shanghai’s senior high history textbooks, and in particular the continued centrality of the Sino-Japanese
war in national history, see Vickers and Yang (2013). See also Yang (2012) for an
overview of the portrayal of China in Japanese history textbooks.
A ‘3LDK mansion’ is Japanese estate agent terminology for an apartment with
three separate rooms in addition to a combined living, dining and kitchen
space.
The 2005 edition provides a graph showing Japan in second place to the United
States (out of the top ten advanced economies) in terms of overall amounts of
official development assistance (ODA) distributed in 2005, while also indicating
Japan’s position at the bottom of the ranking in terms of the percentage allocation of grant aid (60 per cent as opposed to, for example, 100 per cent in the
case of the US). The 2012 edition continues to describe Japan’s aid as top-class
while showing its position now in fifth place in terms of overall ODA distribution, with one of the lowest rankings of the group when ODA is measured as
a percentage of gross national income (for example 0.2 per cent of GNI compared with Sweden’s 1 per cent).
This is not to say that a nationally focused citizenship curriculum necessarily
precludes reference to international matters and global issues.
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This chapter narrates and discusses the process whereby a new subject,
Social and Political Life (SPL), has been introduced at the upper-middle level
of school education in India. SPL replaces ‘civics’, which was introduced
by the British colonial administration towards the end of the nineteenth
century to educate the young about the roles and responsibilities of adult
citizens and to familiarize them with the various institutions of governance. Civics continued in independent India as a school subject until 2005,
when a major curriculum renewal exercise was undertaken at the national
level. The chapter starts by discussing the core components of the National
Curriculum Framework (NCF-2005) (NCERT, 2006a). It describes the process whereby the NCF and the syllabi and textbooks based on it were developed. The chapter analyses in detail the process of content development
used for SPL textbooks. For the purpose of analysis, two themes, namely
gender and caste, have been selected out of the several areas that constitute the content of the textbooks. By examining the presentation of these
two themes in the new textbooks, the chapter illuminates the perspective
from which the NCF and SPL view citizenship education. By analysing the
treatment of these themes in the new textbooks, the chapter illuminates
the perspective from which NCF-2005 and SPL textbooks view citizenship
education. The analysis is also informed by the author’s formal status as
a member of the textbook development committee that developed SPL
textbooks. The author attempts to reflect objectively on the experience of
participating in the textbook development process for the middle grades.

National Curriculum Framework (2005)
In 2004, a major curriculum renewal exercise was undertaken by India’s
National Council of Educational Research and Training (NCERT). India’s
National Policy on Education (NPE) (1986) envisaged a National System of
Education based on a National Curriculum Framework (NCF) containing
a common core along with the academic components. In pursuance of the
NPE, NCERT brings out an NCF for all stages of school education after every
five years. NCERT is an apex body of the Central Government’s Ministry of
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Human Resource Development (MHRD), which advises both federal and
state governments on formulating and implementing education policies.
It is an autonomous body that has the responsibility of conducting educational research and developing model curricula and textbooks for school
education. In addition, it builds institutional capacity for the implementation of curricular reforms at the state level.
In 2004, when NCERT was asked to initiate a curriculum renewal exercise, it decided to expand its own professional and intellectual resource
base quite significantly by involving universities and other institutions of
higher learning and research, apart from individual experts from across the
country. The exercise included the designing of new syllabi and textbooks
for all subjects and all grades from the primary to the higher secondary
level. The exercise was carried out in a highly consultative manner, ensuring that a substantial number of people and institutions from different
regions of the country participated in it. Several committees were constituted for this purpose in which subject experts from academia, NCERT’s
own faculty, school teachers, professionals from different fields, journalists
and activists from non-governmental organizations (NGOs)1 were involved.
A temporary structure was created by NCERT for the preparation of NCF2005, syllabi and textbooks. It has been presented in Figure 5.1.

National Steering Committee
Drafted NCF-2005 based on its own discussions and the discussions
held in 21 National Focus Groups.
21 National Focus Groups

8 in Curricular Areas, 6 for Systemic
Reforms and 7 for National Concerns

Committees for the Preparation of Syllabi at different Levels
Social Sciences, Sciences, Mathematics, There were overarching committees for
Languages and a committee to ensure
each of these curricular areas under
integration in the primary grades.
which subject-specific syllabus
committees worked.

Textbook Development Committees
For each textbook covering all the
subject areas from Grades 1 to 12.

Every Textbook Development Committee
had some common membership with
the respective syllabus committee.

Figure 5.1 Structure for curricular reforms under NCF-2005.
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There are three points worth keeping in mind in order to appreciate
what the exercise of formulating NCF-2005 achieved. First, a new curriculum framework had to be accompanied by new textbooks. This is because
the system of education in India is textbook-centric. As Kumar (2009) has
pointed out, ‘in the ordinary Indian school, the textbook dominates the
curriculum. The teacher is bound by the textbook since it is prescribed,
and not just recommended, by state authorities’ (p. 24). All Indian children carry textbooks of all the subjects to school every day and teachers
primarily teach textbooks. Second, the NCF exercise carried forward the
key recommendations of a committee appointed by the MHRD in 1991
to advise on improving the quality of learning while reducing the burden
on schoolchildren. The report of the committee, Learning Without Burden
(LWB) (Government of India, 1993), gave several recommendations in the
direction of making school education a meaningful experience for children. One of its specific recommendations was that civics, as it is presently
taught, should be dropped and replaced by ‘contemporary studies’. The
third point we need to recall is that the circumstances under which NCF2005 was formulated were politically charged. The previous curriculum
framework (which was prepared in 2000) had aroused widespread criticism
and anxieties as it was seen as promoting a Hindu nationalist agenda. The
textbooks based on it in history and civics had attracted widespread criticism (e.g. Lall, 2009) for presenting India’s history in a distorted manner
and for giving a negative treatment of religious minorities and other marginalized groups.2 A point has been made by Lall (2009) that the distortions in citizenship education introduced in the pre-2005 textbooks were
common to both history and civics. This point doesn’t adequately distinguish between the status or scale of the problems that existed in these two
subjects. In history, representation of the past had remained a matter of
political conflict between secularists and conservative voices for more than
three decades. In civics, there was no such legacy of conflicts. When NCERT
carried out a quick review of pre-2005 textbooks in 2004, it found only one
particularly problematic reference, and that had to do with the nature of
terrorism in Kashmir. However, the general quality of textbooks was found
to be poor and conventional, reflecting the broader nature of civics itself as
a school subject.
The NCF perspective
Among the five guiding principles of NCF-2005, the first is ‘connecting
knowledge to life outside school’ and the second is ‘ensuring that learning
is shifted away from rote methods’. A proactive interpretation and implementation (rather than a superficial ‘dissemination’ – see Kumar’s chapter
in this volume) of the values enshrined in the Constitution of India was one
of the prime goals of the curriculum renewal exercise. This is reflected in
the fifth principle mentioned in NCF: ‘nurturance of an over-riding identity
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informed by caring concerns within the democratic polity of the country’.
The remaining two principles pertain to the need to enrich the curriculum by going beyond the prescribed textbooks and overcoming the rigidity of the examination system. One major implication of these principles
for the social sciences was that textual material should be developed in a
manner that encourages students to apply critical thinking on social issues.3
This view was already reflected in one of the recommendations of LWB,
which said: ‘emphasis has to be laid on developing concepts and the ability to analyze socio-political realities rather than on the mere retention of
information without comprehension’. In view of this recommendation, the
National Focus Group (NFG)4 on Teaching of Social Sciences (NCERT,
2007a) proposed an epistemological frame encompassing three specific
points. First, the textbook and teaching should create opportunities to train
young minds to be critical about the information they receive and the experiences they get in real life. This demands the creation of fresh discourses
and dialogues to build an ethos in the school to this end. Second, a gender perspective should be made integral to the discussion of historical and
social processes and events. Third, the subject of ‘civics’ should be reconceptualized as it lacked contemporary relevance and did not accommodate
recently developed disciplinary knowledge in various fields, such as gender,
media and subaltern studies. Nor did it carry any scope for dealing with the
reorganization of the country’s economy and trade relations.
Citizenship education given in the name of ‘civics’ aimed at informing
citizens about the functioning of formal institutions, so that they could
develop expected attitudes and knowledge of responsibilities to assist the
state in its working. The Indian Citizen – India’s first civics textbook published in 1902 – emphasized cooperation, obedience and loyalty as necessary virtues in citizens, and justified the colonial state (Jain, 2004). Colonial
rule ended in 1947, but the teaching and character of ‘civics’ remained
intact. Following independence, the Secondary Education Commission
(Government of India, 1953) defined the role of ‘civics’ in the training of
citizens, developing a sense of responsibility, improving their ‘quality of
character’ and inculcating the ‘right ideals, habits and attitude’ in them
(pp. 23, 56) The syllabus developed by NCERT in 1976, and as late as 1985,
stated that civics was needed to teach ‘what government does for its citizens
and what the citizens owe to government’ (p. 85). The continuation of ‘civics’ as it was originally conceived in colonial days implied that the textbook
writers, who were themselves Indian, continued to visualize Indians as lacking the qualities expected of good citizens. Responsibility towards the state
was the dominant theme in the syllabus of ‘civics’ in the late 1990s. The
newly added discussion of ‘problems’ centred on the issues faced by the
government because of the behaviour of people; for example, damage to
public property, such as buses and trains, misuse of telephone booths and
stealing of fans and bulbs from restrooms. The textbooks based on these
earlier syllabi urged the readers to become the kind of citizens who would
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not get emotional in matters of caste and religion or over any other social
issue as this could create a problem for the government.
Keeping in mind the colonial character of ‘civics’, the NFG on Teaching
of Social Sciences suggested a change in the name of the subject as well as
the content. The proposed name, Social and Political Life, was intended to
reinvent the meaning of politics by taking it beyond the battle for power
and presenting it as a social institution that affects people’s daily lives.
‘Political science treats society as the sphere that produces sensitive, interrogative, deliberative and transformative citizens’ (NCERT, 2007a: 4). This
recommendation posed a great challenge for text creation. A new kind of
textbook had to be developed for the novel subject for which a readymade
structure of content or a familiar theoretical framework was not available.
The new subject was supposed to engage with the needs and concerns of
citizenship education relevant for the present-day society of India. The NFG
on social sciences also expected the new textbooks to deal with larger global
concerns, such as the emerging economic order of a market-dominated
economy, and the affirmation of human rights and dignity in different
parts of the world.

Social and Political Life: the new subject and its syllabus
Social and Political Life is the title chosen by the NFG as the name of the new
subject and its textbooks. The transition from ‘civics’ to SPL is marked by a
certain amount of continuity in the new syllabus for this subject, but a radical discontinuity in its treatment. This implies that the formal institutional
structures of democracy, the role of an individual with reference to these
institutions and the functioning of government continue to feature in the
syllabus, but the focus has shifted to experiential understanding of the ways
in which institutions function. At the same time, themes were developed
based on those social issues that might help text creators to analyse the
working of social and political institutions. At the level of syllabus development, a major step was taken by spelling out the objectives of every theme,
rationales for including these objectives and details of the scope within
which the textbook development committee might treat these objectives.
The Syllabus for Classes at the Elementary Level (NCERT, 2006b) for social sciences attempts to present both the means through which the capacity of
critical reflection can be inculcated in the learners and the information
base required for it. By ‘means’ is implied here the attitude, tools and skills
required for critical reflection. Table 5.1 provides objectives of the themes
selected for discussion in the present chapter, namely identity in the context of gender and caste. The table also illustrates – with the examples of
gender and marginalization – how issues are first introduced for a general
discussion, then woven into knowledge about the functioning of institutions, and ultimately expanded to incorporate the concerns of equality
and social justice.

Grade VII

Theme

Context: Gender,
people living
in rural areas,
scheduled castes

Inequality and
discrimination

The Constitution

Grade VIII

Theme

Develop an
appreciation of
human rights
guaranteed in the
Constitution

Objectives

Forms of social
inequality,
effect of social
inequalities
on economic
inequalities
Caste-based
reservation in
educational
institutions and
employment

Gender division
of labour within
family and the
invisibilization of
women’s labour

Develop skills
to analyse an
argument from the
marginalized point
of view

Understand that
Social justice and the Understand what
gender is a social
marginalized
is meant by
construct
Marginalization of
‘marginalized’
Learn to interrogate
SC, ST and OBC
gender
minorities
Gain a critical
constructions in
understanding of
different social and
social and economic
economic contexts
injustices

Importance of the
idea of dignity
and equality in
democracy

Objectives

Understanding
Link everyday
inequality: The
practices with
role of gender in
the creation of
creating unequal
inequality and
and hierarchical
question it
relations in society

Unpacking gender
Norms, values
that determine
different roles

Source: Syllabus for Classes at the Elementary Level (NCERT, 2006b).

Understand the
difference
between diversity
and inequality

Understand how
Democracy
prejudice can lead
to discrimination

Objectives

Prejudice and
discrimination

Diversity
What diversity adds
to our lives

Grade VI

Theme

Table 5.1 Social and Political Life syllabus – themes and objectives
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A wide variety of pedagogic resources is inbuilt in the syllabus design.
Such resources include real-life incidents, literature, research work, documents, films, art forms and songs. These were mentioned in the syllabus so
that they could be used while developing the lessons for the textbook as
well as by teachers while planning their pedagogic strategies. In the syllabus
document, various themes have been elaborated with the help of objectives and also exemplified with pedagogic resources. The syllabus provided
guidelines for the textbook developers to help them remain focused while
drawing resources from a wide range of material, and also to keep them
wary – as LWB had done earlier – of the problems posed by a dense text
stuffed with details and facts.

SPL textbook development committee and the process
of development
Constituting a team for SPL textbooks was a complex task because the subject had come into existence for the first time and interdisciplinarity was
supposed to be its core character. The committee required people from different disciplines of social sciences and field practioners in order to ensure
that real – rather than imaginary or concocted – experiences of democratic
struggles would shape the epistemological frame of the subject. The committee consisted of members from different academic backgrounds, namely
history, economics, political science, international policy, journalism, social
work and education. These members had either taught at a university or at
the school level or had worked in NCERT. Some of them had experience
of developing progressive textual material in NGOs. Where the committee
drew its vibrancy was from field-based or grassroots activists who brought
in their experiences of ongoing struggles with the state, and of facing challenges while addressing the problems of panchayat raj (village-level governing councils), health, women’s rights, water, legal literacy and so on. While
certain members contributed to all three textbooks covering Grades VI to
VIII, giving theoretical rigour and conceptual continuity, others provided
experiential knowledge by contributing to particular themes. Three SPL
textbooks were developed over a period of three years (2005–8) in a workshop mode. To begin with, every theme was discussed in order to plan the
overall design of the chapters of the textbook and the examples and case
histories with the help of which the text had to be developed. The members
took specific responsibility for writing the first draft of a portion of a particular chapter, depending on their training, interest and experience. Written
drafts were circulated and discussed at length. Detailed feedback was given
by the committee to every member to revise the first draft and develop it
further. Several rounds of editing were done in order to integrate the theoretical perspective with the case histories. Considerable attention was paid
to language and style in order to ensure that the pre-adolescent readers of
SPL would grasp the abstraction embedded in theoretical concepts and the
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principles of the Constitution of India. A balance was achieved between
textual simplicity and the complexity of discussion about social processes
and institutions. This balance was achieved by a rigorous process of editing.
In-text exercises were developed in order to build the discussion and highlight certain key issues for the reader. End-text exercises were developed
in a manner ensuring that the reader would not remain restricted to the
context of the chapter, but would rather use his or her learning to reflect
on other similar contexts that require taking a stand.
The SPL textbook committee drew pedagogic devices from a wide range
of resources as suggested by the syllabus committee. The resources available in newspapers and certain magazines were tapped to access photographs depicting contemporary democratic struggles discussed in the
text. Illustrators were invited to participate in text-drafting workshops so
that they could internalize the ethos of the new subject and the themes.
Photographs and illustrations were not treated as mere tools for supporting the text; rather, they were perceived as being integral to the text and
were designed with the intention that the reader would be able to visualize
the theme even if she or he was not familiar with a context. The committee spent considerable energy and time in supervising the layout work of
every textbook. The graphic designers also worked in close coordination so
that they might grasp the aspirations of the committee for every part of the
chapter and represent it visually through devices such as story-boards and
in the general layout work. The draft chapters were then circulated among
a group of educationalists, political scientists, economists and sociologists
and school teachers for their feedback. Based on their feedback, each of
the three textbooks was finalized and then sent for final copy-editing to
professional editors. It is at this point that the publication department of
NCERT took over and made several ground-breaking decisions5 on the
quality of paper, printing and other production issues.

SPL: a dynamic text for citizenship education
The aim of the SPL text is to encourage children to develop informed viewpoints on social issues and formal institutions, and to figure out the contemporary challenges facing India in making the vision of the Constitution of
India a reality. SPL provides an overview of the democratic process, names
certain significant conflicts faced by Indian society and the polity, and gives
an opportunity to the readers to engage with them by placing themselves
in the role of interested citizens-in-the-making. Apple (1994) argued that it
is ‘crucial to locate the “silences”—the absent presences—in official texts’
(p. 353). The very absence of conflict in social studies and science curricula constitutes the most powerful ideological statement in the curriculum
about the nature of a society’ (Apple, (1979) 1990). SPL texts engage with
conflicts and overcome the silences which were present in older textbooks.
These new texts bring conflicts in Indian society centre-stage so that the
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limits of prevailing discourses are stretched and newer meanings arise. The
newer meanings help the readers in developing a deeper understanding of
society. SPL textbooks assume that the caste-, religion- and gender-based
composition of Indian society has conflicts built into it and these need
upfront discussion and reflection by young readers. The reader of SPL textbooks is an adolescent who is engaged in a search for meaning and identity
in life. While he or she pursues that individual search, it is important that
such conflicts are available to him or her for socio-cultural analysis so that
the formation of self-identity takes place with a conscious recognition of the
larger social reality.
The first two chapters of the SPL textbook of Grade VI delineate the
social and cultural composition of India and present the life of people in
different theoretical categories. This prepares the reader to delve into the
details of every social category in the later chapters of all three textbooks.
It also creates the opportunity to understand the ongoing institutionalization of democracy in India. The SPL textbook for Grade VI opens with the
theme of Diversity. The concepts addressed under this theme are: diversity, conflict and interdependence. India is introduced as a nation of social
diversity with the help of a discussion on linguistic variations, cultural differences based on geography, and the multiplicity of art forms popular in
different parts of the country. The style and pace of the discussion permit
the reader to gradually move to the point of realizing that all diversities are
not necessarily celebrated and appreciated by the citizens of India; that, in
fact, diversity often serves as a basis for prejudices and stereotypes against
‘others’. The discussion attempts to convey in a subtle manner that nobody
can be treated as the ‘other’ in a democracy and that a difference should be
treated merely as a difference. An effort is made to enable the reader to recognize that stereotypes do not allow us to understand individuals as people;
because, if we view people in a stereotypical manner, then the people exist
only as members of a collectivity, without any individual qualities, skills,
traits, interests and emotions. The discussion of stereotypes begins with the
case of girls. ‘Girls are soft spoken and gentle, they are well-behaved, they
are emotional’ are some of the statements to which the readers’ attention is
drawn to encourage them to discuss and think of reasons that uphold such
perceptions.
The text then proceeds to elaborate the subtle point that people who
are poor and belong to groups whose culture is not valued face double
discrimination. Referring to specific contexts, the text situates Muslim girls
and discusses their issues in the larger context of impoverishment and the
state’s inability to provide sufficient resources for them to break the cycle
of poverty that they inherit from their families. The text also compares
the struggles of Muslim girls with the problems of other groups that are
largely poor and are viewed as backward and non-progressive by ‘mainstream’ upper-class Hindus. By using the example of Muslims within the
initial pages of the textbook, the text exudes an unprecedented (i.e. in the
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history of Indian citizenship education) confidence in admitting that there
are people who suffer because they belong to particular communities and
that the state is also struggling in its attempt to make provision for their
welfare. The text helps the reader to recognize the Indian state’s struggle
to bring equality of opportunity to Muslims. The state does not come across
as an institution that can be critiqued in isolation for its failings because people’s perceptions, stereotypes and prejudices shape the functioning of governance institutions. The text attempts to enable its readers to realize that
the provisions made by the state cannot bring about a magical change in
the conditions of marginalized groups unless others start treating them as
equals and as deserving opportunities for social and political participation.
The upfront and candid sharing with the pre-adolescent reader about the
struggles of Indian democracy and its challenges operationalizes the policy
emphasized by the NFG on social sciences: that students must understand
and reflect on the problems facing the socio-political order.
This marks a major shift in the view of India’s diversity that had been
promoted for decades in school textbooks. It was presented as a variety of
practices in different aspects of life including religious faith. In the SPL
text, the details of that variety are brought to the fore so that the practice
of discrimination lurking behind the wordy celebration and promotion of
diversity can be figured out. Similarly, the context of Dalits6 has been elucidated by taking an excerpt from the autobiography of Dr B.R. Ambedkar,
who headed the drafting committee of the Indian Constitution. Ambedkar
was a Dalit and suffered discrimination at every step in life (Moon, 2011).
An episode of his childhood has been included in the chapter on diversity,
which describes the kind of humiliation he suffered on a daily basis because
he belonged to a Dalit caste. This serves a dual purpose. On the one hand,
it addresses the readers who belong to upper-caste and upper/middle-class
families by exposing them to a way of life in which people cope with poverty
while the rich and upper-caste groups view them as lowly and backward. On
the other hand, the text also addresses the readers who belong to lowercaste groups, tribal groups and religious minorities, and who are girls: to
them it conveys a sense of dignity, a feeling that their life experiences can
contribute to the process of learning and formation of knowledge. This is
how the SPL text incorporates the vision of the NCF to affirm the value and
dignity of every learner by imparting to him or her a positive identity. It also
marks an epistemological shift by incorporating the subaltern perspective
to facilitate an understanding of Indian society.
In order to appreciate the significance of this kind of text, it is important to remember that the intended readers of SPL are pre-adolescents and
adolescents whose greatest struggle in this phase of life is the search for
identity. It is important for adolescents to gain access to pedagogic experiences that facilitate this search and thereby acquire meaning. This point
finds resonance in the educational thought of Dewey (1964), who took
the view that pedagogic experience must represent real-life experiences
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in order to encourage active thought and cognitive organization. SPL creates opportunities for a reader to reflect on his or her own experiences in
order to arrive at an understanding of others’ and society’s collective experience. The text aims at enabling the reader to situate learning in her or
his actual circumstances. This kind of education leads to knowledge-based
development of the learner in the freest and fullest manner. Kohlberg
and Gilligan (1971) argue that self-development in an adolescent must
incorporate ‘new awareness of the world and values; it is the awareness of
new meanings in life’ (p. 1084). The learning visualized under SPL aspires
to empower an adolescent to find new meanings and concepts to define
oneself and one’s society.

Gender
Democracy and equality are the main themes in the textbook for Grade VII.
The attempt made under these themes is to present democracy as a changing and evolving political system. The first pedagogic step towards elucidating equality is to give children the opportunity to analyse a scenario so that
they can identify elements and practices that hinder equality. The context
of everyday experiences of girls and women has been used to enable the
reader to understand how differences that are discriminatory in nature get
established and cause major obstacles in the path to equality. The specific
objectives of introducing the reader to gender-based knowledge in their
adolescent years are: one, to enable students to understand that gender
is a social construct; two, to enable the reader to enquire about gender
constructions in socio-cultural and economic contexts; and, three, to trace
inequality in everyday practices and question it.
Gender has been introduced for the first time in school textbooks as a
theme. The textbook development committee was aware that some teachers would feel stretched beyond their standard notions of teaching while
negotiating this and other such themes in the classroom. A note was, therefore, prepared to help teachers to conceptualize the theme in its entirety
and grasp its significance. The Teacher’s Note on gender introduces the
teacher to the concept of gender and its nuances, and gives a caution that it
should not be treated as knowledge that only concerns women. The teacher
is reminded that the conceptual framework of gender incorporates experiences of boys as well.
The first chapter under this theme, Growing Up as Boys and Girls, introduces the reader to the varied experiences of a girl growing up in Samoa7
and a boy growing up in the state of Madhya Pradesh in central India. The
narratives and in-text questions are used to build a discussion over how
the two societies make clear distinctions between boys and girls. The societies set different expectations of boys and girls and provide differential
resources to them. The discussion then moves on to the issue of work that
women do and the fact that it is not counted as being equal to the work
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men do. A narrative of a family setting is presented in which a mother goes
on strike and withdraws from all household work. No family member gets
meals on time and the entire household comes to a standstill. Through
a storyboard, developed with the help of dialogues between the mother
and her family members, the importance of tasks that women do in their
‘housewife’ role is brought to the forefront. The related issue of housemaids is discussed with the help of the narrative of a maid working for
a household in Delhi. This narrative draws the reader’s attention to the
experiences of the maid, whose employer does not give her enough food
to eat and does not allow her to wear footwear even in winter. These two
narratives help the reader to treat women’s lives and their labour as a
point of enquiry with the help of the analytical frame offered in the text.
A list is provided of tasks that women do, such as carrying heavy loads of
firewood, sweeping, washing clothes and standing for long hours in front
of stoves in summer. The text then draws the reader’s attention towards
the irony of women’s lives with the following line: ‘The work women do
is strenuous and physically demanding – words that we normally associate
with men.’
The next step is to help the reader understand the issue of ‘invisibilization’ of women’s labour in a larger context by using primary data. The
information in Table 5.2 and the related questions are given in the text to
provide an opportunity for data-analysis that might enable the reader to
arrive at an understanding of social patterns.
The NFG on Teaching of Mathematics (NCERT, 2007b) argued that
there is a need to ‘mathematize’ the child’s thought processes. The implication of this argument is that mathematics should enable children ‘to communicate, to discuss among themselves and use abstractions to perceive
relationships, to argue the truth or falsity of statements’ (p. 2). By doing
the above exercise, SPL readers get an experience of argument-building in
the context of gender. It is expected that this experience will evoke critical

Table 5.2 Textbook exercise example 1
State

Women
Paid
hours
per week

Women
Unpaid
hours
per week

Haryana
Tamil Nadu

23
19

30
35

Women
Total

Men
Paid
hours
per week

Men
Unpaid
housework
hours per week

38
40

2
4

Men
Total

Source: Central Statistical Organization of India (1998–9) as given in the chapter of SPL.

What is the total number of work hours spent by women in Haryana and Tamil
Nadu each week?
How does this compare with the total number of work hours spent by men?
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reflection about the division of labour in their families, their own lives and
the lives of women around them.
The issue of individual identity is integrally linked to the idea of work
that people do. The discussion on women’s labour is followed by a discussion on work that women do outside the home in the following chapter,
titled Women Change the World. It starts with an activity in which students
are asked to draw images of a farmer, a factory worker, a nurse, a scientist, a pilot and a teacher in boxes given in the textbook. In the space
provided below those drawing boxes, students are asked to fill in the
table (shown in Table 5.3), which gives them an opportunity to collect
data themselves.
The second question relates to the narrative of a landless labourer,
Thulasi. The narrative of Thulasi does not appear in the chapters on gender. It is a part of the chapter on rural livelihoods in Grade VI. The NFG on
Gender Issues in Education (NCERT, 2007c) had recommended gendering of the school curriculum by integrating gender as a theme in all areas
of knowledge. Thulasi’s daily routine involves long working hours in paddy
fields where she remains with her back bent and with her feet soaked in
muddy water all day. She also walks long distances to collect firewood and
drinking water. Her husband also works like her, but Thulasi has to put in
much more labour in household work and related tasks, such as collecting
firewood and drinking water. While negotiating the exercise in the Grade
VII textbook cited in Table 5.3, it is expected that children will relate the
example of Thulasi and figure out for themselves that millions of women
work in Indian fields but are not identified as farmers. Without using explicitly didactic instructions, the textbook expects its readers to grasp how stereotyping of women in certain professions, such as nursing, takes place and
how they are prevented from acquiring a professional identity. The SPL
text expects its readers to arrive at their conclusions on the basis of independent analysis.
See what images your class drew by filling in the table below. Add up the number
of male and female images separately for each occupation.
Table 5.3 Textbook exercise example 2
Category

Male image

Teacher
Farmer
Factory worker
Nurse
Scientist
Pilot
Have all women been drawn as nurses? Why?
Are there fewer images of female farmers? If so, why?

Female image
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It is in the last chapter of the Grade VIII textbook that a strong link
between gender and democracy is established. This section is on the
Women’s Movement in India, which uses campaigning, raising awareness and
protesting as methods to fight discrimination against women on different fronts. The material used in the textbook includes sexual harassment
guidelines, the anti-dowry law and photographs of protesting women. This
section achieves much more than awareness of issues raised by feminists.
The main point involves awareness of the various means that can be used
to fight against oppression in a democracy and of the nature of the struggle
that can be waged against the state and social institutions. The idea that a
collective voice can mobilize institutions, including the judiciary, to bring
about change comes across quite vividly.
A traditional practice in Indian textbooks is to pose questions at the end
of each chapter. The purpose of such questions is to enable the learner
to recapitulate what he or she has learnt. In NCF-2005-based textbooks, intext questions are also included. Such questions are intended to encourage
readers to interact with the text and figure out for themselves the complexity of issues discussed therein. For example, in the SPL textbook, the questions embedded in the text are aimed at helping students to realize how
power relations operate in familial and institutional settings and to reflect
on their own families and the larger society. This approach can be described
as ‘weak framing’ in the sense Bernstein (1971) used this term. It enables a
‘pedagogic communication in which the teacher as well as the pupil poses
control over the selection, organization, pacing and timing of knowledge’
(Bernstein, 1995: 9). The text of SPL creates a pedagogic arena wherein
knowledge potentially arises in the classroom when learners contribute their
relevant experiences (vis-à-vis the men–women dichotomy) and exercise
control over pedagogic communication. It is expected that variety in the
students’ experiences will keep the SPL-based pedagogy dynamic and alive.

Social marginalization: experiences of Dalits
The dull and often confusing style adopted by civics textbooks often failed
to distinguish between processes, institutions and individuals involved in
governance. The SPL text has taken a major step by presenting real-life
contexts to enable readers to appreciate that the idea of democracy is not
limited to the functioning of state institutions, and that it depends primarily
on the role played by citizens. SPL textbooks make a departure from earlier
textbooks by naming and identifying specific forms of inequality. Caste distinctions are present in every Indian classroom; therefore, the text has been
developed with great sensitivity to the fact that several students will find
echoes of their own experience of denigration or discrimination reflected
in the text. The teacher has also been asked in the Teacher’s Note to ensure
that no child or group of children feels discriminated against, ridiculed or
left out from these discussions.
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The SPL textbook of Grade VII begins with the theme of Equality in
Indian Democracy, which deals with the experiences of people suffering
unequal treatment because of their socio-economic class, caste or religion.
The discussion on caste starts with the point that children living in rural
India learn about their caste identity at an early age and that, contrary to
popular belief, caste consciousness and distinctions based on it are equally
prevalent in urban areas. The reader’s attention is drawn to the matrimonial advertisements published in the Sunday edition of English and Hindi
newspapers. These advertisements are categorized into caste and sub-caste
categories. In the advertisements, the alliance-seekers ask for a match with
certain specifications of caste and even sub-caste. The SPL text presents a
scanned copy of a few advertisements of this kind, followed by an exercise
in which questions are posed to encourage students to reflect on the prevalence of caste-based matrimonial choices among city-dwellers. This also
gives an opportunity to rural students to become familiar with the highly
organized caste-based distinctions that are practised in urban India. For
students in general, the exercise provides an opportunity to develop an
informed viewpoint based on ‘primary’ data.
The text moves forward by giving an excerpt from the autobiography of
a Dalit writer, Omprakash Valmiki, who, during his school days, was made to
sit at a distance from others and sweep the entire compound of the school
because he belonged to a caste group considered ‘untouchable’ in the hierarchy of the caste system (Valmiki, 2003). Following the excerpt, certain
direct questions are posed to the reader. One of them is:
Imagine yourself as Omprakash and write four lines about how you
would feel if you were in the same situation as him.
The caste-based prejudice experienced by Valmiki has been used in the text
to enable readers to understand violation of the dignity of victims. Following the autobiographical text, the textbook engages students in a discussion
that draws their attention to caste-based discrimination. They are asked to
notice the lack of dignity in the treatment that many Indian citizens receive
from others. They also learn that inequality in treatment is not due to any
individual action but due to social institutions, such as caste. This point is
followed by a discussion on equality as a value enshrined in the Constitution of India, what it includes and how governments try to implement this
ideal through laws and schemes to help disadvantaged communities. The
text encourages the reader to empathize with those who suffer unequal
treatment at an individual level because of their birth in a particular caste
group. With the help of narratives, the discussion on equality as an ideal
of Indian democracy acquires a lively character. It is meant to enable the
reader to recognize that achieving equality for all constitutes an ongoing
struggle for India, and it is necessary for each individual to contribute to
that struggle. The text explains how the law forms one end and the citizen’s
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attitude and behaviour form the other end of the chain of India’s struggle
to bring about equality. The state is presented as an institution that faces
challenges because of the behaviour and prejudices prevalent among its
citizens. The state is not ascribed a parental role whereby it is expected to
take care of every conflict and resolve it.
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Marginalization
The discussion on diversity and equality helps to build the argument for
social justice and against the marginalization that certain communities suffer. There are two chapters in the unit on social marginalization in the SPL
textbook for Grade VIII, titled Understanding Marginalization and Confronting
Marginalization, which present critical material on the experiences of marginalized groups in Indian society. The text examines the exclusion of certain
caste groups from mainstream resources and opportunities. A variety of pedagogic tools are used in this unit, such as government reports and data, poems,
songs, narratives and case studies. The first of these two chapters opens with
a discussion on what it means to be socially marginalized. Beginning with the
conflicts that adolescents face in their peer group, the discussion moves on
to identifying the basis on which certain groups are made to feel excluded.
The discussion introduces the Dalits (Scheduled Castes) both as an analytical
category in the social sciences, and as people whose experiences need to be
analysed with the help of certain indicators or data. The safeguards given in
the Constitution of India against the possibility of cultural dominance over
groups, discrimination and disadvantage by others are discussed.
The second chapter, Confronting Marginalization, introduces the reader
to the ways in which groups and individuals have challenged inequalities
by invoking the Constitution of India in the course of their struggles. The
chapter also includes the laws that protect such groups from continued
exploitation and policies that facilitate these groups’ access to development
schemes. Narratives are used to elaborate the provisions of various laws and
the Articles of the Indian Constitution. The text gives an opportunity to
get a sense of what it means to be a Dalit by presenting a case study. The
case study is of a Dalit boy, Rathnam, who had refused to take part in a
ritual that had traditionally been performed by the members of his community on account of their being untouchables. They had to wash the feet
of all the priests in the village on the occasion of a religious ceremony and
then bathe in the used water. Being Dalits, they were not allowed to enter
any temple in that village. Rathnam angered the people of upper castes
and even his own community by his refusal to participate in the ritual and
by his confident arguments against it. As a consequence, he and his family
were ostracized by the entire village and some people set their hut on fire.
Rathnam lodged a complaint in the police station under the Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989. Other
Dalit families did not come out in his support as they were scared of facing
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similar consequences. The case was picked up by the media, which helped
to publicize the conflict. Rathnam’s family moved out of the village as they
continued to be ostracized by others. The information about the provisions
made under the Constitution and various laws that safeguard the dignity
and lives of marginalized groups is juxtaposed in the text with the real-life
experiences of a Dalit. The reader is asked to reflect on this case by responding to the violation of Rathnam’s fundamental rights and the behaviour of
the upper castes and his own community.
The NFG on Problems of Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe Children
(NCERT, 2007d) had suggested that the curriculum should offer opportunities for reflection on Dalit epistemology, knowledge and protests. This
SPL text makes an attempt through Rathnam’s and others’ narratives to
enable present-day children of different caste groups to learn that castebased discrimination is not a thing of past. Though such behavior has been
declared criminal, it continues to be a part of the life experience of a large
number of people. The conflict between tradition and modern laws also
becomes vivid for SPL readers as they engage with the concepts of equality
and marginalization that coexist in the socio-political ethos of India.
As Freire (1973) pointed out, a critical pedagogy serves as a medium
for the development of ‘critical consciousness’ among the marginalized
and the poor. This kind of consciousness, he explained, leads to a process of exploration and creative effort that creates a confluence of personal
meaning and social cause. Critical pedagogy for Freire involved a process
of developing consciousness in specific historical contexts in which knowledge is produced, negotiated and appropriated. Freire argued that, as
oppressed groups take control of their situation, their assimilation into society becomes rapid and it happens on their own terms. He called for implicating the pedagogical in the political, implying a dialectical relation between
the learner and knowledge so that a dynamic relationship emerges between
human agency and the social structure. SPL textbooks mark a significant
step towards creating conditions for Freire’s critical pedagogy. By including the experiences of Dalits in the nucleus of caste-based formulations of
Indian society, SPL aspires to create ‘critical consciousness’ in its readers
who belong to marginalized groups, as both teachers and students. The
upfront discussion of caste-based discrimination is expected to enable the
readers belonging to marginalized caste groups to relate to school knowledge as encompassing their own experiences. This kind of relationship with
school knowledge has the potential to empower them to develop a fresh
understanding of the social structure.

Conclusion
NCF-2005 aimed at broadening the scope of pedagogic texts by mobilizing
a wide range of resources for curricular reform. By describing the process
whereby SPL textbooks were developed, and with the help of examples
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from these texts, this chapter highlights how the new textbooks have
attempted to translate the goals of the NCF into pedagogic material. The
textbooks of Social and Political Life have widened the scope of what can
be conveyed to young readers by way of sharing the complex social reality Indian democracy faces. SPL texts mark an attempt in the direction of
developing a reflective citizen who has the skills and capacities to analyse
and make sense of the world. By not presenting a didactic and declarative
text, SPL conveys its trust in the young reader to imbibe the ideals and
processes of democracy and to contribute to democratic nation-building as
an individual. Of course, a lot depends on the teachers who teach the SPL
text as it requires confident handling of conflicts, debates and contentions.
India has recently made the Right to Education a fundamental right, that also
promising to ameliorate pedagogic quality. India is at the brink of major
reforms in school education under which teacher education has been identified as a key agenda. This will be especially relevant for SPL as it demands
teachers who are as dynamic and reflective as the readers it envisages.
Textbooks prepared under NCF-2005 have now been used in schools
for nearly a decade. A question may arise about their continued use in the
future, considering the outcome of 2014 elections in which the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) led by the Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP) achieved
a comfortable majority in the lower house of the Indian parliament. This
outcome has created a common apprehension that both NCF 2005 and the
textbooks brought out by NCERT may be either withdrawn or revised significantly. While it is perhaps inadvisable to speculate on what might actually happen in future, it may be useful to take into account one significant
development that has emerged over the last few years.
While NCERT’s textbooks are mandatorily used in the schools affiliated
to the Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE), state governments
are free to either reprint these books under permission from NCERT, or
adapt them with certain changes, or develop their own textbooks. Since the
promulgation of NCF-2005, many states in India have decided to seek permission to reprint NCERT textbooks. These states include several ruled by
the BJP (e.g. Goa, Uttarakhand, Jharkhand). In view of this fact, it may not
be inappropriate to speculate that the newly elected federal government in
India will continue to appreciate the quality of NCF-2005-based textbooks.
We can, therefore, conclude that the NCF’s own message that textbooks
need not be treated as the Bible has been systemically heard and absorbed.
At least, as of June 2014, NCF-2005-based textbooks are not the objects of
passionate political debate or controversy.

Notes
1 Non-governmental organizations have played a major role in India in the last
three decades in all the programmes aimed at improving the quality of school
education.
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2 There had been sharp debates in the Indian parliament about the changes
brought about, especially in history textbooks, under the processes of NCFSE2000 (NCERT, 2000). NCERT had experienced considerable political intrusion in
its affairs during the previous regime of the National Democratic Alliance dominated by the Hindu nationalist Bhartiya Janta Party. NCERT had faced severe
public criticism, which had made its own internal ethos disturbed and sensitive.
Media attacks on the textbooks of history had triggered one of the most sharp
and charged-up debates in the history of school education. In fact, the debate
and controversies around school history and the vision of the Indian Constitution
were so heated and widespread that they could well have played a role in shaping
the results of the 2004 parliamentary election.
3 According to NCF-2005:
critical pedagogy provides an opportunity to reflect critically on issues in
terms of their political, social, economic and moral aspects. It entails the
acceptance of multiple views on social issues and a commitment to democratic forms of interaction. A critical framework helps children to see social
issues from different perspectives and understand how such issues are connected to their lives.
(NCERT, 2006a: 23)
4 In order to conduct wide-ranging debates on curricular reforms under the aegis
of NCF-2005, NCERT appointed twenty-one National Focus Groups (NFGs) and
a National Steering Committee (NSC). The NFGs covered three broad themes:
curricular areas, systemic reforms and national concerns. The NSC regularly met
the chairpersons of all twenty-one NFGs to seek their contribution for drafting
the NCF document.
5 The textbooks produced by NCERT before 2004 were printed on 60 GSM paper.
The new administrators of NCERT initiated the use of 80 GSM paper.
6 The term ‘Dalit’ refers to the ex-untouchable castes officially recognized as
Scheduled Castes.
7 Adapted from the famous book of American anthropologist Margaret Mead, Coming
of Age in Samoa, based upon her research and study of youth on the island of Ta’u
in the Samoan Islands, primarily focusing on adolescent girls. The book proved a
ground-breaking source of intense debate on issues related to society and culture.
It is considered a key text in the nature and nurture debate, as well as in discussions
on issues relating to family, adolescence, gender and social norms for girls.
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Education, national identity
and state formation in the
modern Philippines
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Introduction
Since independence from America in 1946, attempts by the Philippine state
to construct a cohesive sense of national identity have met with limited success. In contrast to the situation elsewhere in Asia, where colonial histories
are widely invoked for nation-building purposes, a prolonged and varied
experience of colonisation has not been consistently or effectively harnessed to the task of creating a shared sense of identity. National identity
in the Philippines, and the state’s role in its construction, have previously
been analysed from a variety of perspectives: some contrasting a ‘non-developmental’ Filipino state with its ‘developmental’ East Asian neighbours
(e.g. Bello 2009); others focusing more broadly on ‘strong state’–‘weak
state’ dynamics (e.g. Abinales and Amoroso 2005); and still others positing a relationship between the strength of the family and the weakness of
the state (e.g. McCoy 1993; Kaelin 2012). These studies in turn draw upon
the work of Hutchcroft (1991) and Anderson (1983), who respectively portrayed the Philippines as a ‘patrimonial state’ and an ‘imagined community’. But despite their varying emphases, existing studies agree in portraying a weak state whose failure to engender a strong sense of nationhood
sets it apart in a region of powerful and often antagonistic nationalisms.
Indeed, as this chapter shows, official discourse has in recent years sought
to portray Filipinos as uniquely ‘global’ in their outlook – in an attempt
to make a virtue of the economy’s massive reliance on remittances from
migrant workers.1
Almost everywhere, modern state formation has involved attempts to use
schooling to merge the nation with the state by teaching future citizens to
see their national identity as a natural expression of ‘roots’ (territorial, cultural and/or ethnic), shared values and common interests (Gellner 1983).
At least on paper, the Philippines has been no exception in this respect.
The goal of forging national identity and civic consciousness was alluded
to in the early constitutions of the Philippines, and has been expressed far
more explicitly in recent constitutional revisions, as the following extracts
illustrate (emphasis added):
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1935 Philippine Constitution (Article XIV, Section 8):
All educational institutions shall aim to develop moral character, personal discipline, civic conscience and vocational efficiency, and teach the
duties of citizenship.
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1943 Constitution (enacted during the Japanese occupation) (Article IX
Section 10):
The government shall establish and maintain a complete and adequate
system of national education, and shall provide at least free public elementary instruction, and citizenship training to adult citizens. All schools,
colleges, and universities shall aim to develop moral character, personal
and collective discipline, civic conscience, and vocational skill, secure social
efficiency, and teach the duties of citizenship.
1973 Constitution (Article XIV, Section 4):
All educational institutions shall aim to inculcate love of country, teach the
duties of citizenship and develop moral character, personal discipline and
scientific, technological and vocational efficiency.
1987 ‘Freedom’ Constitution (Article II Section 2):
All educational institutions shall inculcate patriotism and nationalism,
foster love of humanity, respect of human rights, appreciation of the
role of national heroes in the historical development of the country,
teach the rights and duties of citizenship, strengthen ethical and spiritual values, develop moral character and personal discipline, encourage critical and creative thinking, broaden scientific and technological
knowledge, and promote vocational efficiency.
The 1935 Commonwealth Constitution was promulgated in preparation for
the transition from American rule to Filipino autonomy. This was revised in
1943 during the Japanese occupation, with the new constitution emphasising strong, centralised state control over the education system – the sort of
system pertaining in Japan and its East Asian colonies. After Japan’s defeat
in 1945, and formal Filipino independence in 1946, the 1935 Constitution
was reinstated until 1973, when a new constitution was drafted under the
Marcos dictatorship. The current 1987 Constitution has been dubbed the
‘freedom constitution’, signifying the restoration of civil liberties and democratic processes after the Marcos era.
In reality, while post-independence governments have increasingly
espoused the aim of harnessing education to the promotion of a strong
national identity among Filipinos, the effectiveness with which such
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intentions have been followed through, especially at the level of the school
curriculum, has been inconsistent to say the least. The increasingly nationalistic tone of the constitutional statements cited above can be interpreted
as reflecting elite concerns at the weakness of national identity, the failure
of successive attempts to strengthen it, and the purportedly dire implications for the country’s development. Numerous studies have highlighted
that most Filipinos do not strongly identify with a Filipino ‘nation’ and display ambivalence regarding civic participation (Diokno 1997). Citizenship
has been largely conceived in terms of participation in electoral exercises
(Zialcita 1997; Kaelin 2012).
The lack of a strong sense of attachment to the nation has also become
bound up with the huge reliance of the Philippines’ economy on migrant
labour, and its implications for the capacity of many Filipinos to engage
with social and political issues at home – though in this respect causation
could operate in either, or both, directions. Since it began to be officially
promoted during the 1970s, the export of labour has become institutionalised, with education accorded a role in this process (Maca and Morris
2012). Recent studies suggest an increasing trend towards the promotion
of Filipinos as ‘global’ citizens, ostensibly to foster intercultural understanding and global interdependence (Cabiles 2012), and to portray Overseas
Filipino Workers (OFWs) as modern day national ‘heroes’.
Attempts to address educational issues of whatever kind have been hampered by the state’s fragile legitimacy and limited capacity to implement
change. Systems of educational governance mirror this general weakness
of the state, which is typically reduced to negotiating reforms with powerful stakeholders, such as the Catholic Church, foreign aid agencies, private university owners and textbook publishing groups. In the sphere of
education and beyond, analyses of the post-independence Philippines
consistently portray a state in thrall to a landed elite whose rent-seeking
behaviour has roots traceable to the Spanish colonial period. The use of
schooling to further construction of the kind of national identity mandated
in the Constitution thus faces considerable social, political and institutional
challenges.
This chapter explores the many attempts that have been made by the
state to harness the school curriculum for such a purpose. We begin by looking at the history of Filipino state formation and the evolution of national
identity attendant on this process. We then examine three key elements
of schooling typically used for purposes of identity formation: citizenship
programmes, history education and language of instruction.

State formation and national identity
The pre-colonial Philippines was characterised by varied kinship-based
political systems scattered across the archipelago. One of these ancient
governance systems, of the balangay (boat)-dwelling or seafaring forebears,
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preceded the current barangay system,2 the basic political unit of the modern
state. Meanwhile, in the south, the Muslim sultanates in Mindanao and the
Sulu archipelago, with their long history of trade and exchange with mainland and maritime Southeast Asia, developed a more sophisticated political
system with the trappings of pre-modern statehood. Apart from the Arabicbased learning system of early Filipino Muslims, other ethnic groups had
their own indigenous learning systems with scripts such as the alibata and
baybayin. These fairly disparate groups coexisted for thousands of years, but
their development was radically altered by the onset of Spanish colonisation. One consequence was that the relatively developed literary cultures of
these pre-colonial indigenous groups were effectively obliterated (Mendez
and Jocano 1991; Doronila 1997).
The Spanish colonial state survived for almost four centuries, relying on
the proverbial ‘cross-and-sword’ mode of colonial administration (Abinales
and Amoroso 2005). The Catholic Church was an active agent of colonisation and remains to this day an extremely powerful force in Philippine
society. Education for the privileged few involved induction into Catholic
orthodoxy, while overseas university education (mainly in Spain) trained
men for a career serving the Crown. Meanwhile, the so-called ilustrados
(‘enlightened ones’), including Rizal and other key figures in the revolution against Spain, were scions of a rising indigenous middle class, many of
whom travelled to Europe to study or seek political sanctuary. They were
greatly influenced by Enlightenment ideals of liberty, equality, the centrality
of reason and the rejection of oligarchy, both secular and clerical (Francia
2010). Back home, from 1863 the Spanish colonial government embarked
on a belated attempt to establish a public school system in selected provinces, and by 1897 2,153 primary schools were operating under the auspices
of the Catholic Church (Torralba et al. 2007). But this programme was overtaken by the 1896 revolution against the Spanish, which led, following the
Spanish-American war, to the transfer of the islands to the USA in 1898.
The Americans employed what they described as a strategy of ‘benevolent
assimilation’, to which the creation of a system of mass education was central. American soldiers of the 1898 annexation force initially acted as public
school teachers, until the arrival in 1901 of new recruits from the mainland
USA (known as Thomasites).3 Schools were assigned the goal of ‘civilising’
native Filipinos while extolling ‘American’ ideals such as democracy, liberty and civic duties. Education for the native elite, now often culminating
in studies at an American (rather than Spanish) university, was designed
to ensure effective colonial administration and prepare the country for
independence under American tutelage. English became the medium of
instruction in schools in 1901, and gradually assumed pre-eminence as
the language of commerce, government and the legal system (alongside
Spanish until the 1950s). In 1935, partial self-governance was granted with
the inauguration of the Commonwealth government,4 which saw the first
Filipino appointed as Secretary of the Department for Public Instruction.
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Meanwhile, the political system introduced by the Americans –
inaugurated in 1907 with the election of the first Philippine Assembly – was
characterised by weak central government, reliant on the collaboration of
local civilian elites and a highly politicised Catholic Church. The landed
elite (the descendants of the Spanish hacienderos) dominated the political
arena – a situation that has continued down to the present. Americantrained Filipino leaders, largely drawn from this same elite, supported an
American model of schooling until independence in 1946, reinforcing
the privileged status of the English language. Imposition of the use of the
English language and of imported textbooks replete with American narratives, heroes and cultural referents set the stage for what Constantino
(1975) describes as the ‘Americanisation’ of Filipino education and the
construction of a national identity inoffensive to the colonial masters
(Wurfel 1988).
Education during the short-lived Japanese occupation (1942–5) was portrayed by the occupying authorities as a vehicle for enabling Filipinos, along
with other ‘Asians’, to recover their independence from the ‘West’, and
with it a sense of their ‘Asian-ness’. This vision of Filipinos embracing a
regional identity in solidarity with other Asians was reinforced by policies
mandating the use of Tagalog (the basis of the current Filipino national
language) as the medium of instruction, and the promotion of indigenous
literature (Yu-Jose 2004). However, the association of these policies with
the occupation itself, and with pro-Japanese propaganda, led to their rapid
reversal after 1945. Today, there is glaring lack of scholarly work investigating Filipino discourses on ‘Asianness’ and, at the level of popular culture,
a more general absence of attempts to articulate a Filipino identity that
emphasises ‘Asian’ linkages. With the exception of the short-lived Japanese
occupation, narratives of the Filipino past developed and popularised during the colonial period encouraged identification with religious and political ideals whose reference points were emphatically non-Asian. It has often
been observed that ideas of Filipino identity are shaped by an experience of
‘400 years in the (Spanish) convent and then 50 in the (American) brothel’
(Buruma 1996).
In sum, the process of Filipino state formation has been overshadowed
by ‘an anarchy of families’, which attempts to transplant an Americanstyle political system have merely diverted into new institutional channels
(McCoy 1993). Despite the aspirations of the Constitution, national identity
formation has been central neither to policies on language of instruction in
schools, nor to the development of history and citizenship curricula. Where
nationality is explicitly addressed, discussion centres on a vaguely defined
‘Filipino identity’ encompassing relationships with family, a cultural community, a regional political grouping, a global (economic) sphere and life
as a minority in a foreign country, but amid all this the lines of any collective
civic or ethnic identification with a Filipino ‘nation’ are rather indistinctly
drawn.
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National identity formation in the modern Philippines
Depictions of Filipino identity have focused on aspects of cultural identity
mostly in diaspora, literary and cultural studies (e.g. San Juan 2000; Ong
2011; Swift 2011). Ong highlights how London participants in his study
used karaoke in community gatherings to connect to a ‘collective’ cultural
identity. He also reveals how participants took pride in the ‘positive’ Filipino
trait of being readily ‘assimilated’ as immigrants in Western countries. Swift
(2011) argues that Filipino seafarers readily embrace a transnational identity fostered by the state-sponsored labour migration strategy. Others analyse national identity debates in the mass media and on the internet (David
2009; Wang 2011), highlighting the role of civic participation in political
socialisation at critical historical junctures such as the ‘people power’ revolutions of 1986 and 2001, and the 1998 centennial celebrations of independence from Spain (Bankoff and Weekley 2002). However, the capacity
of these sporadic surges of popular activism to redefine Filipino national
identity has been stymied by an ongoing failure to translate such movements into systemic political and economic reform. Marcos, at the height
of his dictatorial power, attempted to construct a new narrative of Filipino
history to address what he perceived as a national ‘identity crisis’. He wrote
in the Tadhana:5
My view of our story as a people follows a conceptual framework that
considers our earliest ancestors as having participated in man’s universal evolution before commencing the particularization process that
would, over the centuries, produce a racial identity. From this point follows the development of the Filipino people into a unique and distinct
nation . . . the story of a people is not merely a heritage but a destiny.
(1976: viii)
His attempt failed miserably, in part due to extravagantly delusional efforts
at self-aggrandisement. He sought to project himself and his wife Imelda
as the mythical Malakas (Strong) and Maganda (Beautiful), figures from
pre-colonial legend epitomising Filipino prowess and beauty. His claims
to be a highly decorated war hero were meanwhile exposed as a farcical
confection. A nineteen-volume tome promoting his vision of history was
published (Curaming 2005), but seems to have been patchily distributed,
was seldom used in schools and had minimal impact on popular historical
consciousness. After Marcos’s exile in 1986, it was discarded in the course
of a frenzied programme of de-Marcosification (Doronila 1992: 3). But, to
date, no further attempt has been made to produce an officially sanctioned
version of the ‘Filipino Story’.
On the eve of the 1998 centennial celebrations of independence from
Spain, Diokno led a study of the nature of democracy and citizenship in
the Philippines (1997). This resulted in a three-volume work featuring
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contributions from other eminent Filipino scholars, such as Doronila and
Zialcita. Their essays reflect an atomised vision of Filipino ‘identities’ at different levels (within the family, a cultural community and so forth) and locations (local and international), scarcely addressing the practice (or lack of
it) of citizenship at a national level.6 Where issues of citizenship are explicitly
addressed, the focus is generally on grassroots civic activism (through volunteering or participation in anti-corruption non-governmental organisations (NGOs)) and local community development, rather than engagement
with national institutions. Discussion of the classic elements used by states
to forge a national identity through schooling – a shared heritage, national
heroes or suffering and oppression by external foes – is notably absent.
The image of an education system that largely eschewed a nation-building
agenda is supported by studies dating from the American colonial period
(e.g. Counts 1925, on the medium of instruction); the height of the Cold
War (Constantino 1978, on national consciousness); and the aftermath of
the 1986 ‘people power’ revolution that toppled Marcos (Constantino and
Constantino 1987, on history education; Doronila 1989, on national identity; and Gonzalez 1998, on medium of instruction). Yale professor George
Counts first raised the issue of medium of instruction in the Monroe Survey
of 1925. He bewailed the teaching of subjects in English, arguing that this
sacrificed ‘efficiency of instruction in the native tongue’ (Counts 1925:
n.p.). Succeeding studies would echo such sentiments, often also highlighting the impact of the dominance of English on national identity formation. For example, Gonzalez (1998) notes how participants in a national
language survey dismissed the need for a common language of instruction
(other than English) to promote national identity in schools.
While forging a strong national consciousness has been consistently
flagged as a key aim of government – in Constitutions, Republic Acts,
Executive Orders and Presidential Decrees – the evidence is that such rhetorical declarations have had limited practical impact. Below we explore
how post-independence governments have repeatedly instigated citizenship education programmes, but largely failed to ensure their implementation in school curricula.

Citizenship education programmes
Spanish colonial education policies, as noted above, were geared mainly
to the training of loyal colonial subjects. When public primary schooling
was finally introduced in 1863, it centred on instruction in basic numeracy
and, especially, literacy – sufficient to enable pupils to study the Bible and
learn their catechism (Constantino 1978). Secondary schooling was available only for students of Spanish descent. As the nineteenth-century French
traveller La Perouse commented, ‘the only thought was to make (Filipinos)
Christians and never citizens’ (cited in Constantino 1978: 33). Access
to education was a major popular demand by the time of the American
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conquest, enabling the new colonisers to assume the mantle of benevolence
when they established a universal public school system in 1901. However,
the choice of English as the instructional medium signalled the beginning
of what Constantino terms the ‘miseducation’ of Filipinos:
The use of English as a medium of instruction made possible the introduction of an American public school curriculum. With American textbooks, young Filipinos began learning not only a new language but
also a new culture. Education became miseducation because it began
to deFilipinize the youth, taught them to regard American culture as
superior to any other, and the American society as the model par excellence for Philippine society. These textbooks gave them a good dose of
American history while neglecting their own.
(1978: 66)
There is general recognition of the success of the American strategy of
using education to transform Filipinos into model colonial subjects. This
was predicted in 1901 by an eager supporter of the American occupation,
Trinidad Pardo de Tavera, who was eventually appointed to the Philippine
Commission.7 Writing to General Arthur MacArthur (father of Douglas) in
1901, Tavera implored:
After peace is established, all our efforts will be directed to Americanizing ourselves, to cause a knowledge of the English language to be
extended and generalized in the Philippines, in order that through its
agency the American spirit may take possession of us, and that we may
so adopt its principles, its political customs, and its peculiar civilizations
that our redemption may be complete and radical.
(cited in Constantino 1978: 67)
The embrace by the collaborationist elite of this mission of Americanisation
anticipated the citizenship-formation agendas of later post-independence
governments, as elucidated below. American ideals of individual choice,
democracy and capitalism have remained major hallmarks of all subsequent official articulations of the rights and duties of the citizen.
The earliest citizenship code for Filipinos was Apolinario Mabini’s patriotic manifesto,8 The True Decalogue, published in the brief interregnum
between the end of Spanish rule and the arrival of the Americans. Five of
the manifesto’s ten precepts stipulated the qualities expected of national
citizens:9
IV
V

Love your country more than yourself, for this is the patrimony of
your race, and the hope that you will bequeath to your children.
Put your country’s well-being before your own, for its happiness will
likewise be yours and your family’s as well.

Philippines: education, identity and state 133
VI
VII

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

VIII

Strive for your country’s independence, for only you can have any
real interest in its advancement, and your own liberty depends on its
being free.
Do not recognize in your country the authority of any person whom
the people have not elected, for authority comes from God and God
speaks through the conscience of every man.
Build a republic, never a monarchy, for a republic makes a people
noble and worthy, while a monarchy exalts only one or a few families
and builds a dynasty.

However, this was never translated into state policy or educational practice
because of the outbreak of the Filipino-American war in 1899, and the subsequent establishment of American colonial rule.
The next official attempt to prescribe a code of civic ethics occurred during the Commonwealth period (1935–46), when Manuel Quezon issued
a ‘Code of Citizenship and Ethics’ (Executive Order 217 s. 1939), which
stressed the importance of developing moral character, personal discipline,
civic conscience and awareness of the duties of citizenship. The decree
underlined the importance of: (1) faith in the role of Divine Providence
in guiding the nation’s destiny; (2) love of and respect for country and
family; (3) sacrifice to the nation and respect for the Constitution; and
(4) the ideal of the law-abiding and taxpaying citizen, the entire document being suffused with a very Catholic emphasis on cultivating personal
morality while rendering ‘unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s’. The vision
this reflected was of a citizenry obedient to established authority, rather
than actively engaged in its own governance, and the Code seems to have
spurred no drive to reform educational practice.
Following the Second World War, successive Filipino leaders have proclaimed the need for concerted programmes of citizenship formation, for
the ‘moral renewal’ of the government bureaucracy and for a stronger
sense of national identity among ordinary citizens. The first post-independence president, Manuel Roxas (1946–8), remained under close American
tutelage, and his administration witnessed no significant changes to the status quo – in education or more broadly. The later ‘Filipino First’ policy of
President Carlos Garcia (1957–61) focused primarily on economic reform
and foreign trade and involved no significant strengthening of schooling’s
role in political socialisation. Ferdinand Marcos (1965–86) was the first
post-colonial president to embark on any serious attempt to use education
for the purpose of forging a strong national identity. In his ‘New Society’
experiment, he highlighted the need to develop a new brand of citizenship for Filipinos. He decreed in 1972 that ‘education [should] be transformed so that it can become an instrument for the economic and social
transformation of the country’ (Clarke 1977: 61), and the Education Act of
1982 underlined the importance of promoting a strong and unified sense
of nationhood:
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Section 3. Declaration of Basic Policy – It is the policy of the State
to establish and maintain a complete, adequate and integrated system of education relevant to the goals of national
development. Toward this end, the government shall
ensure, within the context of a free and democratic system,
maximum contribution of the educational system to the
attainment of the following national developmental goals:
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1
2
3

To achieve and maintain an accelerating rate of economic development and social progress;
To ensure the maximum participation of all the people in the attainment and enjoyment of the benefits of such growth; and
To achieve and strengthen national unity and consciousness and preserve, develop and promote desirable cultural, moral and spiritual values in a changing world.

However, like many official initiatives before and since, this remained largely
confined to the ethereal realm of policy discourse. The most significant legacy
of Marcos’s dictatorship with respect to citizenship formation was the institutionalisation of his policy to export Filipino labour, resulting in an enormous
and ongoing ‘brain drain’ that has effectively transformed the Philippines
into an ‘emigration state’ (Ruiz 2007). Indeed, successive post-Marcos governments have sought to give the phenomenon of mass emigration a positive
gloss as part of efforts to foster a coherent vision of Filipino identity.
After Marcos was exiled in the aftermath of the bloodless EDSA revolt
in 1986, in which the Catholic Church played a key role, his successor,
Corazon Aquino (1986–92) called for a ‘social revolution’ to rebuild
the nation. The period 1988–98 was declared the ‘Philippine Decade of
Nationalism’. As part of this presidential programme, the then Department
of Education, Culture and Sports (DECS) launched an initiative grandly
entitled ‘Social Transformation through Education’. This was followed in
1988 by a National Moral Recovery Program (NMRP), promulgated by the
Philippine Senate. This flurry of governmental activity witnessed the introduction in 1988 of a new compulsory school subject, Values Education, to
be taught from elementary to high school level. However, the curricular
focus was once again primarily on individual morality, emphasising ‘social
reform through the inner transformation of the individual’ (Quisumbing
1994: 3). DECS Order No. 6 of 1988 (Values Education for the Filipino), which
spelt out the goals of the programme, consisted mainly of a list of desirable
individual virtues: love of God, charity work, volunteerism and so forth.
This built upon established approaches rooted in religious and moral
education, evincing the strong and continuing influence of the Catholic
Church. It reflected a longstanding emphasis in the ethics and morals curricula of public elementary schools on instruction in ‘good manners’, ‘right
conduct’ and ‘character building’ (Quisumbing 1994: 5).
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The NMRP was continued by Aquino’s successor Fidel Ramos (1992–8).10
In 1992, he issued a decree similar to that promulgated sixty years earlier by
Quezon, after the report of a Senate Task Force called for the development
of a sense of patriotism and national pride, or ‘pagmamalaki sa bansa’ – a
genuine love, appreciation and commitment to the Philippines and things
Filipino. Proclamation No. 62 alluded to: ‘the need for moral renewal in
order to eradicate the social ills that have plagued us for the past several
decades, such as graft and corruption, patronage politics, apathy, passivity,
mendicancy, factionalism and lack of patriotism’.
But it was also during Ramos’s presidency that the school subject of
Social Studies began to include topics focusing on transnational identity,
migrant labour and global citizenship. The tension between the NMRP’s
nation-building agenda and the simultaneous celebration of migration,
global citizenship and the heroism of OFWs continues to this day.
In 2001, in the aftermath of yet another bloodless uprising (backed by
much of the established elite) to remove another extravagantly corrupt
leader, Joseph Estrada, citizenship education was incorporated in a new
Makabayan subject introduced by the administration of Gloria MacapagalArroyo (2001–10).11 The title of this subject literally means ‘Patriot’, but it
encompasses values education more generally, and formed a core learning area in the new Basic Education Curriculum (BEC) of the revamped
DECS (now Department of Education). Makabayan was designed to develop
socio-cultural and politico-economic literacy, with the aim of ensuring that
every Filipino learner would acquire a ‘healthy personal and national selfconcept, founded upon adequate understanding of Philippine history and
a genuine appreciation of local culture, crafts, arts, music, and games’.
Further, the new subject was tasked with promoting ‘a constructive or
healthy patriotism, which is neither hostile nor isolationist towards other
nations’, as well as ‘appreciation of global interdependence’ (Mendoza and
Nakayama 2003: 15). To date, few studies have attempted to investigate the
impact of Makabayan on young Filipinos’ civic or political consciousness.
However, as early as 2003, Mendoza and Nakayama highlighted the failure
of the programme to strengthen geographical literacy – or basic knowledge
of the extent and nature of the national territory. More recent evaluative
studies have focused on implementation issues, criticising a lack of teacher
training and a complex grading system, among other problems (Bernardo
and Mendoza 2009). Meanwhile, President Arroyo decreed in 2002 the
introduction of a National Service Training Program (NSTP)12 at tertiary
level, a measure intended to cap a comprehensive citizenship education
programme extending from elementary school to college. However, assessments of the effectiveness of these programmes are not yet available.
The new K+12 statement of curriculum goals,13 promulgated in President
Benigno Aquino’s June 2013 Republic Act (RA) 10533, is thus the latest in
a very long line of proclamations asserting the need for stronger citizenship
education. However, close scrutiny of the broader policy context suggests
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that citizenship formation is by no means central to the priorities of the
current administration. The statement portrays education primarily as a
tool for individual advancement rather than for promoting identification
with and commitment to the broader cause of national development (Maca
and Morris 2012). This is highlighted in Section 2 (Declaration of Policy):
it is hereby declared the policy of the State that every graduate of basic
education shall be an empowered individual who has learned, through
a program that is rooted in sound educational principles and geared
towards excellence, the foundations for learning throughout life, the
competence to engage in work and be productive, the ability to coexist
in fruitful harmony with local and global communities, the capability to
engage in autonomous, creative, and critical thinking, and the capacity
and willingness to transform others and one’s self.
(Republic Act 10533)
While the policy ostensibly puts learners at the centre of educational
reform, its fundamental premise is that educated Filipinos (at home or
abroad) will contribute to national development through pursuing their
individual self-interest. The reform is silent with regard to the role of the
curriculum in developing a Filipino national identity. Goals such as fostering national cohesion, patriotism, love of country and the rule of law
have so far been absent from statements of the aims of the K+12 reform,
which are permeated with neoliberal language of ‘skills’ and ‘competitiveness’ typical of Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) discourse on educational ‘excellence’, and further promoted by
key NGOs and donor agencies (notably USAID). As of 2014, the K+12 Araling Panlipunan (Social Studies) curriculum, which encompasses history and
citizenship education, is still being finalised by the Department of Education (DepEd).14
Meanwhile, as already mentioned, portrayals of the model citizen in
curricula since the 1990s have increasingly celebrated the contribution
of migrant workers. In 1998, there were approximately 7 million Filipinos
working overseas, making the Philippines one of the world’s largest exporters of labour (and numbers have since risen further). By that time, the
Ramos government had installed migrant labourers in the pantheon of
national heroes, portraying their contribution in terms previously reserved
for anti-colonial liberators. They were hailed for liberating millions of
Filipinos from poverty with their billions of dollars in remittances, crucial
for keeping the national economy afloat. A UNESCO-commissioned textbook review noted how 1990s’ Social Studies textbooks highlighted the
positive traits required of Filipinos aspiring to work overseas (Diaz 2000). A
bestselling grade 2 textbook declared: ‘Filipinos are good people. They are
loving and thoughtful. They are fun-loving and friendly. They are industrious and persevering. Filipinos are truthful and helpful (Danao 1999: 114).
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Textbooks also cite migrant role models as exemplars of Filipino
‘progress’, often noting the accolades such individuals have received abroad:
examples from a 2000 text included Lea Salonga (Broadway theatre actress),
Rafael Nepomuceno (bowling world champion), Cecil Licad (internationally renowned pianist) and Lydia de Vega (formerly Asia’s sprint queen)
(Diaz 2000: 36). In the popular Social Studies textbook by Zaide and Zaide,
OFWs are hailed as global citizens, ambassadors of international goodwill
and even as ‘ideal’ Christian missionaries (especially in Asia):
the Filipinos now make the ideal Christian missionaries because: 1)
Filipinos are more acceptable than Western missionaries to spread the
Gospel to other Asian countries, and 2) Filipinos are adaptable – they
can mingle with any other nationality and even live abroad.
(2010: 241)
Studies of migrant Filipinos have observed that, in the search for economic
opportunity, many do indeed consciously adopt a ‘transnational identity’
(Zialcita 1997; Ong 2011). Many readily embrace the norms and values of
their temporary or adopted homelands, often demonstrating significantly
higher levels of obedience to the rule of law and active practice of civic
duties than when they were still in the Philippines – suggesting a tendency
to live up (or down) to the behavioural expectations they perceive as characterising whichever society they happen to inhabit. Even Filipino seafarers, contrary to stereotypical views of sailors, enjoy a reputation as relatively
‘good global citizens’ (Swift 2011). The Philippine state has recently made
efforts to engage overseas Filipinos more fully in national life, most importantly with the passage of the Overseas Absentee Voting Law in 2003. Education has become a major tool in promoting this economic conception
of global citizenship (Oxley and Morris 2013). One of the many slogans of
the DepEd says it all: ‘Bawat graduate, bayani at marangal. [Every graduate is
a hero and is honorable].’ However, with stubbornly high graduate unemployment at home, most graduates are still forced outwards into the migrant
labour market, which has remained central to the trade and foreign policy
agendas of all post-Marcos governments (Maca and Morris 2012).

History and identity
History education in schools is one of the primary curricular instruments
through which states attempt to construct a shared sense of national identity.
This has commonly involved the provision, through schooling, of a national
historical narrative (often mythical and highly selective) highlighting elements such as shared ancestry, national heroes, common foes and collective suffering. Within such narratives, wars with malevolent foreign powers,
and the experience of (and resistance to) colonisation, often constitute raw
materials for the construction of national myths. Nation-building projects
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have been sharpened by neo-Darwinian conceptions of international
relations and racialist notions of nationhood, still strongly influential in
East Asia, to an extent perhaps no longer true of regions such as post-Holocaust Europe, which has witnessed concerted official and grassroots efforts
at international reconciliation (Vickers 2005).
Within East Asia, the Philippines is distinctive in this respect, with various
studies demonstrating little consciousness of national history as a shared
struggle for liberation, and a tendency instead to portray colonisers, especially America, as benign paternalists (Constantino 1978; Wurfel 1988;
Doronila 1989). Doronila found that the majority of Filipino schoolchildren expressed a preference for assuming a different nationality if given
the chance. Overall, students ranked the Philippines third after Japan and
the US as the country they admired most or wanted to live in.
The weak sense of national history is perhaps partly attributable to the
marginal status of history as a school subject. It is taught in only one year
at the elementary level (fifth grade), and shares the Makabayan (Patriotic)
subject (grades 1 to 3) with various other curricular themes: civics and
culture, geography, music and the arts, health education, home economics, and good manners and proper conduct. In upper elementary school
(grades 4 and 6), it is again just one component of the Hekasi subject, which
also comprises Geography and Civics. A review by Diokno (2009) of fiftyfour units in the grade 6 Social Studies textbooks reveals that only three
deal with history, occupying a total of fourteen pages. The emphasis in this
subject is on the promotion of civic values such as bayanihan (communal
unity or work, and volunteerism). Diokno’s study indicts the failure of the
Social Studies programme to inculcate national identity, noting that lessons do not convey a sense of Filipinos’ ‘shared history’ as a people. The
review of grade 3 textbooks, for example, reveals that ‘all the civic values
are illustrated in fictional, situational stories’, despite the fact that history
could supply more interesting material, more persuasive insofar as it draws
on real experiences. The ongoing depoliticisation of textbook historical
narratives can perhaps be traced in part to the banning from schools of
Jose Rizal’s novels at the behest of the Roman Catholic hierarchy in 1956
(Maca and Morris 2013). Rizal inspired the 1896 revolt against the Spanish
and was critical of the Catholic Church, which he saw as the spiritual arm
of colonialism. Now, as in the 1950s, powerful interests in Filipino society
remain uncomfortable at the prospect of casting the curricular spotlight
too intently on national history – preferring to relate citizenship to abstract
moral (or religious) principles.
Textbook portrayals of Americans as ‘accidental colonizers’ (Constantino
1982) continue to this day (Diokno 2009), reinforced by officials’ reluctance to countenance substantive coverage of the anti-American war of liberation (1899–1902) because they found it ‘too violent’ (del Mundo 2007).
Other ‘violent’ episodes accorded minimal coverage include the 100-year
revolt against Spain, the anti-Japanese guerrilla struggle, and even Filipino
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participation in the Korean War. Textbook accounts of the Japanese occupation feature extended coverage of America’s liberation of the country, but
little discussion of the Filipino guerrilla resistance, in which Communists
played an important role (Yu-Jose 2004; Maca and Morris 2013). When
local guerrillas are mentioned they are typically described as bandits. In a
classic study of history textbooks, Constantino criticised the treatment of
colonialism and conquest:
Conquest is not presented as ab initio wrong and immoral, the deprivation of a people’s right to freedom through the use of treachery and
superior force. (Exception is made in the case of the Japanese who had
the temerity to take the Philippines away from the Americans. That conquest was wrong.) There is no explanation of colonization in terms of the
economic self-interest of either the Spaniards or the Americans. Instead,
both appear to have stumbled into colonization without meaning to.
(1982: 27)
Constantino (1982) also noted ‘how the arrival of each colonizer is celebrated with a long list of the good things we learned from him’ (p. 28).
Textbooks often recount how the ‘ethnic stock’ of Filipinos benefitted from
colonisation. Examples of how social studies textbooks emphasise Filipino
‘indebtedness’ to the Spanish and American colonisers, are cited by Mulder:
As long as we Filipinos remain Christians we shall always remain
indebted to Spain. Christianity is Spain’s most lasting heritage to our
people. Christian virtues have elevated our way of life and our ideals. The Spaniards enriched our culture. By absorbing the best and
the beautiful of Spanish culture, we have become the most socially
advanced of the Asiatic peoples who have shaken off western rule. We
have learned much of the sciences, arts, and letters from the Spaniards.
(Leogardo and Navarro 1974; cited in Mulder 1990: 90)
We are forever indebted to [America] for our democratic system of government and laws. Because America trained us in self-government, the
Philippines has become the outpost of democracy in the orient . . . The
American occupation brought about material prosperity never before
enjoyed by our people. The standard of living was improved. The Filipinos took to the American way of life as ducks took to water. The Filipinos became Americanized and were proud of it.
(Alcala et al. 1986; cited in Mulder 1990: 90–1)
This ‘positive’ portrayal of the country’s colonial history has continued to
this day and is best exemplified by Zaide and Zaide’s (2010) popular grade
5–7 history textbook, used mostly in private schools attended by the elite.
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The account of the Philippines’ wars of revolution is glossed by a summary
of the ‘historical values’ to be derived from studying these violent independence struggles, as compared with the establishment of the Philippine
Commonwealth through the mediation of a benevolent colonial master:
Most Filipinos preferred the peaceful and non-violent campaign for
independence. In the 1930s, our politicians united and got semiindependent government and a law to ensure full independence. This
peaceful movement for reform – with all leaders united – was very successful. It was more successful than the [1896] Philippine revolution [against
Spain], the war for independence [against the US], the peasant revolts, and the
communist party [movement].
(p.153; emphasis added)

English as a medium of instruction
The Philippines has a multiethnic population with almost 170 living languages. However, from independence in 1946 until 2012 the country’s
languages-in-education policy recognised English and only one indigenous
language, a Tagalog-based ‘Filipino’. After decades of political lobbying
(and a prolonged struggle against separatist insurgents in the south), this
policy was officially revoked in 2012 with the implementation of mother
tongue-based multilingual education (MTB-MLE) under the new K+12
curriculum.
The drawn-out controversy over language in schools is partly attributable
to the failure to fully develop any of the indigenous writing systems, such as
the alibata, that existed prior to the archipelago’s colonisation. Spanish missionaries forced Filipinos to adopt the Roman script (Doronila 1995) and
described the indigenous Filipino alphabet as the work of the ‘devil’, burning indigenous literature (Doronila 1996). Spanish was used in convents
and seminary schools attended by the children of the elite. Meanwhile,
the friars deliberately refused to teach Spanish to those of a humbler background, for fear that this might stoke rebellion by affording unmediated
access to liberal ideas current in the Spanish-speaking world (Schumacher
1973, cited in Gonzales 1998).
The language problem persisted with the decision of the American colonial government in 1901 to require the use of English as the only medium
of instruction. Bernardo (2004) describes this as part of America’s strategy of ‘benevolent assimilation’. Both pre-war and post-war scholarship has
pointed to the dominance of English as an impediment to the attainment of
functional literacy for many Filipinos (Saleeby 1924, in Constantino 1982;
Counts 1925; Hunt and McHale 1965; Clarke 1977). Successive constitutions in 1935 and 1943 called for the development of a common national
language based on the various languages of the islands, but no practical
measures resulted. In the 1973 Constitution, Tagalog was declared as the
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‘Filipino’ national language. This pronouncement was accompanied by
acrimonious debates and protests, with claims that the law favoured one
ethno-linguistic group over various others (Luzares 1981). Resentment
towards a legislated ‘national language’ has persisted, and in 1980 Gonzales
declared:
The Filipino is once more in search of a common national language,
a linguistic symbol of unity and solidarity, for the choice made for him
by his leaders divided rather than united. Presently, he can at least live
comfortably with a pragmatic and aspirational symbol, Filipino, a word
with a sense but with no clear reference.
(p. 47)
Even when Marcos decreed a bilingual policy (use of English and Filipino)
in 1974, a measure subsequently enshrined in the post-Marcos Constitution
of 1987, this issue remained unresolved. Gonzalez (2000) has portrayed this
bilingual policy as just another exercise in transactional politics designed
to protect the status quo and the interests of (overwhelmingly Englishmedium) private schools.
In 2003, President Arroyo decreed English as the only medium of
instruction at all levels of education, sparking a furious controversy.
Arroyo, herself closely associated with the international financial industry, was supported in this move by pro-business congressmen as well as
local and foreign chambers of commerce. In 2007, a coalition of these
groups issued a strong endorsement of the use of English as the only
medium of instruction from primary level, on the grounds that this would
benefit the call centre industry. But the reform was strongly opposed by
academics, educators and a number of civil society activists, who argued
that it was not appropriate for a multilingual and multiethnic society like
the Philippines. For example, Ocampo (2007) opined that the knee-jerk
reaction by Congress to fill up the projected quotas of business process
outsourcing (BPO) organisations, such as transcription and call centres,
would put Filipino children at a learning disadvantage. The longstanding
controversy over medium of instruction policy has been aptly summarised
by Bautista et al.:
For over 80 years, the recommendation to use the native . . . , local . . . ,
mother . . . or the child’s . . . language in schools (in the early years) as
the medium of learning has been consistently disregarded. From the
1920s to the present, the political pressures exerted by different sectors
and advocates in the name of national unification, global participation,
regional identity, cultural integrity, or economic progress and overseas
employment caused the policy decision-making on the language issue
to swing from one extreme to another.
(2008: 20)
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The recent signing of the K+12 organic law (Republic Act 10533) mandating the Department of Education to institutionalise mother tongue-based
multilingual education is intended to resolve this festering linguistic dispute. However, as with most education reforms over the past century, implementation will require strong political will, given powerful opposition from
sectors that continue to view English proficiency as an ‘advantage’ in the
BPO industry and as an indispensable tool for facilitating labour migration.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have focused on the nature of national identity policies and practices in three areas of schooling: civics, history education and
the medium of instruction. We have shown how the state has promoted
a vision of national identity that reflects and sustains attitudes of colonial
dependency, while sporadically declaring a need for education to foster a
strong sense of commitment to the Philippines. However, insofar as they
were intended to serve more than a symbolic purpose, such declarations of
intent have been largely thwarted by strong sectional interests or the state’s
own limited capacity. The outcome has been that citizenship and history
education, as well as linguistic policy and practice, have contributed to the
maintenance of a relatively fissiparous or underdeveloped sense of Filipino
nationhood.
Ever since the country’s independence from America in 1946, studies have consistently highlighted the relative weakness of national identity
consciousness in the Philippines. As Jose Rizal lamented more than a century ago, ‘a man in the Philippines is only an individual, not a member of a
nation’ (Majul 1999: 9). This has been attributed to the failure to establish
a strong modern state after almost 400 hundred years of colonial rule. The
post-independence Filipino state is largely a family enterprise dominated by
a landed and political elite with roots in the Spanish-era plantation economy, subsequently co-opted by the Americans. The entrenched power both
of this landed oligarchy and of the Catholic Church has sapped the will and
capacity of the state to promote a vision of the Filipino citizen as an active,
autonomous agent in his or her own development and that of the country as
a whole. A neo-colonial relationship with the United States has underpinned
enduring economic and strategic dependency, but perhaps more fundamental to the stunting of Filipino democracy has been the way in which
colonialism, among other factors, has sustained an indigenous elite largely
detached from the experience and interests of the mass of its fellow citizens.
In this respect, comparisons can perhaps be drawn between the postcolonial experience of the Philippines and that of India, where – as
Barrington Moore argued in the 1960s – the lack of a broad-based social
revolution meant continuing domination of post-independence democratic institutions by an entrenched, feudalistic caste (or castes) of rentseeking elites (Moore 1966). In India too, enormous ethnic and linguistic
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diversity has facilitated the continuing dominance of English as the lingua
franca of national elites, which in turn exacerbates the gulf between the
latter and the mass of the population, for whom regional, caste or religious
identities are often more important than Indian nationalism. And, as in
the Philippines, so in parts of India (especially in the south), economic
stagnation and widespread English-medium education has fuelled largescale labour migration – a safety valve that relieves pressure on the state to
address serious institutional dysfunction. But, in common with Indonesia
and Indochina, India’s transition to independence followed a prolonged
anti-colonial struggle, the memory of which has been manipulated to underpin the legitimacy of the post-colonial state, and of its governing elites. In
the Philippines, by contrast, neither the state nor the elites that populate its
institutions derive legitimacy from a record of anti-colonial heroics.
In the Philippines, then, the accomplishment of the transition from
colonialism to independence without disruption of the existing social
order is linked to elite reluctance to articulate a strong, unified sense of
anti-colonial nationalism, or to promote a vision of active, engaged democratic citizenship. However, while the consequent weakness of political
cohesion and state effectiveness has seen the Philippines ‘fall behind’ its
East Asian neighbours in developmental terms, it has also meant comparative freedom from the chauvinist tendencies, state-induced ideological
insanity, or aggressive, expansionist bent that nationalism has encouraged
elsewhere in the region (in fascist Japan, Maoist China, the two Koreas
or Pol Pot’s Cambodia, for example). The current maritime disputes in
the South China Sea highlight this point, but confrontation with a rising
China may, in addition to driving the Philippines back into the American
embrace, also spur a more forceful and coherent sense of shared threat
and shared destiny among Filipinos. If so, this will perhaps prove a mixed
blessing.

Notes
1 One reflection of the international outlook among many Filipinos – which
government rhetoric has recently sought to celebrate – is perhaps evident in
the findings of a recent citizenship development programme, which highlights
Filipino participants’ positive attitudes to attempts to forge an ASEAN regional
identity (Hirata and Morishita 2014).
2 A Barangay Captain assisted by a council is supposed to govern a group of
approximately 30–100 families in a barangay system. In most cases, especially in
the rural areas, each barangay is comprised of members of an extended family
or clan.
3 Named after USS Thomas, which transported the first cohort of these American
teachers to the Philippines.
4 The Philippine Commonwealth was established by the Americans with the pretext of preparing Filipinos for full independence.
5 Tadhana means destiny and is the title of the nineteen-volume ‘Filipino
story’ authored by Marcos in collaboration with several Filipino historians
and writers.
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6 Segovia’s paper (1997) about the conceptualisation of democracy in textbooks features some discussion of the national political and social context, and Doronila’s
study of literacy programmes among marginalised communities also contains some
analysis of the national socio-political background – but these are exceptions.
7 The US president created the Philippine Commission in 1901 to perform legislative and (limited) executive powers in the administration of the Philippine
colony.
8 Mabini is often credited as the ‘brains’ of the wars of independence against
Spain and the US. A great thinker and political philosopher, he also authored
the Constitution of the first Philippine Republic. He was the leading adviser of
Emilio Aguinaldo and was President of the Council of Secretaries and the country’s first Foreign Affairs Minister.
9 These are abridged versions of articles 4–8 of The True Decalogue by Randy David
(2009). Mabini prescribed these ‘ten commandments’ to advance the cause of
Filipino patriotism and they were published with the Malolos Constitution in
1898.
10 Fidel Ramos was one of the military leaders who abandoned Marcos in the EDSA
1986 military-led uprising, which resulted in the accession of opposition leader
Corazon Aquino to the presidency. His sister, Senator Leticia Shahani, was the
lead convenor who initiated the National Moral Recovery Program in 1988.
11 Makabayan as a learning area was introduced from 2001 and was a result of the
amalgamation of other subjects: (1) Social Studies, (2) Technology Livelihood
and Home Economics, (3) Music, Arts, Health and Physicial Education and (4)
Values Education.
12 The NSTP is a programme aimed at enhancing civic consciousness and defence
preparedness in the youth by developing the ethics of service and patriotism
while undergoing training in any of its three programme components: (1)
Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC), (2) Literacy Training Service and
(3) Civic Welfare Training Service. Created by virtue of RA 9163, Section 2
declares:
Recognizing the youth’s vital role in nation-building, the State shall promote
civic consciousness among the youth and shall develop their physical, moral,
spiritual, intellectual and social well-being. It shall inculcate in the youth patriotism, nationalism, and advance their involvement in public and civic affairs.
13 The K+12 programme aims to transition the system from a ten- to twelve-year
cycle. Part of the policy reforms includes overhauling of the social studies curriculum, especially the mainstreaming of ‘local history’, and implementing mother
tongue-based multilingual education (MTB-MLE).
14 A review of learning goals of the social studies learning area across grade levels
will reveal how national identity formation will be addressed in the new curriculum. While that is an exciting prospect, it is a task that must be left to future
research.
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From Ottoman times to the twenty-first
century
Filiz Keser Aschenberger
Introduction
Since October 1923, when the Republic was proclaimed by Kemal Atatürk,
Turkey has witnessed dramatic transformations in the public definition of
state and nation. By comparison with other Western and Middle Eastern
nation-states, post-Ottoman Turkey lacked a powerful enlightenment movement aimed at an ‘awakening of Turks to national consciousness’ (Kad oğlu
1996: 185). As Ahmad puts it ‘Turkey did not rise phoenix-like out of the
ashes of the Ottoman Empire’, but ‘was “made” in the image of the Kemalist Elite which won struggles against foreign invaders and the old regime’
(1993: ix). The process of modern Turkish state formation has been seen as
characterised by the following radical transitions:
i a transition in the system of political authority from personal rule to
greater reliance on impersonal rules and regulations;
ii a shift in cosmology from divine law to positivism and rationality;
iii a shift from an ‘elite-people’ cleavage to a ‘populist-based’ community;
iv a transition from a religiously-defined community to a nation-state.
(Serif Mardin 2003: 19; cited in Keyman 2010: 318)
These transitions were effected through a top-down, state-centric and elitedriven process of modernisation that has been compared with the case of
Japan – another ‘Asian’ society that escaped Western colonialism and undertook ‘a systematic and persistent attempt to modernise the country’s social
and political structure, attitudes and behaviour’ (Rustow and Ward 1964:
9; see also Kad oğlu 1996; Keyder 1997; Zürcher 2010). The modernising
elite was comprised of Kemal Atatürk, his bureaucratic and military associates, and political and cultural elites who came to be known as Kemalists.
The Republican People’s Party (RPP) (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi – CHP),
founded by Atatürk, evolved into a pseudo-Leninist state apparatus, governing the modernisation and nation-building process (Zürcher 2010), and
pursuing a concerted project of social engineering (Keyder 1997). The second characteristic of the modernisation process has been the identification
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.
of modernisation with Westernisation (Keyder 1997; Keyman and Içduygu
2005). Modern Turkey turned its back on the East, Islam and the Arab world
and
embraced ‘the universal validity of Western modernity’ (Keyman and
.
Içduygu 2005: 4). As in Japan, where late nineteenth-century modernisers
answered Fukuzawa Yukichi’s call to ‘leave Asia and join Europe’, ‘reaching the level of Western civilisation’ became the supreme goal of Turkish
nation-builders (Ahmad 1993; Heper 2001), echoing through the history of
the young Republic. A third characteristic of Turkey’s experience of modernisation (which again finds strong echoes in the Japanese case) involves
the tension between the conception of modernity as Westernisation and
attempts to construct a distinct ‘Turkish’ identity (Kad oğlu 2005). Within
this complex and multidimensional ‘state-centric modernisation project’,
citizenship education has been accorded a central role in both fostering
commitment to the state’s modernising goals, and inculcating a strong
sense of Turkish nationhood.
This chapter analyses the role of schooling in general, and citizenship
education in particular, as an instrument for forming modern Turkish citizens. The main question addressed is ‘What has been the role of citizenship
education in the nation-building and modernisation process of Turkey?’
The discussion addresses the historical and social background of citizenship education in four distinct political eras: the single-party period (1923–
50); the multi-party period (1950–80); the 1980 military coup and its aftermath; and from the 1999 Helsinki summit (when Turkey was accepted as a
European Union (EU) candidate country) to the present day. Each era is
examined with reference to local and global developments and their effects
on citizenship education policy and practice, illustrated with citations from
curriculum documents and course books.

Citizenship education in Turkey
Late Ottoman antecedents
Zürcher (2005) emphasises that the history of modern Turkey cannot be
understood without reference to the Ottoman Empire, since modernising
and Westernising reforms first began under the Ottoman regime – during the Tanzimat era of 1839–76, then more radically after 1908. Though
the focus here is on the post-Ottoman Republic, it is important to note
that the legal conceptualisation of citizenship and the practice of modern
citizenship education date to the period of Constitutional Monarchy (from
1908). From this time, the Sultan’s ‘subjects’ began to be formally regarded
as members of a ‘citizen community’ (Üstel 2004: 73; Mumyakmaz 2008).
Participation in elections, and new political and national ceremonies,
set key precedents for the practice of modern citizenship. Schooling was
accorded a central role in inculcating commitment to the Ottoman polity, now conceived as a modern nation (Üstel 2004; Mumyakmaz 2008).

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

Constructing modern Turkish citizens 153
Compulsory primary schooling had been mandated by the first Ottoman
Constitution in 1876, but became prevalent only after the promulgation of
the Second Constitution in 1908 (Çelik 2008). Citizenship education was
then included in the curriculum of primary and secondary schools as a single course: Knowledge
of Civics, Morality and Economics (Malumat-i Medeniye
.
ve Ahlakiye ve I ktisadiye). Through this course and the separate subjects of
history and geography, an attempt was made to create a new Ottoman citizenry who would be morally upright, devout, patriotic, nationalistic, loyal,
intellectual, enthusiastic and physically and psychologically healthy (Üstel
2004; Mumyakmaz 2008). This course retained its place in the curriculum
after the foundation of the Republic in 1923, pursuing similar goals albeit
with significantly different content.
Early years of the new Republic: single-party period
After the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire with the Treaty of Sèvres in
1920, political and military resistance led by Kemal Atatürk culminated in
the establishment of the Turkish Republic. The Republic’s ‘revolutionary’
early years witnessed a conscious effort to break with what was portrayed
as a corrupt past: ‘the notion of an Islamic state was anathema to Mustafa
Kemal and his supporters, as it would perpetuate the backwardness of Turkey’ (Ahmad 1993: 53). The sultanate was abolished in 1922, the Republic
proclaimed in 1923 and the caliphate abolished in 1924; Islamic brotherhoods, tarikats and medreses (Koranic schools) were banned; in 1925 international time (measured from the Greenwich Meridian) and the Western
calendar were adopted, and the public wearing of turbans and fezzes was
prohibited; in 1926 the civil code was introduced; and in 1928 the constitutional recognition of Islam as the state religion was abrogated (Ahmad
1993; Özman 2010). In 1924 the first Republican Constitution
. placed citizenship ‘at the very core of the legitimacy of the Republic’ (Içduygu et al.
1999: 187), envisaging the citizen as ‘both the object of the Kemalist modernization project and its carrier’ (Kad oğlu 1998: 7).
Meanwhile, ‘like any true revolutionary regime, the republican government recognised that the revolution would acquire roots only if it succeeded in educating the broad mass of the population’ (Ahmad 1993:
81). The Law on the Unification of Education was therefore introduced in
1924. This radically centralising measure abolished all forms of religious
education, placing all educational institutions officially under the authority of the Ministry of Education (Üstel 2004; Dönmez 2005). This move was
explicitly justified with reference to the importance of realising ‘unity in
national feelings and ideologies’ (Üstel 2004: 128). Schools were seen as
instruments in a centrally orchestrated programme of citizenship formation, with the national curriculum as well as the rituals and routines that
punctuated the school day prescribed with this purpose in mind (Üstel
2004: 127).
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The schooling system inherited from the Ottoman Empire was thus
extensively reformed. First of all, its structure was altered: the 3+3+3+3
schooling system of the Ottomans was replaced with a 5+3+3 model – five
years of elementary school, followed by middle school and finally Lycée
(High school). Second, reading, writing and arithmetic were placed at the
centre of the curriculum, while Koranic courses were removed. In addition,
life studies, history, geography, science, handiwork, drawing, PT and music
were henceforth all taught in Turkish (see below) (Güvenç 1998). Existing
curricula and textbooks were screened and revised by the Education Ministry, to bring all elements into conformity with the principles of the Republic
(Güvenç 1998: 129). The Ottoman citizenship course was renamed Knowledge of the Motherland (Malumat-i Vataniyye), and its goal defined as ‘to teach
the benefits of the republican regime and . . . the duties of citizens to their
nation’ (Üstel 2004: 129). This was now
. offered as a compulsory course in
both primary and secondary schools (Içduygu et al. 1999; Üstel 2004). Education in this early republican era thus acquired a positivistic and secular
character purged of religious ideas and Ottoman identity.
In 1926, the first national curriculum for primary schools stipulated the
goals of inculcating republican principles, and of managing and controlling education centrally to ensure standardisation and homogeneity (Üstel
2004; Çelik 2008; Tangülü 2008).1 The objective of primary schooling was
defined as ‘to bring up good citizens by the active acclimatization of youth
to their community’ (Kaplan 2002: 187; cited in Caymaz 2008: 197). The
language of this curriculum reflected the recommendations and ideas of
John Dewey, who visited Turkey in the summer of 1924 at Atatürk’s invitation (Tarman 2011). Dewey’s notions of the role of schooling in socialising
pupils into the community, of the ‘public interest’, the ‘common good’
and the ‘social organism’ all struck the Kemalist elite as readily adaptable
to their nation-building agenda (Bilgi and Özsoy 2005). Principles of progressive pedagogy such as ‘child-centred’ teaching, ‘active learning’ and
‘democratic education’ were invoked (Üstel 2004: 130). The citizenship
education course Knowledge of the Motherland (now entitled Yurt Bilgisi in
Turkish). became a compulsory one-hour weekly class in the fourth and fifth
grades (Içduygu et al. 1999). Citizenship education was thus assigned ‘a key
role in the liberation of the people of Turkey from ignorance and [their]
transformation into a nation’ (Caymaz 2008: 198): ‘The major goal of primary schooling is to raise good citizens and to achieve their socialisation
into their nation. The Yurt Bilgisi course directly aims at achieving this goal.
Thus, it is the core for other courses’ (Primary School Curriculum 1926: 82;
trans. from Çelik 2008: 365).
The goal of the Knowledge of the Motherland course was to socialise youth
into the new modern nation and to inculcate the norms, values and political roles required by the modernising project. Its (apparently overlapping)
objectives included (1) creating an awareness of the moral, economic and
legal implications of current affairs; (2) moral education; (3) teaching students the rights and duties of democratic citizenship; (4) inculcating love
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and passion for the homeland and nation; (5) inculcating a belief in the
greatness of the Turkish nation; and (6) teaching the structure and functioning of the state and the government (Primary School Curricula 1926:
82; trans. from Çelik 2008: 365). In the official teaching guidelines, it was
emphasised that Knowledge of the Motherland was not a theoretical course; students had to be engaged as active participants by being urged to ask questions and discuss, to construct their own ideas under the guidance of the
teacher, to transform theoretical knowledge into practice and to participate
in school life. Moreover, teachers were encouraged to link the course with
real life and arouse their students’ interest in current affairs. Compared to
later curricula, the 1926 course appears more liberal in terms of its content
and underlying principles, perhaps reflecting the influence of Deweyan
ideas. Though the term ‘democracy’ did not appear in the curriculum or
textbooks, considerable space was devoted to discussion of rights and freedoms (Üstel 2004).
In 1928, a crucial reform, the adoption of the Latin alphabet, was enacted
(Ahmad 1993). The Arabic script, Turkey’s last formal cultural connection
to the Islamic world, was replaced with a version of the Latin script modified to the Turkish phonetic system. More ‘iconoclastic’ than any other
reform, this drastically reoriented Turkey towards Europe (Ahmad 1993:
82). It was prohibited to use Arabic or Persian even to print religious books
(Shaw and Kural Shaw 1977). A nationwide adult literacy campaign involving special Schools of the Nation (Millet Mektepleri) was initiated to teach
the new alphabet, and to ‘transform individuals into citizens by making
them acquire national values in addition to rendering them economically
productive’ (Caymaz 2008: 199). Textbooks aimed to instil republican patriotism; one book defined a good citizen as ‘a person who knows his country very well; feels passion for the homeland and freedom; respects fairness and justice; obeys the laws of the country; is ready to make sacrifices
for his family and friends’ (Caymaz 2008: 200). The literacy campaign thus
extended citizenship education to adults. Special attention was paid to the
rural population, where ‘pre-modern’ beliefs and attitudes were assumed to
be particularly deep-rooted (Üstel 2004).
After 1930, a shift in state ideology occurred. Liberalism and democracy
lost popularity among the Kemalist elite due both to instability in Western Europe and to the failure of the October 1930 elections to produce
the desired result. An experiment to construct an opposition party (the
Free Republican Party) on the orders of Atatürk was abruptly discontinued
after it received an unexpectedly high proportion of the vote. Mounting
opposition to the RPP, and religious rebellions of various kinds, discomfited the regime. Atatürk and his followers took their 1930 electoral setback as a ‘sobering experience’ and ‘tightened their hold . . . by bringing
under their direct control all . . . cultural and intellectual life’ (Zürcher
2005: 180). Meanwhile, the central ideas of Kemalism were redefined as
‘six arrows’ (republicanism, secularism, nationalism, populism, statism and
revolutionism) and written into the RPP programme (Ahmad 1993), before
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eventually being incorporated into the Constitution in 1937. Like many of
its European neighbours, during the 1930s the Turkish Republic was evolving into a single-party dictatorship (Ahmad 1993).
The extreme nationalism of the 1930s led to the emergence of two institutions critical to the formation of Turkish identity. The Society for the
Study of Turkish Language was founded in 1932 to create a ‘pure’ Turkish
language. All Arabic and Persian words were to be systematically eradicated
and replaced with terms derived from dialects, ancient literary sources and
the Turkic languages of Central Asia (Zürcher 2005: 190). Meanwhile, the
Society for the Study of Turkish History, founded in 1931, promulgated a
‘Turkish historical thesis’ holding that Turks were ‘descendants of white
Aryan inhabitants of Central Asia’ and had migrated all around the world,
creating all the greatest civilisations (Zürcher 2005: 191). Together these
institutions sought ‘to give [Turks] a sense of pride in their history and
national identity, separate from the immediate past, the Ottoman era’
(Zürcher 2005: 191). Their theories were taught in schools and universities from 1932 onwards, though some of their more extreme claims were
dropped during the late 1940s.
These political and ideological changes had a marked impact on the
education system. A radical transformation in the goals and content of curricula and textbooks relating to citizenship occurred during the 1930s. In
1930, a new curriculum made citizenship education a compulsory course
throughout lower secondary level, ramping up patriotic education (Üstel
2004: 137). The rise of a militant, nationalist vision of citizenship was evident in textbook content (Polat 2011), especially after the Ministry undertook the standardisation and regulation of all texts from 1933 (Üstel 2004).
A heavy emphasis on the civic republican conceptualisation of citizenship
was apparent, with duties and responsibilities owed to the state represented
as superior to all else (Üstel 2004: 181; Caymaz 2008; see also Sim’s chapter
in this volume). Four domains of responsibility were identified: the self,
family, community and the state. Duties owed to the state included paying taxes, obeying the law, voting in elections and loving the country, with
the performance of military service accorded the greatest emphasis (Üstel
2004; Caymaz 2008). The entitlement to rights was. portrayed as dependent
on the fulfilment of such duties (Caymaz 2008; Ince 2012), and citizens
were required to subsume their interests ‘within a Rousseauian general will
of the entire body of citizens’ (Senay 2008: 964). The following textbook
excerpt illustrates this emphasis on ideals of self-sacrifice and submission to
the common will:
Our well-being and comfort is only possible through the well-being and
comfort of the nation. Hence we should fend for the nation before
ourselves . . . We must sacrifice our individual interest for the sake of
the national interest above everything else.
(Yurt Bilgisi 1933: 65–6; cited in Caymaz 2008: 203)
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Allied to this intensely collectivist, statist ethos was an intensified emphasis
on the ethno-cultural and racial roots of Turkish nationhood (Polat 2011).
For example, in the cult citizenship text Civic Knowledge for Citizens (Vatandaş
için Medeni Bilgiler), Atatürk himself defined the Turkish nation on the basis
of ‘historical and natural facts . . . : a) political unity; b) linguistic unity;
. c)
territorial unity; d) racial unity; e) shared history; f) shared morality’ (Inan
1933/1988: 352). Sometimes dictating passages himself,
. Atatürk supervised
the writing of this text by the female historian Afet Inan (Gürses 2010).
It was suffused with an essentialised conception of nationality and a conviction of Turkish racial and moral superiority (Üstel 2004; Gürses 2010),
reflecting the ideology propounded by the Societies of Turkish Language
and History. Texts for history and language similarly lauded the immemorial origins of the Turks, their glorious civilisation, military triumphs
and national heroes, myths
and symbols (Üstel 2004: 214; Dönmez 2005;
.
Caymaz 2008). As Afet Inan herself put it, ‘there is no state in. the world
which is bigger, older, or cleaner than the Turkish nation’
(Inan 1933:
.
351). While Anatolia was portrayed as the motherland, Inan’s text depicted
a historic Turkdom extending to Central Asia in the east and Italy in the
west.
As well as hailing the exemplary moral qualities of Turks themselves,
.
Inan’s text (and others) identified their
. language as ‘the most beautiful,
richest, and easiest . . . in the world’ (Inan 1933: 351).
In 1936, the national primary curriculum was rewritten, further reinforcing the role of schooling in citizen formation. The ideal citizen was now
defined as someone embodying the principles of the RPP’s ‘six arrows’.
Single-party government was explicitly praised, and systems of multi-party
representative government reviled. (Üstel 2004: 142; Tangülü 2008: 16).
After Atatürk’s death in 1938, Inönü, his successor, was elected ‘Permanent Chairman’ of the RPP, assuming the title of ‘National Chief’. Adopting the slogan ‘One party, one nation, one leader’, the government became
more autocratic, repressive and nationalistic (Ahmad 1993: 69). As fascism took hold over much of Europe, this intensely nationalistic discourse
shaded into expressions of racism reminiscent of contemporary Germany
and Italy (Çay r and Gürkaynak 2008; Polat 2011). This is reflected in the
following excerpt from a 1941 text, featuring a student declaring:
I am Turkish! A Turk lives only for his homeland and nation. In order
to save his homeland and flag, he would sacrifice his life without thinking. To die for my country is my most honourable wish, just as much as
to live for my country.
(Rona 1941: 14; cited in Caymaz 2008: 211)
In this period, accounts of universal values – concerning the qualities
of a good son or daughter, upright citizen or admirable human being –
were increasingly qualified with the adjective ‘Turkish’ (Üstel 2004: 176).
Characteristics such as solidarity, tolerance, compassion, self-awareness,
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honesty, respect, helpfulness, responsibility and diligence were represented as attaining their most perfect realisation in the breast of the stalwart
Turkish patriot (Üstel 2004: 174; Dönmez 2005).
This heightened nationalism was still combined with discourses of modernisation and civilisation; indeed, changes to the content and emphasis of
citizenship education during the 1930s can be interpreted as continuing
the official modernisation-as-Westernisation project, merely substituting
the fascist brand of Western civilisation for the liberal-democratic variant
that had seemed dominant during the 1920s. Civics textbooks continued to
inculcate civilised behaviour, encompassing dress, personal hygiene, table
manners, greetings and other social codes, and specifying proper decorum
for visits to cinema, park or theatre (Üstel 2004). As in Meiji Japan, the
Republic sought to occupy and define the private as well as public spheres
of its citizens (Kad oğlu 1998; Kahraman 2005). The importance of work,
an emphasis on physical health (individual and societal), the significance of
hygiene and the evils of alcohol were all invoked in depictions of the ideal
citizen (Üstel 2004: 190–8).
Meanwhile, textbooks clearly delineated gender roles – women were to
stay at home and care for the family, while men worked, paid taxes, voted
and served in the army. But outside the classroom, women were assuming a growing role in modern, urban employment and in social, cultural
and political life. In April 1930, women were granted the vote in municipal elections and, in December 1934, in parliamentary elections; they
also gained the right to stand as parliamentary candidates (Ahmad 1993;
Zürcher 2005).
Throughout this period, civics textbooks portrayed Turks as a nation
critically
threatened by enemies, foreign and domestic (Kad oğlu 2005:
.
113; Ince 2012). In the early 1920s, as the victorious Allies lopped off the
Arabian provinces of the old Ottoman realm, and Greece gnawed at its
Anatolian vitals, the foreign menace was real and existential; domestically,
the Sultan and forces of ‘reaction’ were portrayed as effete connivers in this
dismemberment, threatening to consign their compatriots to colonial subjecthood. But even once the new Republic was firmly established, a ‘Sèvres
Syndrome’, or the ‘conviction that Turkey is surrounded by enemies who
intended to divide it’, maintained a powerful hold on popular consciousness – .one that citizenship and history curricula actively sought to reinforce (Ince 2012: 122). In subsequent decades, the identity of the enemies
changed – the Cold War Soviet Union, or ethnic and religious minorities
(in collusion with. malevolent foreigners) – but the syndrome itself persisted
(Kad oğlu 2005; Ince 2012).
Multi-party period
.
Under Inönü’s leadership, the party-state developed into a ‘virtual police
state’ (Ahmad 1993: 104), but the aftermath of the Second World War
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witnessed substantial changes in politics, economic policy and foreign relations.
The country had managed to stay neutral during the war, but both
.
Inönü and the RPP faced growing popular discontent due to the oppressive
nature of state control, rampant inflation, a drastic wealth tax (Varlik vergisi) and resistance to a radical land redistribution scheme (Zürcher 2005:
207). Such policies alienated major supporters of the regime, such as the
commercial bourgeoisie and large landowners. Meanwhile, new external
pressures for democratisation emerged: Turkey’s status as a founder member of the United Nations (UN) raised expectations in this respect and,
crucially, tensions in its relations with the Soviet Union (whose new East
European satrapies now extended to Bulgaria) prompted growing closeness to the American-led, liberal-democratic West (Marshall Plan aid was
also extended to Turkey) (Zürcher 2005). Renewed attempts were made to
establish an opposition party subject to backstage RPP manipulation: conceding the shadow of democracy to preserve the substance of autocracy
(Ahmad 1993). In 1946, the Democrat Party (DP) was officially founded
and, in the first elections, received sufficient votes to enter parliament,
but not enough to threaten RPP dominance (Shaw and Kural Shaw 1977;
Ahmad 1993). Nonetheless, this marked the beginning of a liberalisation
and democratisation movement that ‘gained momentum throughout the
next four years until the elections of May 1950’ (Ahmad 1993: 107).
In 1948, a new primary school curriculum was adopted that would
remain in force until 1968 (Caymaz 2008). Curricular goals remained
substantially unchanged, with a strong emphasis on nationalism and civic
duties (Üstel 2004; Tangülü 2008). While democracy, civil liberties and universal rights were initially omitted from the roster of key civic values, with
the transition to a .multi-party regime in 1950, textbooks embraced these
ideas (Üstel 2004; Ince 2012). However, though ‘democracy’ now boasted
a chapter all to itself, it was conceptualised in a rather vague manner, with
a strong emphasis on ‘mutual respect’ (Üstel 2004: 250). Themes discussed
included the social division of labour, political parties, popular participation and the features of democratic governance (Üstel 2004; Caymaz 2008),
but ‘democracy’ was accorded a breadth of definition that diluted its meaning, with sub-topics such as ‘democracy at home’ and ‘democracy at school’.
In 1949, the Third National Education Council announced plans to create
democratic, participatory school environments. However, the boundaries
of student involvement were strictly drawn: ‘members of a school council
will come together from time to time to discuss issues concerning them and
will decide based on majority under the constant and close but friendly
and democratic supervision and inspection of teachers and administrators’
(Salmoni 2004; Üstel 2004).
At secondary level, a 1949 curricular revision maintained the central role
(and compulsory status) of the citizenship education course, and textbooks
continued to emphasise national unity, discipline, solidarity and a spirit
of patriotic self-sacrifice. However, talk of the ‘six arrows’ of citizenship
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was abandoned, and more overtly democratic discourse acknowledging
the importance of freedom of thought was adopted (Üstel 2004). The citizenship education textbook for lower secondary school now started with a
discussion of democracy, followed by chapters on rights and duties, social
roles and occupations, and lastly on peace and on international organisations such as the UN and UNESCO – of which Turkey’s status as a founding
member was itself one source of national pride.
In the elections of 1950, the relatively liberal DP won a shock landslide,
gaining 408 seats in the new Assembly to the RPP’s 39 (Ahmad 1993). However, the party had no special agenda regarding citizenship education, its
programme declaring simply that education should foster not only scientific
and technological knowledge but also humanistic and sentimental values
‘based on the morals of the nation’ (DP Party Programme 1946; Tangülü
2008: 44). A 1951 party document noted the importance of respect for tradition and the goal of constructing ‘the ideal country’ (Üstel 2004: 243).
While lending new support to ‘equal opportunity’ and ‘humanistic values’,
the DP essentially maintained the approach of the RPP, with its emphasis
on ‘national and moral values’. Textbook coverage of democracy and rights
was slightly expanded (Üstel 2004), as the DP ‘tinkered with the civic virtue
dimension of citizenship’ to stress the importance of political participation
and voting (Senay 2008: 965).
However, legislation relating to religion underwent more significant
reform (Çolak 2005; Zürcher 2005). Religious education was reintroduced
as. an elective course in primary and secondary schools; preachers’ schools
(Imam-Hatip schools) were opened in several cities; and a Faculty of Divinity
was inaugurated at Ankara University. The call to prayer was re-Arabicised,
the Koran was recited on public radio and tombs and shrines were reopened.
Attempting to dampen the controversy such moves inevitably generated,
the new government stressed its commitment to maintaining the secular
nature of the state (Zürcher 2005). Nevertheless, the new permissiveness
vis-à-vis religion was perceived as threatening to secularism, and thereby to
the ‘cultural hegemony . . . of the Kemalist elite’ (Zürcher 2005: 234), as
well as ‘the modernist values of the Republic’ (Sar bay 1991: 128). The new
religious openness enjoyed widespread popularity, but was accompanied by
constraints on media and academic freedom and attempts to repress the
secularist opposition. All this deeply alarmed the Kemalist elite, including
the military, who perceived a reawakening of the Islamic consciousness they
had attempted to smother over the previous twenty-five years (Ahmad 1993).
On 27 May 1960, the resulting tension culminated in a military coup,
whose leaders justified their actions by accusing the DP of running ‘the
country with total disregard for the constitution, relying on their overwhelming majority in parliament to justify their actions’ (Ahmad 1993: 1).
While the military declared its determination to preserve secularisation and
restore democracy (Sar bay 1991), others considered this martial intervention (the first in Turkey’s republican history) as delivering ‘a staggering
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blow’ to the country’s democratic institutions (Shaw and Kural Shaw 1977:
413). The military regime’s front organisation, the National Unity Committee, appointed a commission of professors to draft a new Constitution,
which ‘favoured a return to parliamentary democracy’ (Zürcher 2005: 244).
The new Constitution was approved by a civilian constituent assembly in
1961, and parliamentary elections led to a coalition government between
the RPP and the new Justice Party (JP).
The 1961 Constitution is still considered the most liberal in Turkish
history, despite its origins in a military coup (Senay 2008: 965). It aimed
to prevent the monopolisation of state power and grant full autonomy to
universities and the mass media (Zürcher 2005). Human rights and civil
liberties were accorded significant emphasis (Senay 2008; Polat 2011). The
Constitution also featured a more liberal definition of citizenship based
on the civic principle of ‘belonging’, and divested of explicit references to
race, language or blood (Polat 2011).
However, this liberalism took time to percolate through to the content
of schooling. After the military coup, a section entitled ‘our country’ was
added to the lower secondary citizenship education course, with the aim of
legitimising the military’s intrusion into politics (Üstel 2004):
Those who held the power started to act against the constitution and
the principles of democracy. This led to conflict among the people.
Moreover, the economy was in difficulties and it was our first duty, as
Turkish Youth, to protect and develop Atatürk’s revolution. Thus, the
Turkish Military temporarily assumed the government with the aim of
a
b
c
d

stopping fratricide and restoring national unity,
ensuring real democracy,
protecting and developing Ataturk’s revolution,
implementing educational and economic measures to guarantee
all citizens a safe and happy life.
(Lower secondary Year 3 text; cited in Erdem and
Konuk 1962: 17)

It was not until 1968 that the primary curriculum was finally rewritten in
accordance with the 1961 Constitution (Üstel 2004; Çay r and Gürkaynak
2008), though an extensive piloting of a new citizenship programme was
undertaken from 1962 onwards (Arslan 2000). A new definition of the
model citizen drew on universal rights and freedoms, while promotion
of
.
democracy was enshrined as a central goal of the programme (Ince 2012).
The textbook chapter on democracy was expanded, and discussion of
the concept became more specific, concrete and contextualised (Erdem
and Konuk 1962). Developing democratic understanding and participatory skills was emphasised as essential to democratising governance and
everyday life (Üstel 2004). However, as Üstel notes, ‘with its dual aim of
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opening up democratic citizenship and preserving the Turkish ethos inherited from 1948, [the curriculum] had an eclectic structure’ (2004: 254).
Citizenship education was now merged with history and geography in a new
Social Studies course, implementing a recommendation first made during
the Fifth National Education Council in 1957 (Üstel 2004). This integrated
approach was justified on pedagogical grounds, and was influenced by
trends in the West.
The secondary curriculum was also revised in 1969, likewise featuring a
newly integrated Social Studies course (Çay r and Gürkaynak 2008). ‘To be
able to become a good citizen,’ the Ministry declared:
the student needs to learn about the environment s/he lives in, starting
from the local level, and extending to his/her country and to the world.
S/he also needs a solid grounding in knowledge and culture to be able
successfully to solve the problems with which life may confront him/
her. Social Studies courses have a critical duty to fulfil this aim.
(MoNE Regulation 1969, No. 1583)
At the same time, the curriculum retained the established emphasis on
inculcating patriotism and national values (Üstel 2004). The model citizen was portrayed as exemplifying a plethora of potentially contradictory
qualities: curiosity, responsibility, intellectual sophistication, an aptitude
for problem solving, awareness of and sensitivity to problems facing the
country and the world, determination to work for the benefit of the Turkish
nation, team spirit, self-confidence and conformity to social rules and regulations. The curriculum acknowledged the diverse nature of Turkish society
(Üstel 2004) and was widely hailed as the most democratic educational programme in Turkish history (Üstel 2004; Çay r and Gürkaynak 2008). But it
did not last long.
Turkey during the 1960s witnessed unprecedented freedom of expression, liberalism, democracy and the emergence of several new political
parties of the left and right. But as an increasingly radical mood took
hold in universities, influenced to some extent by overseas examples, violence escalated in the latter part of the decade. Ahmad describes the
situation:
The universities had ceased to function. Students emulating Latin
American urban guerrillas robbed banks, kidnapped US servicemen,
and attacked American targets. The homes of university professors critical of the government were bombed by neo-fascist militants. Factories
were on strike and more workdays were lost between 1 January and 12
March 1971 than during any prior year. The Islamist movement had
become more aggressive and its party, the National Order Party, openly
rejected Atatürk and Kemalism, infuriating the armed forces.
(1993: 147)
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The unrest culminated, in March 1971, in another military intervention
whose declared aims were to end ‘anarchy, fratricidal strife, and social
and economic unrest’ (Ahmad 1993: 148). Following the resignation of
the government, a new administration was installed by the generals. The
Constitution was revised, severely limiting civil liberties (Zürcher 2005). In
1973, National Education Law No. 1739 reimposed a curricular emphasis
on nationalism, civic duties and unquestioning devotion to the republican
regime (Üstel 2004; Çay r and Gürkaynak 2008).
The period after the 1980 military coup
Civilian rule resumed in 1973, with weak coalition governments and increasing polarisation between the principal political blocs, the JP and the RPP,
who refused to form a ‘grand coalition’ with each other. The prospect of
military intervention constantly loomed, as fragile civilian administrations
presided over a society riven by ideological extremism, Kurdish separatism, the rising threat of Islamic fundamentalism and, in the wake of the
1973 oil shock, economic dislocation. In September 1980, the army intervened again, with the declared aim of ‘safeguarding of the integrity of the
country, preventing civil war and re-establishing the authority of the state’
(Soyar k-Şentürk 2005: 134). More drastic and oppressive than its 1960 predecessor, this coup ushered in sweeping and illiberal changes. Until parliamentary elections were held in November 1983, Turkey was governed
as if in a state of siege, and this official mentality was reflected in constitutional and educational reforms. Universities were brought under the direct
control of the government, and academic freedom was severely curtailed
(Zürcher 2005).
The 1982 Constitution limited the individual rights and freedoms guaranteed by its 1962 predecessor, and required schools to transmit a highly
conservative interpretation of Kemalism (Soyar k-Şentürk 2005; Zürcher
2005). The state assumed new powers to regulate and supervise religious
education, which became compulsory in primary and secondary schools
(Çolak 2005). An orthodox understanding of Islam – Sunni Islam – thus
became part of the definition of the nation, in a move aimed at filling a perceived ‘moral void’, and inoculating youth against socialism, communism
and, especially, more radical versions of Islam (Zürcher 2010: 273). The
resulting nationalist-Islamist synthesis co-opted Sunni Islam as a ‘pro-status
quo force’, with the new ‘modern’ and ‘enlightened’ Turkicised Islam seen
as cementing social cohesion and fostering moral behaviour (Çolak 2005:
250).
The consequences for citizenship education were considerable (Caymaz
2008). In 1985, the integrated Social Studies course was abandoned and
a separate Citizenship Studies course reintroduced (Üstel 2004; Kad oğlu
2005). Distinct history and geography courses were likewise reconstituted,
and significantly restyled as National History and National Geography. Üstel
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considers this change as integral to a ‘moral equipping’ movement harking back to the militant, authoritarian ethos of the 1940s, stressing themes
of duty, sovereignty, order and collectivism (Üstel 2004; Caymaz 2008).
‘Atatürk nationalism’ and ‘national consciousness’ were invoked to defend
the nation’s youth against the ‘foreign ideologies’ that had turned them
into ‘anarchists’ before 1980 (Üstel 2004: 278). References to internal and
external threats and enemies proliferated in school textbooks during the
1980s.
The 1985 edition of the Citizenship Studies textbook featured a chapter on
the ‘threats to our regime and existence’. A section on ‘anarchy and terror’
claimed that the free and liberal atmosphere of the 1950s and 1960s had
opened the door to (unspecified) elements bent on undermining Kemalism or dismembering the Republic itself (Üstel 2004: 296). Another section on ‘global threats’ discussed international terror and its foreign sponsors, and the chapter concluded by reviewing ‘current threats’, subdivided
into ‘internal’ and ‘external’ categories. The former were said to involve
‘destructive and separatist forces’, again unspecified, who aimed to subvert
the Kemalist Republic and divide it along lines of race, class and religion.
The text highlighted the nefarious methods
of such groups, exhorting stu.
dents to remain vigilant (Üstel 2004; Ince 2012). The nature of the unrest
preceding the military coup could leave students and teachers in little
doubt that communism, fundamentalist Islam and Kurdish separatism were
the key domestic ‘threats’ against which vigilance should be directed.
External threats, however, were identified with reference to Turkey’s
geopolitical situation, and included smuggling, international terrorism
and the malevolent
designs of countries such as Greece, Syria or Russia
.
(Üstel 2004; Ince 2012). Armenian terrorist organisations were blamed for
certain attacks and murders (the ASALA group had launched several fatal
attacks during the 1970s), though school texts made no mention of the
suffering experienced by Armenians during the Great War (Üstel 2004;
Zürcher
. 2005). ‘Turks have no friends besides fellow Turks’, students were
told (Ince 2012: 125). These xenophobic and alarmist messages, exploiting
popular fear and prejudice, sought to drive home the message that national
defence required an obedient citizenry in a state of constant watchfulness
and military preparedness (Çay r and Gürkaynak 2008). This discourse has
remained strongly influential down to the present day.
In the new textbooks, religion and race were for the first time explicitly identified – alongside language, culture and history – as constitutive
elements of ‘Turkishness’. Religion was presented as indispensable to the
maintenance of social order and public morality. Islamic faith and practice,
and secular republican citizenship, were represented as complementary
rather than contradictory (Çolak 2005), and it was emphasised that secularism guaranteed freedom of religious practice. The importance of upholding the state’s secular principles was still emphasised, but, more
. broadly,
the state and all its actions were portrayed as beyond criticism (Ince 2012).
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Ideal citizens were ‘actors in a limited domain granted to them by the state,
satisfying the expectations of the state such as military service’, or the payment of taxes (Caymaz 2008: 222).
However, Turkey during the 1980s, and especially during the 1990s, was
increasingly subject to a welter of complex and often contradictory forces
that challenged the hold of orthodox Kemalism over society, culture and
politics. As Kad oğlu put it, ‘the end of Cold War rhetoric, the opening up
of new foreign policy arenas for Turkey, globalization and the liberal economic policies which were adopted in . . . the early 1980s, [as well as the]
emergence of private TV channels’ led to increasing international openness (1996: 190). The 1990s witnessed a resurgence of Islam, rising Kurdish
nationalism and, especially in the cities, the emergence of an increasingly
vibrant civil society. Extremism of the conventional left- or right-wing varieties meanwhile lost adherents, and mainstream society became increasingly depoliticised (Zürcher 2005). In this context, the government sought
greater integration with the global economy in general, and that of Europe
in particular. Turkey’s protracted negotiations over European Union (EU)
membership brought strong pressure from Brussels over issues of human
rights and civil liberties, helping to prompt significant revisions to policy in
these areas (Zürcher 2005).
The implications for education were particularly direct and far-reaching.
In 1995, the UN declared 1995–2004 as the ‘Decade for Human Rights Education’. In response, the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) changed
the name of Turkey’s citizenship education course to Human Rights and Citizenship Education. Course content was also altered, with the addition of sections on ‘human rights’ and ‘democracy education’. From 1997, this subject became compulsory at lower secondary level and, from the following
year, was taught for one hour per week in the seventh and eighth grades. In
the same year, an elective course
on Democracy and Human Rights was intro.
duced at tenth-grade level (Ince 2012).
These courses embodied the tensions between a renewed embrace of
universal values on the one hand, and a continued determination to foster ‘national’ sentiment on the other. For example, in the eighth-grade
text, themes included state–citizen relations, democracy and protection of
human rights, but there was also a section on ‘national security and national
power’. The latter, accounting for almost one-third of course content,
focused on the role of the Turkish army; the importance of military service;
and internal and external threats from anarchy, terrorism and so forth.
Analysis by Gök (2003) of Citizenship and Human Rights textbooks prepared
for the seventh and eighth grades indicated that emphasis was skewed heavily towards civic duties rather than rights, although Bora (2003) argues that
democratic ideals were stressed alongside nationalist principles. Teachers
reportedly found the new textbooks overloaded with factual content and
insufficiently supportive of discussion, debate and the development of skills
of participatory citizenship (Kepenekçi 2005). Üstel (2004) concludes that
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the ideal citizen projected through these texts embodies a schizophrenic
combination of nationalist chauvinism and cosmopolitan liberalism. Nonetheless, despite persistent adherence to a militant conception of citizenship, merely incorporating the phrase ‘human rights’ into the course title
was bound to raise expectations of democratisation, modernisation and globalisation – especially in the context of a post-Cold War Turkey aspiring to
join the EU (Çay r and Gürkaynak 2008).2
Since the late Ottoman period, Turkish elites have aspired to reconstruct
their country as a modern, Westernised nation-state. During the 1990s,
this aspiration intensified, especially as EU membership at last appeared
to have become a realisable medium-term goal. But at the same time, the
bureaucratic and military establishment remained reluctant to relinquish
the tools of state repression and the authoritarian nationalist ideology that
legitimised their use. This reluctance was reinforced by the perceived threat
to national unity from ethnically or religiously based separatist movements,
support for which, ironically, was in large part attributable to resentment
at repressive attempts to impose a totalising and homogeneous vision of
Turkish citizenship.
Aftermath of the 1999 Helsinki summit
The 1999 Helsinki summit was a turning point in the long and strained
history of EU–Turkey relations. In Helsinki, Turkish candidacy for full EU
membership was officially approved, and Turkey’s progress in implementing safeguards for civic and political
rights was henceforth subject to formal
.
EU inspection (Keyman and Içduygu 2005). The elections of November
2002 constituted a crucial litmus test of this commitment to the democratic
process. They resulted in an overall majority for the Justice and Development Party (JDP), a conservative-democratic party associated with moderate Islamism. JDP went on to form a government, and the following month
the initiation of EU membership negotiations was announced
at the Euro.
pean Council’s Copenhagen summit (Keyman and Içduygu 2005). In an
effort to meet EU integration criteria, the new government introduced an
‘Emergency Action Plan’ encompassing the economy, social policy and education, and initiated moves towards revising the Constitution in a liberaldemocratic direction (Keyman 2010). Key reforms have included allowing
the use of Kurdish, previously a banned language, both in the media and
in some educational contexts (Köker 2010). Currently, there are Master’s
programmes in Kurdish Language and Literature, Kurdish is offered as an
elective in primary schools and Kurdish television channels and newspapers
exist. For a country that for decades ignored or denied the sub-national
identities of its citizens, these are radical reforms.
In an effort to fulfil the EU’s ‘Copenhagen Criteria’, additional reforms
were initiated by the MoNE. An ‘Education for Democratic Citizenship’
(EDC) study conducted by the European Council acknowledged Turkey’s
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efforts in this regard, noting that EDC policies ‘follow a top-down approach
and are directly promoted by the central education authorities’ (Birzéa et
al. 2004: 118). Consistent with this top-down pattern of policymaking, a
new primary school curriculum embracing ‘constructivist’ pedagogy was
introduced by the MoNE in 2005. The former Citizenship and Human Rights
Education course was dropped in favour of a more holistic ‘immersion’
approach integrating citizenship education into other subject areas (Çay r
and Gürkaynak 2008). While Social Sciences (at secondary level) and Life
Sciences (at the primary level) inherited much of the content of the earlier
course, messages relating to citizenship were now also found in subjects as
varied as Turkish, Mathematics, Science and Technology.
Besides this curricular change, in 2009 the MoNE launched a project
on democratic citizenship and human rights education with the support of
the European Commission. This aims to revise education legislation and
redesign the curriculum for the elective course on EDC/HRE at junior secondary level. It also involves the introduction of Democracy and Human Rights
Education as an upper secondary elective course from the 2010–11 academic
year (MoNE 2011). This new programme, prepared in consultation with
international experts, aims to develop a wide range of skills and values, from
‘critical thinking’, ‘creativity’ and ‘problem solving’, to ‘using Turkish effectively’, encouraging ‘participation’, discouraging discrimination, fostering
‘empathy’ and imbuing students with an appreciation of the importance of
solidarity, tolerance, responsibility, respect, helpfulness, peace, honour, justice, self-respect, sharing, freedom and equality. In short, a shopping list of
ethical qualities associated with model ‘European’ citizenship is here combined with an emphasis – evident in the policy documents of states across
the contemporary world (not least in Asia) – on skills of ‘creativity’ and
‘critical thinking’ considered crucial for success in the ‘global knowledge
economy’. While stressing that democracy requires ‘demanding, active and
responsible citizens’, the course also highlights the importance of patriotism, ‘awareness of cultural heritage’ and ‘national’ values (Citizenship and
Democracy Education Course Programme, MoNE 2012: 5).
In 2012, schooling was restructured on a model, with compulsory
educa.
tion extended to twelve years, but at the same time a number of Imam-Hatip
schools have been established in place of, or as alternatives to, conventional
junior secondary schools. Religious education (two hours per week) has
become compulsory from fourth to eighth grades, while at secondary level
two new elective courses have been introduced on the Quran and the Life of
Prophet Muhammad, reflecting the JDP regime’s view of Islam as a crucial
component of Turkey’s ‘cultural heritage’. Meanwhile, the Human Rights,
Citizenship and Democracy course has been downgraded, so that it is now
compulsory only in the fourth grade for two hours weekly, and from the
2012–13 academic year, citizenship education no longer features as a discrete subject at junior secondary level. The new fourth-grade course stresses
universal values – human rights, active citizenship, diversity, tolerance and
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the importance of civil society, and features themes such as ‘every human
being is valuable’, ‘democracy culture’, ‘our rights and freedoms’ and ‘our
duties and responsibilities’. Although active learning methods are recommended as a means of encouraging active civic participation, some rhetoric concerning tradition, ‘duty’ and national values is retained. However,
promotion of militant secular nationalism is no longer a central theme,
and the removal in 2012 of a secondary-level National Security course is
further evidence of moves to divest the curriculum of some vestiges of
authoritarian Kemalism.
Kad oğlu (2007) asserts that the advent of JDP rule marked a turning
point in Turkey’s citizenship regime. Religious, ethnic and linguistic diversity (notably in relation to the Kurds) gained a new measure of recognition;
and the hegemony of the Kemalist military and bureaucratic establishments
was challenged and progressively undermined. But despite these measures
of liberalisation, some have pointed to the way in which public institutions
– the ‘Radio TV Supreme Council’, the MoNE and the Ministry of Social
Policy – have come to be seen as instruments for the promulgation of the
JDP’s own neo-conservative ideology (Dönmez 2011). The socially (and religiously) conservative slant of the JDP’s agenda is clear: ‘Our children will
be raised as conscious, well-educated, respectful, devout and self-confident
individuals possessing humanistic values’ (JDP 2012). In place of the old
secular republican emphasis on diligence and patriotic self-sacrifice, the
JDP has sought to establish a new citizenship ideal emphasising personal
morality buttressed by religious observance.
Since this socially conservative agenda has become increasingly apparent since the JDP’s third election victory in 2011, most existing studies of
citizenship education in Turkey stress the continued salience of Kemalist
nationalism in curricular materials. Bora (2009) finds textbooks embodying an uneasy
truce between Kemalism and a Turkish-Islamist synthe.
sis, while Ince (2012) highlights how Social Studies textbooks from 2008
emphasise duties over rights, and evince some similarities in terms of ethical outlook with texts used in some overtly Islamist states and in the Turkic
republics of Central Asia. Meanwhile, studies of the civic attitudes of university students (Senay 2008) and trainee teachers (Doğanay 2009) have
suggested the continued prevalence of conventional, secular republican
conceptions of citizenship among these groups. Most Turkish students
apparently still conceptualise citizenship primarily in terms of the fulfilment of responsibilities, complying with the law, paying taxes and performing military service, and remain broadly loyal to the ideals of Kemalism and
secular patriotism (Bozk r 2001; Doğanay and Sar 2009; Y lmaz et al. 2009;
Keser et al. 2011).
Çay r (2009) argues that Turkish schooling conveys contradictory messages regarding citizenship. On the one hand, the curriculum is structured
in such a way as to signal compliance with EU norms – visitors from Brussels glancing at curricular guidelines or textbook chapter titles may return
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reassured. On the other hand, on closer inspection, it becomes clear that
texts continue to reflect elements of the old nationalist historical vision,
mingled increasingly with assertions of religious identity. In its attempts to
conceptualise a coherent Turkish identity that remains faithful to the core
precepts of Kemalism, satisfies the JDP’s moderate Islamist supporters, but
also fulfils commitments to the EU, the MoNE finds itself pursuing irreconcilable goals (Çay r 2009: 1667). Despite a succession of curricular changes
ostensibly aimed at ridding school texts of xenophobia,
militarism and atti.
tudes associated with the ‘Sèvres Syndrome’ (Ince 2012), long-established
conceptions of republican citizenship have proved hard to dislodge. This, at
least, was the case prior to 2011, since when the government has embarked
on a more fundamental challenge to the secular republican status quo – in
education and more broadly.

Conclusion
The process of constructing a modern civic consciousness in Turkey has
been highly complex and contested. Keyman argues that the formation of
the republican state has been ‘characterized by the simultaneous and intertwined existence of four processes: modernization since the foundation of
the Republic, democratization since 1950, globalization since the 1980s,
and Europeanization since 2000’ (2010: 319) – though this categorisation
downplays the salience of militant secularism as a key theme of ‘modernisation’ discourse in post-Ottoman Turkey. And to Keyman’s ‘processes’
can now be added a fifth, increasingly evident since 2010: deconstruction
of the secular republican conception of nationhood, and the fostering
of forms of identity (notably Islamism) that transcend existing national
borders (Kad oğlu 2007). But throughout these different historical phases,
four principal elements have remained central to official Turkish conceptions of modernity: a strong state tradition; national developmentalism; an
organic
. vision of society; and a republican model of citizenship (Keyman
and Içduygu 2005: 4). There has been a fairly consistent tendency, evident
in citizenship education curricula, to define Turkish citizenship in strongly
civic republican terms: emphasising the duties of citizens to the state, social
coherence, patriotism and civic literacy.
Throughout Turkey’s modern history, the role of schooling in citizenship education has officially been perceived as central to the broader modernisation and nation-building project. And while successive regimes –
authoritarian Kemalist, military, civilian secularist or moderate Islamist –
have adjusted course content to suit their ideological proclivities, all have
retained central control over curriculum development and the production of school textbooks. Kad oğlu’s formulation of a ‘state looking for
its nation’ (1998: 5) aptly sums up the situation: Turkish nationhood and
national consciousness are constructed realities, assiduously cultivated by
state elites.
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Citizenship education in Turkey has thus consistently followed a
‘citizenship transmission model’ (Giroux 1980: 337), prioritising the inculcation of authorised knowledge concerning national history, the political
process, the administrative system and social mores. Through indoctrination,
schooling has aimed primarily to produce obedient, responsible, self-sacrificing and patriotic citizens, rather than active citizens primed to take the
initiative in shaping their own society. Even though citizenship education in
schools has gone through various changes since the 1920s, most of these have
involved tinkering with the mode of delivery (dedicated, separate courses
versus the embedding of civic education messages in history or language
courses). Although government documents have often trumpeted a commitment to upholding rights and promoting participative democracy, in practice
citizenship education in schools has tended to emphasise the duties of the
individual to the state, rather than the reverse (Caymaz 2008; Çelik 2008;
Çay r 2009). Related to this statist emphasis has been the constant thread
of nationalism, woven through the shifting ideological patterns of successive regimes (Keyman 2010), whether authoritarian modernist, democratising, globalising or pro-European. And attempts during the past five years to
dismantle the old secularist orthodoxy arguably intensify the dilemmas or
contradictions of official citizenship discourse, adding a transnational, panIslamic dimension, while exacerbating divisions within the Turkish state.
For over a century, Turkish elites have sought to refashion their nation as
a modern, secular entity firmly aligned with the West. However, in the early
twenty-first century, two factors have contributed to a weakening of the
West’s allure. First, there has been a distinct cooling of relations between
the EU and Turkey’s JDP administration, related to a number of issues:
strengthening opposition among some EU members to Turkish membership; continuing friction over Cyprus; and the publishing of a highly critical
2008 EU report on Turkey’s civil liberties situation. Second, the increasing
economic and strategic power of Turkey – which has continued to grow
strongly while Europe has stagnated – has reinforced national self-confidence and undermined the influence of Brussels. The JDP regime has used
Turkey’s growing wealth to promote stronger political, economic and cultural links with Russia, Asian states such as South Korea, and especially with
its Arab neighbours. During the ‘Arab Spring’ of 2011, Turkey was hailed
by many reformers across the region as a model for Muslim democracy – a
role that the Erdogan government was keen to assume.
Meanwhile, domestically, the increasingly open expression of identities
based on gender, religion and ethnicity, facilitated by the recent expansion of civil liberties, has spurred further challenges, from within civil society itself, to the monolithic, civic republican model of Turkish citizenship.
Thus Köker opines that ‘the current crisis in Turkey is due to the failure of
the early 20th century nationalism which had the aim of creating a homogenous cultural entity’ (2010: 67). The JDP’s new conservative vision of citizenship calls for ‘harmonising traditional values and culture with modernism, local with universal, old with new, ancient with current and abstract
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with concrete’ (JDP 2012: 48). However, despite its greater acknowledgement of diversity, the Erdogan regime nonetheless aspires to substitute for
assertions of ethno-cultural and linguistic homogeneity a conception of
Turkishness founded on a similarly essentialising and exclusive association
with orthodox Islam. Turkey today thus remains riven by contention among
supra-national, national and sub-national dimensions of identity – each
demanding overriding or exclusive loyalty. Notwithstanding recent moves
to afford greater emphasis to universal values and rights, official discourse
on citizenship – in the school curriculum and more broadly – has yet to
offer a vision of nationhood truly capable of accommodating Islamists and
secularists, rural traditionalists and urban modernisers, minorities and the
ethno-cultural majority.

Notes
1 Since the Law of Unification, the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) has had
the ultimate power to decide the curricula at all levels of schooling, and to approve
all textbooks for use in schools. The National Education Board under the MoNE
is currently tasked with reviewing and approving textbooks and devising curricula.
The MoNE itself publishes textbooks and distributes these free to schools.
2 Judt argues that, in the case of Eastern Europe, official endorsement of the
1975 Helsinki Accords, with their ‘package of additional and quite specific
rights, . . . furnished Communism’s domestic critics with a strategic opening’
(2005: 567).
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Tarman, B. (2011) ‘Development of social studies curriculum in Turkey and John
Dewey’s effect on the modernization of Turkish education’, International Journal
of Progressive Education 7(1): 45–61.
Üstel, F. (2004) ‘Makbul Vatandaş’,
in Peşinde: II. Meşrutiyetten bugüne Türkiye‘de
.
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Civics education and state nationalism
in Pakistan
Rubina Saigol
The figure of the citizen is constructed through a series of oppositions and
exclusions. First, the citizen is construed as the opposite of the foreigner,
the outsider who does not reside within the territory of the state. Second,
he or she is imagined as the opposite of the refugee who may temporarily
reside within state boundaries, but does not have access to the rights and
entitlements that a citizen enjoys. Third, the idea of the citizen is created in
opposition to the historically older group identities that pertain within the
territory of the state.
The concept of the citizen is fraught with the tensions and contradictions
that lie at the heart of modern nation-states as they seek to inculcate diverse
populations with new political identities. Older and deeper ethnic, religious, sectarian, linguistic and regional loyalties frequently prove resistant
to incorporation within an ostensibly civic vision of modern nationhood. A
process of political accommodation – more complex and traumatic in some
cases than in others – is involved in reconciling the competing demands of
these older identities with those of modern citizenship. If a new nation-state
is to hold together peaceably, then its citizens must be persuaded that their
social standing is enhanced, or at least not threatened, by the subordination of their communal or regional identities to an overarching ‘national’
identity. For reasons discussed in this chapter, in the case of Pakistan, the
project of persuading all citizens to subsume their older identities within
that of a cohesive nation-state has proved especially problematic.

Historical overview of citizenship education in Pakistan
Most modern states rely heavily on schooling for the purpose of forging a
sense of common citizenship, even if systems differ significantly in how they
envisage the rights and duties of the citizen vis-à-vis the state. Governing
elites who are, or perceive themselves to be, especially threatened by enemy
‘others’ – whether external foes or internal ‘fifth-columnists’ – typically
place a strong emphasis on fostering loyal, obedient and disciplined citizens primed to serve and defend the state. In Pakistan, official programmes
for citizenship education have tended to reflect just this sort of approach to
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the production of national subjecthood – an approach often referred to as
‘character-building’.
This chapter analyses changes in the ways in which citizenship has been
constructed or represented in officially mandated Civics textbooks produced for government schools. Textbooks used in elite English-medium
schools have not been included, since these cater essentially to the children
of the governing classes – the rulers, rather than the ruled – and enjoy
substantial curricular autonomy. By contrast, within the burgeoning sector
of more inexpensive private schools, catering to the lower middle classes,
official textbooks are widely used, since they prepare students for important
public examinations. For the same reason, non-governmental organization
(NGO) and community-run schools mostly use government textbooks.
Some NGOs utilize additional materials relating to issues such as peace,
human rights or gender. However, these supplement rather than replace
the state textbooks. In contrast to the wealthy and powerful political-militarybureaucratic, commercial and landed elites – many of whom send their
children to universities overseas – parents of the lower middle and lower
classes feel it essential for their children to obtain a government certificate,
an essential qualification for lower-level jobs in the government hierarchy
(Lyon and Edgar 2010). Such a certificate can only be obtained through
participation in state examinations based on the prescribed textbooks.
Government textbooks are mostly written by authors selected by the provincial Textbook Boards under the guidelines prepared by the Curriculum
Wing of the Federal Education Ministry. Most writers of primary and secondary level texts are neither educationalists nor subject specialists. They
simply follow the instructions given in the national curriculum prepared by
the Ministry bureaucrats. They are expected to conform to the imperatives
of a ‘national ideology’ crafted by state ideologues and promoted by the
dominant classes, both civil and military. Since textbook writing is highly
lucrative, bringing in royalties from sales of several hundred thousand
books per year, there are widespread, though unsubstantiated, rumours
concerning favouritism in the awarding of contracts by Textbook Boards.
Nonetheless, it is certain that the textbook writing business is deeply implicated in the politics of power and money.
The textbooks selected for this study were produced by the Punjab
Textbook Board. Those developed by other provinces (Sindh, Balochistan
and Khyber Pakhtoonkhwa) display some differences reflecting attempts
to familiarize children with specific local cultures, histories and traditions.
However, constitutionally education was a federal responsibility until 2010
when, with the passage of the Eighteenth Constitutional Amendment, it
became a provincial responsibility. At the same time, schooling became a
fundamental right of all citizens (Article 25-A). Prior to 2010, curriculum
development was highly centralized, with the Federal Education Ministry’s
Curriculum Wing determining the curricular guidelines applicable to the
whole country. Provincial Textbook Boards were required to conform to
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the central guidelines in developing their own teaching materials for social
sciences (Civics, History and Geography). Consequently, there was a great
deal of similarity across provinces in the materials used for teaching citizenship and fostering a sense of nationhood. The controversy that followed the
devolution to the provinces of authority over education is discussed in the
section below on the state and ethnic identities.
The dominant Pakistani nationalist narrative of ‘the two nations’ (i.e.
India and Pakistan), and its reflection in public educational discourses,
have undergone significant change over time (Lall 2009). This is discernible in the evolution of Social Studies and Civics textbooks. The earliest
textbooks for Civics and History, produced in the 1950s and 1960s, when
the rupture with India was still relatively recent, shower praise upon Rama,
Buddha, Christ and Mahatama Gandhi. Texts published in the period
immediately following independence thus adhered broadly to the secular principles enshrined in the Pakistani constitution. For example, in a
History textbook produced in 1963, the Hindu God Rama and founder of
Buddhism, Gautama Buddha, feature right after the Holy Prophet of Islam,
Muhammad (PBUH), Jesus Christ and Abraham. Rama and Buddha are
depicted as kind, gentle, just, caring, sympathetic and non-violent, and full
of mercy and love.1 However, in later versions of most Social Studies textbooks, the mention of the Holy Prophet (PBUH) is followed by discussion
of the Khulfa-e-Rashideen (the earliest leaders after the death of the Prophet:
Abu Bakar, Umar, Usman and Ali). Rama, Buddha, Jesus and all others quietly exit the pages of history as unwanted or irrelevant alien others.
In the 1950s, the subject of Civics was presented differently from today
(though evidence for how it was actually taught in schools is harder to pin
down). During that early period, the official national vision was comparatively outward looking and focused on constructing a modern nation enjoying good relations with the world (Saigol 1995; Lall 2009). Textbooks for
citizenship education were informed by an inclusive, civic vision of nationhood, in contrast to the later, more inward-looking, negative, anti-India
form of nationalism. For example, a Civics textbook produced in 1953
emphasizes the neutrality of the state with regard to religion, gender, social
class or ethnicity, and underscores the principle that the law applies equally
to all citizens.2 This book underlines the importance of civic virtues and
religious tolerance.
After the war of 1965 with India, and especially after the defeat of Pakistan
in 1971, when East Pakistan become an independent country (Bangladesh),
official nationalist discourse took on a far more negative, defensive and
backward-looking posture. Difference from the Indian ‘other’ or ‘enemy’
took on a new prominence and urgency, and Social Studies became permeated with rhetoric denigrating all non-Muslims in general: Hindus, Sikhs,
Jews and Christians (Saigol 2005). A defensive nationalism took hold, hostile both to internal diversity and to the country’s neighbours, and children were taught to be acutely aware of enemies lurking on all borders
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and poised to destroy the sacred national territory. Especially after the
overthrow of civilian rule in 1977, and the imposition of martial law under
General Zia, the ideology of militarization intensified in textbooks with
exhortations to children to remain forever prepared to defend the country
(Saigol 1995). Official ideology and national historical narratives mirrored
the existential anxieties of a state threatened with annihilation and fearful
of dismemberment.
In subsequent textbooks, the national security paradigm came to dominate the idea of the citizen as defender of the ideological and territorial
boundaries of the nation and state. A moral agenda was increasingly associated with citizenship. The Civics textbook for Class XI prepared by the
Punjab Textbook Board in 1998 outlines the following qualities of ‘good citizenship’: a noble character, good habits, common sense understandings,
knowledge and loyalty, intelligence, discipline and a good conscience.3 The
book asserts that citizens with good qualities are an asset for the state and
help make the state more secure.
In this Punjab textbook, state security overrides all other concerns
in discourse on civics education. Sovereignty, rather than flowing from
the people, is portrayed as flowing from Allah. The security of the state
itself is considered paramount, while the state’s role in guaranteeing the
security of individual citizens is largely overlooked. The people are thus
effectively disenfranchised; they are depicted as existing for the sake of
the state rather than the other way around. Patriotism and loyalty are continually propounded while the state’s responsibility for providing citizens
with rights and protection is downplayed. A citizen’s first duty is defined
as obeying and respecting the law of the land. The reader is warned that
if laws are not obeyed, the system will collapse, and that lawbreaking is
a hindrance to the development of society.4 There is no mention of the
possibility that laws may discriminate against groups such as women and
minorities, or of any role for the citizen in challenging injustice. All laws,
regardless of the morality underpinning them, are to be unquestioningly
obeyed.
The Punjab textbook also features an immense emphasis on discipline
and the maintenance of a social order that is assumed to be equal for all,
and in which any need to campaign against inequality or injustice is therefore unacknowledged. Asserting that the state should be placed above the
individual, the textbook underlines the citizen’s duties of obedience and
loyalty towards the state. From these stems the third duty of laying down
one’s life in defence of the country. The fourth duty is to defend the country against ‘internal enemies’, and the fifth to uphold the basic ideology of
the state (the two-nation form of nationalism – Pakistan as an Islamic state
defined in opposition to India). The sixth duty stipulates payment of taxes
(irrespective of the nature of the state: military, civilian, elected or unelected) without questioning how that money is spent (whether on military
equipment or on food, water, health and education).5 In other words, the
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thrust is not towards creating a critical, agency-oriented sense of citizenship,
but a conformist and submissive vision according all rights to the state and
all duties to the citizen. As manifested in school textbooks, civics education
in Pakistan is focused overwhelmingly on the regulation and disciplining of
citizen-subjects to conform to the dictates of a state preoccupied with issues
of religion, nationalism and security.
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Socializing the young mind
The daily disciplinary routines of schools incorporate numerous state-centred rituals: the hoisting of the national flag, singing of the national anthem,
saluting the flag, marching to the tunes of popular war songs composed during the 1965 war with India6 and verbalizing the oath of allegiance to the
country and nation. The strict enforcement of rules and regulations, combined with a prevalent culture of unquestioning obedience to the authority
of the teacher and the principal, constitute a hidden curriculum designed
to socialize children into accepting and internalizing political authority and
obeying the laws of the land. While informal education, imparted at home,
socializes children into subservience and docility, schooling and its associated regimentation reinforce lessons typically learned through primary
socialization at home. Formal and informal education alike thus socialize
children into habits of submissive obedience to authority.
Two common devices used in citizenship education to inculcate loyalty
and arouse national feeling include, first, the representation of the state
and nation as a family to whom one must remain faithful; and, second, the
juxtaposition of the roles of soldier/martyr and villain/traitor. The state’s
eternal fear of betrayal by insiders is almost as consistent as the fear of external enemies. The Civics curriculum renders the nation akin to a family,
attempts to invoke passions and sentiments of protection, love and loyalty,
and ultimately asks children to transfer these sentiments to the state. A
Civics textbook for Class VI states that ‘we do not play false with our parents.
We do not deceive our brothers. We deal with them honestly and truthfully.’7 The textbook exhorts its readers thus:
Just as people in the home make up a small family, in the same way all
our Pakistani brothers make up a big family. We are all members of this
family. All those who live in Pakistan are brothers of one another. Just
as we do not deceive or cheat inside the family circle, so also we should
not deceive or cheat outside this circle.8
Citizenship textbooks tend to invoke the relationship between obedience
learned early in the family and later submission to external authority. The
connection between moral training and education at home, and later submission to the state, is clearly articulated in the following passage, ‘Learning
to obey’, taken from the Punjab Civics textbook:
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A child learns obedience from the family. He sees that all family
members obey the head of the family. He accepts this influence which
serves him in later life as he learns to obey the laws of the land and
other authority figures. His earlier training in obedience serves him
later. Thereby he becomes a good and upright citizen. Brotherhood,
obedience, sacrifice are lessons that families teach.9
Citizenship education in Pakistan appears to have shifted from a focus on creating a sense of citizenship (a modern political identity based on membership of a state) to fostering consciousness of nationhood (an identity based on
commonality, uniformity and shared values, more akin to a community). The
concepts of ‘nationhood’ and ‘national integration’ have become increasingly integral to civics education in the recent past. For example, in another
textbook, entitled Civics of Pakistan, there is a subtitle that reads: ‘Creating a
sense of nationhood’ under which the writer asserts: ‘We must strive to create
a sense of unity and nationhood among the people of Pakistan. Education
is a powerful instrument towards this end of national unity and integration’
(Mazhar-ul-Haq 2003: 82). The rest of the paragraph goes on to identify the
sources of difference and division and explains how parochialism and sectarianism and linguistic differences can engender disunity. The writer then
suggests that education should be harnessed to overcome these ‘shortcomings’, devoting an entire chapter (Chapter 5) to the idea of ‘National integration’ (Mazhar-ul-Haq 2003: 117–18). This defines ‘integration’ as the fostering of unity and homogenization. It decries the disintegrative role of castes,
biradaries (kinship), clans and tribes and underscores the need to check provincialism, parochialism and ethnic loyalties. It then proceeds to expound the
ideology underpinning the Pakistani state:
Pakistan is an ideological state and nation. Its ideology has two basic
ideals and principles, viz. (i) the Two-Nation Theory and (ii) Pakistani
nationalism . . . [This] means the Pakistani nation can be united with
any Muslim nation or people outside the boundaries of Pakistan if such
a Muslim nation or people want to join with Pakistan. But the Pakistani
nation cannot be united with a non-Muslim nation with a state structure of its own. That is why any confederation with India is impossible,
if [the] Pakistani nation is to remain a distinct nation.
(pp. 119–20)
Then the text moves on to the next subheading: ‘Pakistani nationalism’
and says:
Pakistani nationalism is the only ideology of the Pakistani nation. Its
ideals and principles are love and devotion to Pakistan as a country and
as a nation, Pakistani patriotism which inspires all Pakistanis, regardless
of caste, clan, tribe or creed to defend Pakistan against all dangers and
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challenges to its unity, solidarity and integrity, equality of all religious
communities, classes, sections and groups and freedoms, their equality
before law and in citizenship, and their equal obligation to work hard
and devote themselves to the economic, social and cultural development, progress and prosperity of the country and nation as a whole.
(pp. 120–1)
This exhortation is followed by a lament regarding the lack of national symbolism or homogeneity of interests, beliefs, values and ideals within Pakistan. Under a new subheading, ‘Educational system’, the writer observes
that a good educational system can play a role in uniting and integrating the
nation. Linguistic homogeneity is portrayed as indispensable for national
integration, and Urdu is upheld as the national language – even though
it is not the mother tongue of most of the ethnic groups in Pakistan. The
writer underscores the need for Urdu as the language that is understood
and spoken by all the nationalities residing within the country (Mazhar-ulHaq 2003: 122–4). In a manner typical of other civics texts, this book thus
not only denies the legitimacy of sub-national or minority identities, but
portrays them as dangerous and threatening. It is highly oriented towards
an ideal of oneness, homogeneity and uniformity.
The ideal of homogeneity
A prominent theme of citizenship education, particularly since the dismemberment of the country in 1971, is homogeneity and oneness based on
religion. Ironically, it is precisely the events of 1971 and Pakistan’s breakup that belie the strength of this religion-based commonality. A Pakistan
Studies textbook for Class IX asserts in its first chapter (in language reminiscent of the text cited above) that:
Pakistan is an ideological state. It is based on a specific philosophy of
life. Its basis is the religion of Islam . . . This is the basis that caused
the movement of Pakistan. The ideology of Pakistan means ideology of
Islam. No doubt, the Islamic ideology is the foundation of the ideology
of Pakistan.10
This idea recurs frequently and with considerable emphasis in subsequent
texts for Social Studies and Pakistan Studies as well as for Civics. It immediately
sets up a binary of Muslim and non-Muslim that forms the basis of the multiple
exclusions characteristic of the construction of citizenship in Pakistan.

Making Pakistanis through citizenship education
Pakistani citizenship is constructed through a series of exclusions as a
result of the history of Pakistan’s emergence within a communal paradigm
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that divided space on the basis of religion. The notion of ‘Pakistani’ has to
be continually reiterated, invoked and elaborated because the basis of the
nation-state is tenuous and constantly challenged and contested by linguistic and ethno-nationalist movements (Zaidi 1992; Inayatullah 2000).
For example, the two-nation idea based on religion was interrogated and
interrupted by linguistic and ethnic nationalism in former East Pakistan,
which ultimately became an independent state in 1971. Similarly, official nationalism has been ruptured by the rise of the Pakistan Oppressed
Nations Movement (PONM), which reflects sub-nationalisms based on
language and ethnicity. The rise of Baloch, Pakhtoon and Sindhi nationalisms, and the manner in which Baloch resistance has in recent years
morphed into a full-blown separatist insurgency, give the lie to the notion
that all Pakistanis are one and are fundamentally united on the basis of
religion.
The boundaries of state and nation have always been controversial in
Pakistan, since multiple nations and communities – or groups ‘imagined’
as such – reside within the territory of the state. This has rendered the
‘nation-building’ task of the education system extremely challenging. First,
local communities, clans and tribes with long histories of their own have
had to be reimagined as Punjabi, Pathan, Sindhi and Balochi; and, second,
these four identities have had to be welded together into an overarching
‘Pakistani’ nationality. Each stage involves the renunciation of some elements of an existing identity and the acquisition of newer elements based
on a modern identity. Religion proved to be at best a weak thread for stitching together diverse entities into a nation, especially since Islam itself has
had multiple local articulations in the form of Shia, Sunni, Wahabi, Barelvi,
Deobandi and other competing sects and sub-sects. Both religious and ethnic heterogeneity thus radically complicate the project of constructing a
homogeneous Pakistani nation.
In the second half of this chapter, I examine three main forms of exclusion or erasure involved in the official construction of a unitary ‘Pakistani’
identity: ethnic/provincial, religious/sectarian and gender-related.
The state and ethnic identities
The mainstream notion of Pakistani citizenship is based on a Muslim
identity that has come to be premised increasingly on a primarily Sunni/
Deobandi/Wahhabi brand of religion articulated by the civil and military
rulers of Pakistan. This identity has been subject to constant challenge
from more deeply rooted ethnic and regional identities: Balochi, Sindhi,
Punjabi, Pakhtoon and (prior to 1971) Bengali. In other words, the historical rupture represented by the creation of Pakistan, which sought to redefine geography on the basis of religion, called into existence a Pakistani
society characterized by profound divisions that the state has struggled ever
since to reconcile or transcend.
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From the outset, the state authorities saw the task of moulding Sindhis,
Bengalis, Pakhtoons, Punjabis and Balochies into Pakistanis as requiring at
least a partial renunciation of deeply entrenched linguistic and regional
identities. The Report of the Commission on National Education (Sharif Report
1959) fused the concepts of nationhood and citizenship with religion and
patriotism by declaring:
The importance of creating a spirit of nationhood in all Pakistani citizens cannot be overemphasized. As a newly emergent nation, Pakistan
must consolidate and develop the concept of Pakistani nationhood
with particular emphasis on Islamic values. The school has a major role
to play in the process, not only by training the men and women who will
love and serve the nation and make sacrifices for it, but also in developing the characteristics of good neighbours, good citizens, and patriots.
(p. 116)
The Sharif Report denounced what it referred to as parochialism, provincialism and narrow nationalism. As it stated:
The disruptive forces of communalism, regionalism, and provincialism
came to the fore in the sub-continent . . . After the first great surge that
launched the nation, the magic was gone . . . In a situation where the
overriding objective is that of nation-building, and where there exist
these centrifugal forces of regionalism, indiscipline, and non-cooperation, the immense tasks to be accomplished can only be carried out
when a strong and responsible leadership emerges.
(1959: 6–7)
In a speech in 1961, General Ayub Khan (then Pakistan’s military leader)
emphasized the need for a uniform curriculum so that ‘national’ values and
sentiment could be engendered.11 He argued that, ‘You have to undergo
similar educational curricula . . . the standard of values becomes common and from that cohesion emerges national feeling.’12 In several of his
speeches, he bemoaned the absence of homogenization in West Pakistan
and, while referring to the federating units, asserted that ‘these units were
a serious impediment in the way of political and economic growth’.13 Social
and cultural diversity was perceived as a threat that could potentially lead
to rupture, as it did in the case of former East Pakistan (which internally
was a Bengali society comparatively homogeneous in linguistic and ethnic
terms – a factor key in spurring the drive for secession). This diversity had
to be countered and tamed by a homogeneous national ideology crafted by
the state and disseminated through school curricula.
In 2010, political debate over the devolution of education was haunted
by the spectre of former and current threats to national cohesion and
integration. In the course of the debate on the Eighteenth Constitutional
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Amendment, decentralizing education to the provinces, Abid Sher Ali of
the then ruling party, the Pakistan Muslim League (N), said that if the provinces were allowed to develop their own curricula, thus diluting curricular
uniformity across the nation, the foundations would be laid for the creation of four separate countries.14 This, he argued, would seriously impair
national identity: ‘we don’t want to lay the foundations of disharmony and
cacophony . . . the Education Ministry is a vital ministry and its devolution
will impede national integration efforts’. The Education Minister expressed
similar views, arguing that curricula and syllabi had to be national and unified and not provincial. The proposal to make education a purely provincial subject, contended the Minister, would be harmful for national unity.
The fear of the potential consequences of reconstructing the state to reflect
diversity seems to have been as strong among elected representatives as it
was among Pakistan’s earlier dictators, who sought to centralize the state
through authoritarian methods.
Reviving arguments deployed during the dictatorship of Ayub Khan,
representatives of all the parliamentary parties comprising the National
Assembly Standing Committee on Education recommended that a unified
core curriculum be maintained for the sake of national integration and
cohesion. Phrases such as ‘national integration and cohesion’, with which
the Sharif Report of 1959 had been peppered, reflected a continuing fear of
diversity and difference. Former Education Minister, Zubaida Jalal (2002–
7), went so far as to declare that ‘The plan to hand the Education Ministry
to the provinces is a threat to the federation’15 and that ‘We must have
a long-term vision for protecting national integration.’16 An elite acutely
conscious of the fragility and insecurity of the state feared that forbidden
knowledge from below, from the subterranean realms of consciousness,
might unleash uncontrollable forces of dissent.
Particularly since the catastrophe of 1971, the ideal Pakistani citizen
has typically been depicted in official discourse as the soldier ever ready
to attain the glory of martyrdom in the service of the nation. Textbooks
produced during the 1970s are replete with pictures of war heroes such
as Major Raja Aziz Bhatti or M.M. Alam, who perished in wars fought with
India. Textbooks depict the good citizen as loyal and obedient, but the
supreme expression of citizenship is the readiness to lay down one’s life
for the country. The blood of the martyr rejuvenates and reinvigorates his
nation, and earns the highest honours that the state can bestow. Textbooks
therefore call upon all citizens to see themselves as soldiers, as in the following example:
every Pakistani has to be a soldier . . . If someone cannot join the army,
he can otherwise be helpful to the defenders of the country. If he is
unable to carry a gun, he can at least become a member of Hilal-eAhmar. In like manner everybody has to help in defending the country
according to his ability. In the last Indo-Pak war our citizens rendered
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these services and brought honor to the name of their country . . . If a
National Guards Corps is being organized, he is the first to carry a gun.
If Air Defence is being organized, he is the first to join.17
The figure of the traitor, the one who betrays the nation and country, is
constructed in opposition to the soldier/martyr. Social Studies and Civics
textbooks are replete with narratives of those who betrayed the nation: the
outsiders within. The two main villains who typically feature in the pages of
History and Civics textbooks are Mir Jaffer, who allegedly betrayed Nawab
Siraj-ud-Daula of Bengal, and Mir Qasim, who is accused of betraying Tipu
Sultan of Mysore. Mir Jaffer, a recurring figure within Pakistani textbooks,
has become an arch symbol of treachery. He is alleged to have connived
with Robert Clive to defeat Nawab Siraj-ud-Daula of Bengal in the Battle
of Plassey in 1757, thus helping to secure British dominance over Bengal.
He signifies deceit and betrayal of the homeland through collusion with
imperial invaders. The other quintessential villain of nationalist history is
Mir Qasim, who allegedly betrayed Tipu Sultan of Mysore in the Battle of
Serangapatam in 1799, by trying to defect to the British invaders. He is also
a recurring signifier of treachery and deceit.
Young readers are consistently reminded of how these enemies within
precipitated the downfall of Muslim dynasties and empires. The fear of annihilation is thus instilled into young children’s minds, priming them to be
intensely resentful of those seen as colluding with outside forces – a phenomenon by no means peculiar to Pakistan, but which takes a particularly
acute form there. In contemporary versions of the national threat narratives,
internal enemies include the Taliban and former Pakistani Ambassador to
the US, Hussain Haqqani, accused of colluding with the Americans against
the national interest. In the most recent case, former military dictator
Pervez Musharraf has been charged with high treason for abrogating the
Constitution. The notion of treason is at the core of most national constitutions, forming a constitutive element of modern nationhood, but in Pakistan
treason allegations play a particularly prominent role in political debate.
The state of Pakistan has remained in tension with all of its ethnic and
regional minorities, occasionally suppressing revolts with violence, and
at other times attempting appeasement through tactical but half-hearted
concessions. The violent secession of East Pakistan and recurring insurgencies in Balochistan testify to the fragility of the institutions of the state and
of its popular legitimacy. The greater the threat of disintegration appears
to become, the more official ideological apparatuses, particularly schooling, ramp up the attempt to inscribe on children’s minds a sense of the
sacrosanct nature of the state. This purpose is pursued through conflating
notions of identity, territory, nation and citizenship and by propping up the
sense of belonging through appeals to family and kinship ties, invocation of
martyrs and traitors and the notions of loyalty, obedience and protection of
the hallowed motherland.
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The state and religious minorities
Pakistan’s emergence within the communal paradigm of the two-nation
theory led to the state being defined in religious terms. Article 2 of the
Constitution of Pakistan declares Islam to be the state religion, thus throwing into question the citizenship status of non-Muslims. Article 31 makes the
‘Islamic way of life’ a principle of policy and recommends that the state enable Muslim citizens to order their lives individually and collectively according to Islamic injunctions. Additionally, Article 31(2) states that the state
shall endeavour (a) to make the teaching of the Holy Quran and Islamiyat
compulsory, to encourage and facilitate the learning of the Arabic language
and to secure correct and exact printing and publishing of the Holy Quran;
(b) to promote unity and the observance of Islamic moral standards; and
(c) to secure the proper organization of zakat, ushr, auqaf and mosques.
The religious character of the state was further reinforced in 1985 by
making the Objectives Resolution a substantive part of the Constitution
through the insertion of Article 2-A. Prior to this, the Objectives Resolution
(passed by the Constituent Assembly in 1949) formed the preamble of the
Constitution. Its insertion into the main body of the text meant that its
provisions became justiciable. The Objectives Resolution seriously erodes
the equal citizenship rights of non-Muslims, since it expounds a theory
of divine sovereignty, declaring that sovereignty over the entire universe
belongs to Allah alone.
The Objectives Resolution was passed by the Constituent Assembly in
spite of serious protest by minority representatives, particularly Hindus from
East Pakistan. The latter perceived the voice of the Ulema (the Islamic religious leadership) in the Resolution and argued that it deviated significantly
from the vision of a secular state outlined by M.A. Jinnah in his speech to
the Constituent Assembly on 11 August 1947, when he stated:
If you change your past and work together in a spirit that everyone of
you, no matter to what community he belongs, no matter what relations he had with you in the past, no matter what is his colour, caste or
creed, is first, second and last a citizen of this State with equal rights,
privileges, and obligations, there will be no end to the progress you will
make . . . You are free; you are free to go to your temples, you are free
to go to your mosques or to any other place or worship in this State
of Pakistan. You may belong to any religion or caste or creed that has
nothing to do with the business of the State . . . We are starting in the
days where there is no discrimination, no distinction between one community and another, no discrimination between one caste or creed and
another. We are starting with this fundamental principle that we are all
citizens and equal citizens of one State.18
The provisions of the Objectives Resolution include the following: Pakistan
is a state wherein the principles of democracy, freedom, equality, tolerance
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and social justice as enunciated by Islam will be fully observed; Muslims will be
enabled to order their lives in the individual and collective sphere in accordance with the teachings and requirements of Islam as set out in the Holy
Quran and the Sunnah; and adequate provision shall be made for minorities to freely profess and practise their religions and develop their cultures.
Notions of democracy, freedom, equality, tolerance and social justice were
thus subjected to Islamic interpretations, and ultimately subordinated to an
interpretation of Islamic principles.
First, the implication of this was that those who managed to arrogate to
themselves the right to interpret holy texts would exercise ultimate political authority. Any interpretations of these concepts informed by other
discourses, religious or secular, would be obviated.Second, although the
teachings and requirements of Islam as set out in the Holy Quran and
Sunnah are subject to differing sectarian interpretations, it is the leaders of the dominant Sunni, Hanafi and Deobandi sects who have ended
up using the state to impose their interpretations of Islam on society as a
whole. And, finally, although minorities’ right to freely practise their religions and develop their cultures is acknowledged, the word ‘freely’ was
removed during General Zia’s Islamization drive during the 1980s. While
this right was reinstated through the Eighteenth Constitutional Amendment of 2010, in reality the practice of religion by minority groups is subject to numerous constraints within what remains a deeply conservative
society.
Pakistan has officially come to define itself not only in religious terms as an
Islamic state, but also as a sectarian state riddled with conflict, since different
Islamic sects seek to have their own religious perspectives enshrined in state
policy. Minority sects, such as the Shi’ites, are likely to be excluded from state
power as they constitute approximately 20 per cent of a population that overwhelmingly conforms to the Sunni, Hanafi and Deobandi schools of thought.
As a consequence of the religious definition of the state, citizens belonging
to the dominant Islamic sects have come to be privileged over all others.
Since a state constructed along religious and sectarian lines cannot possibly
guarantee equality to all its citizens, a fundamental condition for democratic
citizenship is absent. Democracy, conceived in ideal terms, is antithetical to
a religious nationalism that restricts the full exercise of rights along communal lines, undermining freedom of expression and relegating ‘heterodox’ or
minority individuals to second-class citizenship or pariah status.
Educational discourse in Pakistan has historically conformed to the
state’s religious self-definition, giving citizenship education a key role in
promulgating the officially sanctioned religious ideology. So fused are
the state and religion in educational discourse that a 1975 Civics textbook
declares:
The chief aim of our state is to make every citizen a good Muslim.
To achieve this end, every child is required to study Islamiyat. The
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President and the Prime Minister of Pakistan have to be Muslims.
There is an Islamic Advisory Council to advise them. The government
constantly seeks advice from this body. Our government strives in this
way to help people to order their lives according to the teachings of
Islam and make Pakistan a good Islamic country.19
As the same text goes on to explain, ‘A good citizen is truthful and honest
in everything he says and does . . . A good citizen is honest both in matters
of religion as well as in his worldly dealings.’20 Moral values such as honesty are thus attributed to religion, and citizenship education becomes the
vehicle for disseminating religious values along with moral norms – one
implication being that non-Muslim citizens are defective in moral terms.
Non-Muslim citizens are compelled to take lessons in Islam despite a
constitutional provision that no person should be forced to learn a religion
other than her or his own.21 It is difficult to explain to non-Muslim children
that if they refuse to provide examination answers informed by Islamic principles, they will fail. Christian teachers fear the dreaded Blasphemy Law,
which carries a death sentence, and has been widely used for settling personal vendettas against non-Muslims.22 Religious minorities are especially
liable to be targeted if they disagree with their Muslim colleagues, particularly with regard to questions of national identity or religious ideology
(Hisham and Qureshi 2013).
Reflecting the religious definition of Pakistani citizenship, the 2001
Civics textbook for Classes IX and X outlines the differing rights and duties
of Muslim and non-Muslim citizens. Loyalty and allegiance to the country
are listed only with reference to the duties of non-Muslims, clearly implying that these qualities are suspect only among those who do not adhere
to Islam.23 The contributions of non-Muslims to the Pakistan movement
are seldom recounted, and their services to the country, in education or
other fields, are routinely overlooked. Religious nationalism seems to produce unequal citizenship, whereas equality of citizenship is a prerequisite of
democracy. Religion-based nationalism appears to negate one of the most
salient principles of liberal democracy.
Gendered state, gendered citizenship
Women have been historically absent from the discourse of state and
citizenship worldwide (Werbner and Yuval-Davis 1999). Historically, the
relationship of women to the state has typically been mediated by their
immediate male relatives. Women’s relational identity, as members of
families and communities, has complicated or obstructed their insertion
into the state as independent, autonomous agents. Farida Shaheed has
highlighted two false assumptions that underlie standard discourses on
citizenship: (1) the assumption that equal citizenship and rights for all
were fundamental principles underlying the creation of nation-states;
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and (2) the assumption that the state has a direct relationship with all its
citizens (Shaheed 1997).
Elaborating upon the first assumption, Shaheed argues that in the initial
conception of the nation-state, various racial and ethnic groups along with
all women were excluded from citizenship rights extended only to the males
of the approved group. Discussing the second assumption, she writes that
the state has an ambiguous attitude towards the family, which is regarded
as the fundamental unit of society and essential for the maintenance of the
patriarchal order within both state and society. Women’s subordinate status, reinforced through the insistence that their relationship with the state
be mediated through their male relatives, underpins an essentially patriarchal social order, envisaging citizenship as defined in terms of the exercise
of peculiarly masculine virtues.
Exploring the nuances in women’s sense of belonging, Shaheed found
that for women the state tends to be conceived as a distant, abstract entity
of little direct relevance for their lives (Shaheed 2008). Women tend to
depend on their immediate community for support and assistance because
of its proximity and relevance in their daily existence. They may express a
desire for the state to provide essential services in spheres such as health
and education, as well as other amenities. But when there appears little
prospect of such expectations being met, women necessarily turn for support to their local communities. This in turn reinforces their distance from
the state, their relational identity and the community’s hold over them.
With specific reference to Pakistan, Shahnaz Rouse argues that the public realm of the state supervises and controls the private realm with a view to
regulating personal life (Rouse 1998, 2004). The masculine sphere is thus
dominant over the feminine and, she argues, ‘in those arenas where the
state sought incorporation of women into public life, one instance of this
being women’s education, it did so on the grounds that educated women
made better mothers and wives’ (Rouse 1998: 55). According to Rouse, the
Pakistani state has gradually moved from relying primarily on private control over women to surveillance and monitoring at both the public and
private levels, and this has led to curtailment of political and civil rights,
thereby diminishing women’s space (p. 69). The fact that women were later
and secondary entrants into the state has positioned them unequally in relation to male citizens.
Feminist critiques of the state as a masculine and patriarchal entity are
borne out when one examines the history of citizenship education. In the
construction of women’s citizenship, the state in Pakistan relies on religion,
patriarchy, tradition and culture, all of which uphold gendered divisions.
In a section on the ‘Status of women’, a Civics textbook defines the status of
women citizens in these terms:
In Pakistani society, the male is superior. The male is the head of the
household and descent goes down in his name . . . Islam has determined
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woman’s status. A Pakistani woman, unlike Western women, is neither
free of parental control nor suffocated like women in traditional Hindu
society. She is looked upon as the Queen of the Home. Heaven lies
about her feet and this is an important concept.24
This extract from the section on women’s status first underscores male
superiority, then attributes female status to religion, contrasting the situation of Pakistani women with the supposed freedom (here construed as
decadent licence) granted to their Western counterparts, as well as with
the alleged suffocation endured by their Hindu counterparts. It ends with
an attempt at veneration of the Muslim woman, claiming that she is the
‘Queen of the Home’ and that heaven lies about her feet. In one short paragraph, the Muslim woman is essentialized and homogenized and confined
to the domestic sphere, while women of other cultures are denigrated and
an Islamic view of womanhood is upheld. Other sections of the Civics text
retain this home–world distinction, and its legitimization with reference to
religion. The sharp divide between the public and private is reinforced in a
section entitled ‘The protection of private life’, where it is asserted that ‘In
Islamic societies, the private life of all citizens is given protection and the
home and the four walls are considered such a fortress that no one should
violate or needlessly interfere in it.’25
Pakistani citizenship education, ostensibly designed to create modern
citizens, thus ends up reinforcing the very traditions and religious beliefs
that statecraft was supposed to supersede. The association between religion and women’s status is assiduously maintained throughout the Civics
course:
Islam gives respect to all women . . . They are considered mothers,
wives, daughters and sisters. Prior to the advent of Islam, a woman’s
status was that of a slave or servant. Islam gave women human rights
and the right to inheritance.26
Female citizenship is portrayed in essentially relational terms: women are
seen primarily as mothers, wives, daughters and sisters. Their own identity
as individuals in a direct relationship with the state is denied. Here, once
again, women’s rights and status are attributed to religion, and a comparison is made with a period prior to the advent of Islam when women allegedly were mere slaves or servants. Periods prior to Islam and cultures outside Islam are denigrated and devalued in subtle as well as direct ways so as
to establish the superiority both of Islam and of Muslim women, even while
downgrading the latter’s status as citizens.
The same discursive technique is evident when the textbook defines
‘patriarchal’ families, contrasted with a deviant ‘matriarchal’ model vaguely
identified with Hindu or Buddhist culture. The Class XI Civics text defines
the patriarchal family in these terms:
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In such families, the male has a central position in the family. Lineage
is traced from male heads of families. The father is the head of the
family and is responsible for its economic support. In Islamic societies also, the patriarchal family is the norm and is popular. In the rest
of the world too, the patriarchal form of the family is number one in
popularity.27
Throughout the textbook, families in which the male is superior are upheld
as the norm and as the most popular form of the family, and the religious
sanction for such an arrangement is underlined. In contrast, the imaginary
‘matriarchal’ form of the family is associated with Hinduism and immorality:
In matriarchal families, the woman or the wife is the head of the
household. Daughters inherit the family property. In the present, such
families are seldom found anywhere in the world. In certain extremely
backward parts of India and Tibet, the matriarchal family still exists.28
Ever faithful to the two-nation narrative, the Civics textbook presents Hindu
India as backward in its failure to comply with a universal norm, while hailing the Muslim family form as popular, universal and correct. This reflects a
running tension between equality and difference, or between the universality of citizenship and the particularity of belonging to a specific religion. As
citizens, women are theoretically held to be equal, but they are citizens of a
different kind because their roles are essentially those of mother, daughter
and wife: responsible for reproducing the nation biologically and culturally through their place in the home and the domestic sphere. Citizenship
inequality, embedded in the Constitution and continually reproduced in
educational discourses, thus negates the ideals of democracy that the state
claims to uphold.

Conclusions and reflections
Citizenship education in Pakistan, as in most nation-states, is charged with
transmitting the dominant national ideology to the next generation. This
process, often referred to as nation-building and character-building, combines moral exhortation with daily routines and rituals designed to inscribe
the state and nation in the child’s mind. In Pakistan, citizenship education
has undergone a historical evolution from a more open, forward-looking
and civic notion of nationalism in the initial post-independence period, to
a more closed, inward-looking and alienating version of nationalism later
on, especially since the 1970s.
The citizen as Pakistani is produced through three main types of exclusions: the devaluing of ethnic, linguistic and regional identity; the negation of religious difference and diversity; and the denial of civic equality to
women. Ethnic, religious and sectarian minorities, and women as a whole,
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do not enjoy access to equal citizenship, notwithstanding the provisions of
Pakistan’s Constitution.
The fundamental reason for the differentiation of civic status along ethnic, religious and gender lines is Pakistan’s origins in the two-nations paradigm underlying the partition of colonial India. This narrative has led to
the privileging of one religion over others, and is premised upon disavowing older, deeper and more entrenched identities among the communities
who find themselves within the territory of what is now Pakistan. Religion
has also been used to limit or confine women within the private reproductive sphere, denying them scope for contributing to the public productive
sphere in which civic agency is exercised. The universalizing concept of
citizenship is in tension with the particularity of a Muslim conception of
nationhood, whereby civic equality is punctured by religiously sanctioned
inequalities and hierarchies.
Official discourse in contemporary Pakistan has appeared more preoccupied with the construction of nationhood than a rights-based construction of citizenship – with nationhood implying a more personalized emotional relationship, while citizenship refers to the formal legal relationship
between the state and its inhabitants. The imperative of forging Pakistan’s
diverse inhabitants into a religiously, culturally and linguistically homogeneous ‘national family’ has created an unequal pattern of citizenship,
negating a fundamental principle of the democracy that is supposed to
underpin the Pakistani state. The educational project of nation-building
thus undermines or contradicts the process of state-building and citizenship construction.
Civics education in the 1950s and 1960s was tied to notions of civic duty
and an understanding of the Constitution and the institutional architecture
of the new state. The idea was to inculcate civic virtues among children and
instil a consciousness of both rights and duties. The educational discourses
of the 1960s reflect an outward- and forward-looking nationalism based on
economic development, progressive values and social liberalism. Negative
anti-Hindu or anti-India messages were relatively absent.
However, after the war of 1965, textbook narratives began to change, and
after the 1971 secession of East Pakistan, they became increasingly imbued
with hatred, xenophobic paranoia and glorification of the military and of
militaristic values. The past now had to be re-ordered to fit in with new
national imperatives and a hardened national security narrative. The new
nationalism was inward- and backward-looking. On the one hand, it harked
back to an imaginary period of Muslim glory and, on the other, children
were constantly told that every Pakistani must be a soldier ready to defend
the land. It is from the 1970s onwards that Pakistani textbooks have been
imbued with anti-Indian militarism and Islamist chauvinism.
But although official nationalist discourse has become increasingly
extreme since the 1970s, the contradictions that inhere in the construction of Pakistani citizenship and nationhood are intrinsic to the two-nation
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narrative. So long as Pakistani identity is defined fundamentally and
primarily in relation to a Hindu/Indian ‘other’, the tendency for an inclusive, universalist, civic notion of national belonging to be subverted by an
exclusivist and essentialist vision of Islam will remain. Until the national
security discourses are changed, and Pakistan ceases to privilege one religion over others, there is little hope that official educational discourses will
undergo any significant transformation. And for this to happen, the sense
of Pakistan as a threatened entity – rendered acute by the 1971 conflict, and
assiduously cultivated by the country’s bureaucratic, political and military
establishments – must be countered. This perhaps requires not just internal political and cultural change, but a reaching across the divide opened
up by the partition of the subcontinent. A secure peace with India might
finally puncture the defensive impulse to subordinate all else – the rights of
minorities, of women and of individual citizens more generally – to militant
nationalism.
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In modern nation-states, education is an important institution of nation
building. A modern education system is perceived as key to a broader
‘modernization project’ aimed at nurturing new generations of educated,
skilled and patriotic citizens. Gellner (1983) notes that, unlike traditional
agrarian societies, the reproduction of a modern society requires a centralized and standardized form of education to produce mobile human
resources in order to sustain economic growth. Citizens of a modern polity depend on education to acquire generic skills, enhance employability, even to anchor their identity, rendering ‘the monopoly of legitimate
education’ a more important tool and symbol of state power than the
monopoly of legitimate violence (p. 34). Gellner (1983: 38) argues that
the reproduction of a school-transmitted, literate, high culture in which
all citizens ‘breathe and speak and produce’ necessarily leads to cultural
homogenization that manifests itself as ‘nationalism’. In other words, he
contends that it was the imperative of developing a modern industrialized
society, through the education system, that constituted the driving force
behind nationalism.
In the case of Malaysia, the fourth Prime Minister, Dr Mahathir Mohamed
(1981–2003), promoted Islam as an important element of this ‘high culture’ through his controversial and far-reaching policy of Islamization.
Central to this Islamization project is the promotion of so-called ‘Islamic
values’ as a means to ‘Islamize’ the government machinery and the establishment of a string of Syariah (Sharia) compliant institutions such as an
Islamic banking system. The policy also aimed at using Islam to mobilize
the socio-economically backward Muslim Malay people to become competitive and prosperous (Khoo 1995; Mauzy and Milne 1983). This recourse to
religion as a means of mobilization needs to be understood in the larger
context of Islamic resurgence, the general perspective of its advocates, and
the competitive dynamics of Malay politics. Over time, this movement has
extended to the drafting of officially mandated secondary school history
textbooks, in particular the current Form 41 textbook, which will be the
subject of discussion in this chapter.2
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Socio-political context
Although widely regarded as an Islamic country, Malaysia is in reality a
multi-ethnic, multi-religious and multilingual society. The current 27 million Malaysian citizens comprise around 55 per cent Malays, 24 per cent
Chinese, 8 per cent Indians and 13 per cent other indigenous peoples (the
majority of whom reside in Sabah and Sarawak). All Malays (as distinct from
‘Malaysians’) are defined constitutionally as Muslims. According to the
2010 Population and Housing Census, there were 61.3 per cent Muslims
(including a number of non-Malays), 19.8 per cent Buddhists, 9.2 per cent
Christians and 6.3 per cent Hindus.
British colonial influence over the territories that today constitute
Malaysia began in 1786, when an English country trader took possession
of Penang Island. The haphazard spread of British colonialism across the
Malay peninsula was completed only in 1909. British Malaya (inclusive of
Singapore) consisted of a patchwork of British colonies and protectorates.
Sabah and Sarawak are located on the Island of Borneo. Sarawak was ruled by
a dynasty of British ‘White Rajahs’ between 1841 and 1946, before becoming a
formal British colony. Previously known as North Borneo, Sabah became
a British protectorate in 1888 and a crown colony in 1946. Peninsular
Malaysia attained independence in 1957 and joined with Singapore, Sabah
and Sarawak to form the Federation of Malaysia in 1963.3
British administrators continued the strategy adopted previously by
some of the sultans of generating revenue through encouraging large-scale
immigration to clear forests for the purpose of tin mining and cash crop
cultivation. As a consequence, new urban centres mushroomed and spread.
British colonialism shaped modern Malaya in a decisive manner, beyond the
rapidly expanding human, physical and institutional conditions that transformed the geographical landscape and ethnic composition of its inhabitants. The British introduced a race-based colonial ideology whereby the
government adopted the posture of ‘protector’ of the Malay people as the
‘natives’ of the land against the onslaught of immigrant races. This formed
the basis for a ‘divide-and-rule’ pattern of colonial politics (Abraham 1997).
The 1947 census of British Malaya (including Singapore) recorded 43.5 per
cent Malays, 44.7 per cent Chinese and 10.3 per cent Indians. Among the
Chinese and Indian inhabitants, 62.5 per cent and 49.8 per cent respectively were identified as locally born (Ariffin 1993).
Intense inter-communal negotiation surrounded the writing of the 1957
independence Federal Constitution, especially relating to the constitutional
provision enshrining a ‘special position’ for Malays, authorizing the reservation of quotas for scholarships, positions in public service and various permits.4 Another contentious issue was the designation of Islam as the ‘religion
of the Federation’ in Article 3(1). Leaders of the independence movement
had stated categorically that this article ‘shall not imply that the State is
not a secular State’ (Stockwell 1995: 316). As late as 1988, Lord President
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Salleh Abbas affirmed this historical understanding and stated clearly in his
deliberation on the case of Che Omar bin Che Soh v Public Prosecutor [1988] 2
MLJ 55, that Article 3(1) of the Federal Constitution merely provided for
a ritualistic and ceremonial role for Islam. He defined the word ‘secular’
as implying ‘a non-preferential, non-interventionist stance towards all religions’ (Tan 1999: 152). However, this constitutional consensus has been
eroded since Dr Mahathir Mohamed’s initiation of Islamization policies
from the early 1980s onwards (Ting 2009b).
Islamic resurgence and contestations over ‘Islamic modernity’
The 1970s witnessed a worldwide phenomenon of Islamic revivalism.
Muslim indignation against Western imperialist intervention in the Arab–
Israeli conflicts, the success of the Iranian revolution in establishing an
Islamic Republic, and the export of conservative Wahhabism with the backing of Saudi petro-dollars contributed to a widespread Islamist resurgence
(Chandra 1987; Hussin 1993). Meanwhile, with respect to the peninsular
Malaysian context, Chandra (1987) proposes three other primary drivers of
the Islamist revivalism. He argues that the difficulties of psychological adjustment experienced by Malay youth in the context of rapid urbanization, the
widening intra-Malay economic gap between rich and the poor following
the pursuit of a capitalistic model of development, and the ‘ethnic dichotomization’ of Malaysian society all contributed to a heightened receptiveness
to Islamist messages among the ethnic Malay community. By ‘ethnic dichotomization’, Chandra was referring to a mode of national integration distinguishing Malaysian citizens on the basis of ‘indigeneity’, whereby Malays are
regarded as the dominant indigenous group (Chandra 1987: 23–6). In the
context of heightened ethnic consciousness, Islam has come to be seen as
a convenient marker for many Malays to distinguish themselves from nonMalays, most of whom are non-Muslims as well. Religious practices serve as a
means to project an exclusive identity and build a psychologically comforting ‘ethnic cocoon’ vis-à-vis non-Malays (Nagata 1984; Chandra 1987).
During the 1970s, Malaysian campuses saw a proliferation of Islamic
groups reaching out to Malay university students with the aim of renewing their understanding and practice of Islam. These groups included
more ideological ones such as the Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (Muslim
Youth Movement of Malaysia; hereafter, ABIM), headed by Anwar Ibrahim
between 1974 and 1982. ABIM notably managed to build up a strong support base in the universities, the public sector and even in the army (Nagata
1980: 424). Their leaders actively advocated an increased Islamization of
Malaysian society and were vocally opposed to any ‘unIslamic’ elements
in government programmes.5 They attacked the government for tolerating horse-racing, gambling, lotteries, the consumption of liquor and other
‘un-Islamic’ practices, as well as for its ineffectiveness in curbing corruption, social ills and widening income disparities. Critical of Western cultural
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dominance in Malaysian society, Islamist activists rejected a broad range of
‘isms’: modernism, nationalism, capitalism and socialism (Chandra 1987:
21, 48–9). They were particularly hostile to the notion of secularism, which
they perceived as posing a fundamental and insidious challenge to the
Islamic worldview and the values underpinning it.
The views of prominent scholar Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, who
was a professor of Malay language and literature at the National University
of Malaysia during the 1970s, were particularly influential among ABIM
leaders of this period, including the young Anwar Ibrahim (Chandra 1987:
54). The works of al-Attas are also repeatedly cited by the authors of the
Form 4 history textbook examined below. It is therefore worth first reviewing some of his ideas on the historical role of Islam in Southeast Asia, on the
West and on secularism, which offer a useful basis for understanding the
broad orientation of political Islam in contemporary Malaysia.
In his book Islam and Secularism, published by ABIM in 1978, al-Attas
elaborates his critical view of the Western process of secularization which,
according to him, has led to the excessive ‘disenchantment’ of nature, de‘sacralization’ of politics and moral relativism. Thus, he says, Christianity
experienced a ‘grave’ religious and theological crisis in the face of a worldview in which an ‘emancipated’ world denotes ‘no “God” and no “religion”
at all’. (al-Attas 1978: 1–2). Al-Attas affirms that ‘Islam totally rejects any
application to itself of concepts such as secular, secularization and secularism as they do not belong to Islam and are alien to it in every respect’
(p. 23).
In an earlier work of his, al-Attas asserts: ‘It was Islam that first brought
the Malay-Indonesian Archipelago in contact with “western” rationalistic
thinking in the form of Greek philosophy represented chiefly by the ideas of
Plato, Aristotle and Plotinus’ (1969: 21). He argues that this ‘Islamic rationalism’ revolutionized the Malay-Indonesian worldview, ‘effecting a rise of
rationalism and intellectualism not manifested in pre-Islamic times’ (1978:
164–5). Islam ‘disenchanted’ nature, but unlike Western secularism, only to
the extent of ‘banishing the animistic and magical superstitions and beliefs
and false gods from nature where indeed they do not belong’ (pp. 37–8).
In this way, ‘Islam had prepared the Archipelago for the modern world
to come’ (‘modern world’ here denoting an ‘Islamized world’) (p. 175),
orienting it to ‘the world of intelligence, reason and order’ (p. 165), but
would always be in harmony and not in conflict with religion. According
to al-Attas, this ‘Islamic rationalism’ was then overwhelmed and subverted
by ‘Westernization’ with the advent of Western colonialism in the region,
which also ‘revived non-Islamic cultural and national traditions and set an
educational, administrative and political course heading towards secular
“development”’ (p. 174). For him, the role of Western colonialism in distorting Southeast Asia’s pre-colonial developmental trajectory warrants a
process of ‘re-Islamization’, so as to liberate Muslims from secular influences over their reason and language (p. 41).
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Al-Attas (1978: 155–9) recommends the integration of ‘the essential
Islamic elements’ such as Islamic philosophy and metaphysical concepts,
worldview, ethics and civilization as ‘core knowledge’ throughout the
Malaysian educational system. Knowledge of the sciences, after being freed
from ‘key concepts from the Western world’, must accordingly be ‘imbued
with Islamic elements’. In his scheme of things, as in that of mainstream
‘Western’ modernization theory, scientific knowledge and rationalism are
the ultimate hallmark of modernity, but Islamic civilization possesses a
superior and prior claim in this respect. Western modernity, for al-Attas, is
positioned as the polar opposite of Islamic modernity, distinguished by the
Western embrace of secularism (leading to general moral decadence) on
the one hand, and a staunchly moralistic Islamic worldview on the other.
Chandra (1987: 30–1, 20–2) notes the anti-Western attitudes in the
Islamist movement, reflected in a tendency to indulge in blanket dismissals
of Western ideas as decadent and harmful, as a substitute for grappling with
the complexity of the social challenges posed by urban-industrial modernization. Islam as understood by advocates of the Islamist movement was something ‘exclusive and exquisite, separate and superior to other civilisational
experiences’ (Chandra 1984: 372). Former ABIM leaders have been known
to join parties such as the Islamic Party (PAS) or the Malay-based party,
UMNO (United Malays National Organisation), with some subsequently
becoming active advocates of an ‘Islamic society’ or even an ‘Islamic state’.
Several ABIM leaders stood as PAS candidates in the 1978 general elections.
Though their electoral campaign retained the Malay nationalist discourse,
Islam became for the first time an important theme as well. Anwar Ibrahim
himself was recruited into UMNO by Dr Mahathir Mohamed just before the
1982 general elections, and, upon his election to parliament, was appointed
a deputy minister in the prime minister’s office in charge of the Islamic religious affairs section. He was hence closely associated with the Islamization
programmes initiated by Mahathir (Hussin 1993).
Prime minister Dr Mahathir Mohamed initiated a scheme of Islamization
from the early 1980s onwards with at least two main concerns in mind. First,
UMNO was expected to check the increased political appeal of PAS among
the Malay middle class, who were becoming increasingly attuned to the
discourse of political Islam. Mahathir positioned himself as adhering to a
rational interpretation of Islamic teachings with a commitment to modernity. He articulated pro-capitalist Islamic teachings in order to modernize
Malaysia ‘Islamically’, seeking to create an Islamic rationale for conventional prescriptions for modernization (Malhi 2003: 247–8). He denigrated
the more radically Islamist PAS leaders as ‘a group of zealots who cannot
face up to modernity’, who were advocating a ‘traditional’ and unduly narrow understanding of Islam (Malhi 2003). The Islamization drive shored up
his Islamic credentials as a defender of Islam and Malay identity, countering
PAS critiques of his government as ‘secular’ or spiritually bankrupt. PAS, for
their part, criticized instances of corruption, financial mismanagement and

Making of citizens in Islamizing Malaysia 201

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

inequitable development under the UMNO-led government as ‘unIslamic’.
Second, Mahathir appeared concerned on the one hand with the tendency
of some Islamists to exhort their followers to turn their backs on the modern world, and on the other with what he saw as the danger of moral decadence brought about by the influence of Western liberal lifestyles among
Malay youth. On the first point, he lamented in the introduction to his
book, The Challenge,6 that:
One of the saddest ironies of recent times is that Islam, the faith that
once made its followers progressive and powerful, is being invoked to
promote retrogression which will bring in its wake weakness and eventual collapse . . . Ignorance of what constitutes spirituality, and failure
to see the distinction between materialism and a healthy involvement
in worldly concerns, render some sections of the Malay (Muslim) community susceptible to the notion that Islam exhorts believers to turn
their backs on the world.
(Mahathir 1993: vii)
On the second point, he opined that ‘Western thought and system of values
fanatically focus on the material as the basis of life. Values based on the
spiritual, on peace of mind, and on belief in feelings loftier than desire,
have no place in the Western psyche’ (Mahathir 1993: 4). Both were perceived as obstacles to his self-appointed mission: the complete rehabilitation of Malays to enable them to face the modern world (Khoo 1995: 48).
He declared at the 1982 UMNO General Assembly:
UMNO’s struggle has not ended. Today we face the biggest struggle –
the struggle to change the attitude of the Malays in line with the
requirements of Islam in this modern age . . . UMNO’s task now is to
enhance the Islamic practices and ensure that the Malay community
truly adheres to Islamic teachings.
(Crouch 1996: 170)
In the words of Mauzy and Milne (1983: 648), Mahathir’s Islamization programme aimed at instilling among the Malay workforce ‘discipline through
Islam’. He envisioned a new breed of Malays characterized by entrepreneurial accomplishment and the pursuit of wealth known as Melayu Baru
(meaning ‘new Malay’). In his vision of Malaysia as a developed nation by
the year 2020 (known as Vision 2020), he envisaged confident and capable
‘new Malays’ on an equal standing with non-Malay Malaysians as part of a
Malaysian nation (Bangsa Malaysia) ‘at par with those of Europe and North
America’ (Malhi 2003: 243).
Mahathir had been known since his early political career as a vocal
spokesperson for the Malay community. He espoused early on a controversial ethno-nationalist discourse asserting that the Malay people were the

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

202 Helen Ting Mu Hung
‘definitive people’ of Malaysian nationhood (Mahathir 1970). This hierarchical, racialist vision of Malaysian national identity appears to have been
somewhat modified by the time of his Vision 2020 speech in 1991, in which
he acknowledged the need to establish a united and ethnically integrated
Malaysian nation with a sense of common, shared destiny. Nonetheless,
the Islamization policies that he pioneered progressively alienated the
large minority of Malaysian citizens who are neither Muslim nor Malay,
and generated social dynamics in contradiction to his own vision of Bangsa
Malaysia. This contradiction is reflected in the way in which Malaysian citizenship has been framed within the current official secondary school history curriculum.
Official conceptions of citizenship education
Drawing on a cross-country study of citizenship education, Lee (2009: 4)
contends that a distinctive aspect of citizenship education in East Asian societies is the emphasis placed on moral virtues and personal values over civic
and public values. He argues that this leads to a tendency to focus on how
one relates to family, community, the nation and the natural world, rather
than on state–individual relations and political rights and responsibilities.
The underlying assumption is that a good person makes a good citizen.
Lee sees this as an explanation for the persistence of ‘one-party dominant
democracy’ in several Asian societies, and for political cultures that find a
dictator acceptable provided he is benevolent. However, it is a moot question whether the persistence of ‘benevolent dictatorship’ is a cause or consequence of the sort of apolitical conception of citizenship education that
has been widely promoted around the region.
In Malaysia, the school curriculum admittedly features considerable
overlap between civic and moral education. Teaching of ‘Civics’ is discussed
under a specific heading in both the 1960 and the 1979 official education
reports. The former affirms, on the one hand, that moral education is ‘an
integral part of “Civics” which we understand to mean good citizenship
in the fullest sense of the word’ (Education Review Committee 1960: 58).
On the other hand, it also recommends specifically under the teaching
of Civics ‘the teaching of the more formal aspects of the subject, e.g. the
Federal Constitution and the institutions and machinery of Government
at various levels’ (Education Review Committee 1960: 58). In both reports,
moral education is treated as interchangeable with religious education. The
1979 Education Report, overseen by Dr Mahathir Mohamed, explains that
Islamic education aims at fostering a disciplined and united society with a
high standard of moral conduct and attitude of mutual respect (Cabinet
Committee 1982: 70). Religious instruction is not officially provided for
non-Muslim pupils; for them, the report proposes moral and ethical education. It is also recommended that both Islamic studies and moral education
be made compulsory subjects of examination to ensure that they are taken
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seriously (Cabinet Committee 1982: 71–2). Moral education was introduced
progressively as a core subject in primary schools from 1983 onwards, and
from 1989 in secondary schools (Vishalache 2010).
The 1979 education report states that civic education aims at nurturing,
instilling and fostering the spirit of love for the country, values of consideration and tolerance, an independent attitude, aspiration and the willingness
and ability to understand and find solutions to social problems (Cabinet
Committee 1982: 73). It specifies that the syllabus of civic education is based
on the Rukunegara7 and the Malaysian Federal Constitution. The report
explains that civic education is important for the promotion of patriotism,
self-discipline, mutual respect and an understanding of government policy
relating to the building of a united and ethical society. This would produce
‘a future generation that is responsible and useful to the country’ (p. 74;
my translation from Malay). Civic education is thus perceived as being necessary from the point of view of its ‘usefulness’ to the nation in producing
loyal, compliant and disciplined citizens. Questioning the effectiveness of
teaching Civics merely as a discrete subject, the report also recommends
that ‘civic elements’ be introduced into the teaching of other subjects and
into extra-curricular activities whenever appropriate (pp. 74–5). Civics was
subsequently dropped as a subject from the new primary curriculum introduced in 1983. A new subject, Civics and Citizenship Education, was reintroduced progressively from 2005. However, the effectiveness of this new
subject is similarly in doubt (Ting et al. 2010).
Since 1988, civic education content has been integrated into history education, and has assumed an increasingly central role in promoting national
cohesion and patriotism (Anuar 2004). History was made a compulsory
subject for all secondary level students, and a single, standard series of secondary school history textbooks was officially commissioned. From 2013,
the issuance of the upper secondary school leaving certificate (equivalent
to O-level) has become conditional on a pass in the History subject in the
national public examinations. The formulation of the education curriculum in Malaysia is centralized in the hands of the federal government. Every
ten years or so, the curriculum department of the Ministry of Education
revises the syllabus and hands it over to the textbook department, which in
collaboration with Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, the official Malay language
bureau, oversees the production of textbooks.
The latest history syllabus stipulates clearly the mission of history education as ‘fostering and strengthening the spirit of loyalty and identity
(jati diri) as Malaysian citizen and as citizen of the world’ (warga dunia)
(PPK 2000: 3). The Curriculum Development Centre (Pusat Perkembangan
Kurikulum, PPK) of the Education Ministry specifies that the teaching of history is expected to cultivate a common framework of reference for national
consciousness and international understanding based on a shared collective memory of historical events. Besides historical knowledge and ‘historical thinking’ skills, the syllabus designates a third component of desired
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learning outcomes as the absorption of patriotic values. Defined as strong
feelings of love for the homeland’ (PPK 2000: 2), patriotism is explained
as including five sub-categories of attributes, namely pride as a Malaysian,
loyalty to the country, spirit of togetherness, discipline, and endeavour and
productiveness (PPK 2002: 6–7). The first and second attributes are related
to vertical relationships vis-à-vis the state, such as ‘respect for the king and
country leaders’; ‘[taking] care [of] and defend[ing] the dignity of the
nation and the state’; being ‘proud of national history’; being ‘ready to
sacrifice for the nation and state’; possessing ‘courage and [the] ability to
defend the sovereignty of the nation and state’; and being ‘appreciative of
being [a] Malaysian citizen’ (pp. 6–7). The third and fourth attributes are
concerned mainly with horizontal relationships with fellow citizens, such
as personal morality; considerate and cooperative behaviour; and respect
for the rule of law. The last category deals with developing the productive
capacity of individuals for the development of the country.
How are these intended learning outcomes translated into history textbook narratives? The rest of this chapter will examine the Form 4 history
textbook in this light. After presenting an overview of the textbook, an analysis is provided of four key themes that emerge.

An overview of the Form 4 history textbook (2002)
The five-volume set of secondary history textbooks (one for each level of secondary schooling) is characterized by an overwhelming geographical focus
on Malaysia. Out of the five, the Form 4 textbook is the only one that allocates
a majority of its chapters to topics extending beyond Malaysian history. The
current 2002 version of this textbook replaced the 1991 edition dedicated to
the history of world civilizations. Fully half of the 2002 textbook is devoted
to Islamic history. By contrast, the 1991 edition featured extensive coverage
of historical developments outside Malaysia and touched on Malaysia mostly
in passing, generally in the context of references to Southeast Asia; and only
one chapter out of six was devoted to the history of Islam.
The first two chapters of the current Form 4 textbook examine early
world civilizations and major world religions, and are followed by a chapter
on early civilizations in Southeast Asia. Five out of the book’s ten chapters
deal with Islam. Chapters 4 to 6 discuss Islamic religious and political history in the Middle East and Turkey and Islam’s spread to southern Europe.
Chapters 7 and 8 look at the historical influence of Islam in Southeast Asia
and in Malaysia. Chapter 9 addresses European history and culture, discussing succinctly the period from the Dark Ages to the Age of Exploration. It
touches on the agricultural and industrial revolutions and the effects of
European imperialism in Southeast Asia. The last chapter focuses on the
impact of British colonial policies on the local economy of Malaya.
One notable change from previous textbook editions is that, on the opening pages, both the message from the Director-General of the Education
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Ministry and the Preface begin with religious exhortations and invocations
of the name of Allah. The Preface then goes on to explain that the book
presents historical knowledge, and promotes noble values, patriotism and
study skills as an integrated whole. It also explains that the ‘comprehensive
discussion on Islamic civilization in the book is very important to provide
basic understanding to students regarding the role of Islamic civilization
in the subsequent development of Western civilization’ (p. x). In order
to highlight the values and historical lessons that are officially considered
to be of special importance, certain passages in the textbook are printed
in a different colour. The Preface expresses the hope that this will enable
students more fully to appreciate values, historical lessons and patriotic
elements.
World civilizations: conceptualization and lessons
The first two chapters principally discuss the emergence and advancement
of early civilizations such as the Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Indus and Hwang
Ho (Yellow River) civilizations, followed by their later Greek, Roman, Indian
and Chinese successors. They also feature brief explanations of Hinduism,
Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, Confucianism and Taoism. The textbook
explains that the word tamadun (meaning ‘civilization’ in Malay) is derived
from the Arabic words mudun and madain; and another related Arabic word
madana means ‘being refined and well-mannered’, as well as ‘opening up
a new township’ (p. 4). This has its parallel with the English word ‘civilization’, which comes from the Greek word civitas, meaning town or city (p. 5).
It is pointed out that every society has its own conception of civilization,
and that the West generally associates it with material development or secular achievements, such as written texts, law, art and urban development.
One or two Western anthropologists and archaeologists are cited as rejecting the spiritual domain as a proper yardstick of civilizational achievement.
The text then stresses that, according to Islam, civilization must encompass
both material and spiritual aspects, both of which are relevant to assessing the civilizational level of a society. Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas is
cited as equating civilization with the achievement of a high level of ethical
conduct and noble culture by a society (p. 5). Hence civilization, properly
understood, is portrayed as involving not merely material or aesthetic attainments (e.g. in the arts and architecture), but also advancement of spiritual
awareness, personal conduct and public morality (p. 5). Development of
civilization is further portrayed as a manifestation of human achievement
in terms of creativity and innovation (values related to the contemporary
state’s ambitions to compete in the ‘global knowledge economy’).
The advancement of civilization is explained in terms of humans’ capacity to use their intelligence to regulate and utilize the environment in order
to develop more complex and advanced modes of living (p. 38). Following
detailed discussions of civilizational progress in its political, economic and
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social aspects, it is explained that education is foundational to progress tout
court, as progress in the development of the human intellect underpins progress in all other fields (p. 53). The central didactic message is therefore
the need to strive for excellence, as indicated by the highlighting in bold and
coloured print of one sentence referring to ancient Greek education: ‘Only
a brilliant person was anticipated to contribute towards the well-being of
mankind’ (p. 53). Greek civilization is credited with having originated the
democratic and republican political systems (p. 63). It is explained that
this democratic form of politics is today found in most countries of the
world, though with national variations. A brief exposition of various major
religions is preceded by a statement stressing that religion is crucial to the
formation and advancement of civilization, as it supplies a moral compass
guiding the application of technological improvements to the construction
of a more perfect way of life.
It appears that there are two underlying conceptual threads running
through this narrative. First, students are constantly exhorted or encouraged to strive for excellence, creativity and spiritual and moral integrity so
as to achieve civilizational advancement. Second, the textbook attempts to
propose an ‘Islamic understanding of civilization’ that accords religion and
the spiritual domain equal importance to material progress in its appreciation of civilizational ‘progress’. This serves to establish distance from the
flaws of the ‘Western path to modernity’, which despite its achievement
of material prosperity is implicitly understood as having fallen prey to a
secular understanding of emancipation and a corrosive moral relativism,
resulting in grave societal and ethical crises.
The historical representation of alterity: designating the ‘outsiders’
Given that ‘indigeneity’ is a key constituent of notions of national identity
in Malaysia, it is important to examine how the historical genesis of the
‘nation’ is interpreted in political terms. In 1987, the Education Minister
declared that history textbooks would be revised so as to stress explicitly
that the Malays were the original inhabitants of Malaysia, a claim that is
used to justify their ‘special position’ in the country (Cheah 1997: 67). In
previous work, I have analysed the selective and inconsistent representation
of Malaysia’s inhabitants as ‘local population’ and ‘immigrants’ in the Form
3 and Form 5 textbooks (Ting 2009a). By comparison, the Form 4 textbook,
given its more global focus, harps less intently on these themes, though it
is no less reflective of the orthodox Malay nationalist historical perspective
(Cheah 1997, 2003; Ting 2014).8 For instance, commenting on the historical
influence of Hinduism and Buddhism in Southeast Asia, it is explained that
the local population succeeded in selectively adopting ‘outside influences’
in the light of local conditions, and that the younger generation should similarly preserve their own original cultural traditions and avoid being too easily influenced by negative elements of ‘outside cultures’ (p. 87). However,
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when it comes to discussing the later arrival of Islam in Southeast Asia and
Malaysia, there is no mention of how the local population related to Islam
as an ‘outside influence’. It is asserted that the influence of Islam on various aspects of local society was profound and beneficial, and that its coming
heralded a new era in regional historiography (p. 212), bestowing on local
inhabitants a novel capacity for rational understanding (p. 185). This view
of Islam as the harbinger of enlightenment is that taken by al-Attas, running
counter to conventional interpretations by historians or anthropologists of
the region, who tend to emphasize the syncretic nature of Southeast Asian
Islam (Woodward 2010).
Chapter 10 of the textbook discusses more extensively the historical
immigration of Chinese and Indian labourers as an impact of British colonialism. Indians and Chinese are indiscriminately described as ‘immigrants’,
whereas this term is never used to refer to the far from inconsiderable
influx of people to Malaya from neighbouring islands, who were perceived
at the time as ‘immigrants’. A timeless and homogeneous ‘local Malay society’ is thus juxtaposed with the colonial West and non-Malay immigrants.
The authors’ attitude towards Chinese and Indian Malaysians is displayed in
a mischievous concluding remark, highlighted in bold red print:
In brief, the progress and prosperity of Malaya has succeeded in attracting migrants’ interests to come here and this situation continues until
today. We should be proud of our country that has become an attraction for foreign migrants due to its wealth and prosperity. From another
angle, the local community should be more active, proactive and ready
to manage its own national wealth, in particular on behalf of those who
do not possess substantial capital. Otherwise, foreigners, always on the
look out for opportunities, will displace us, as is happening today.
(p. 255)
‘Immigrants’ are thus portrayed as beneficiaries of ‘Malay’ prosperity,
rather than as contributors to it – and as an alien menace threatening to
rob ‘indigenous’ Malays of their birthright.
Plaidoyer for an Islamic government
Chapters 4–6 of the textbook discuss the religious and political history of
the spread of Islam in West Asia. They make frequent references to Malaysia
and affirm how early Islamic governance provides models for the modern
Malaysian state. It is explained that Islamic civilization, insofar as it owes
its origins to religious thought and teachings, is ‘a gift of Allah to mankind’ (p. 99). The first of these chapters narrates in detail the life of the
Prophet Mohamed, the various ‘revelations’ he received from God and
his secret attempts at spreading God’s message. The second chapter discusses the setting up of an ‘Islamic government’ in Medina, describing this
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as the authentic model for the establishment of a truly Islamic polity. Its
acceptance by the people of Medina is cited as demonstrating that Islamic
law can be practised in a multi-ethnic and multi-religious country (p. 128).
It argues that the Medina Charter (piagam Madinah) of 622 ad was the first
ever written constitution in the world (p. 125), far predating the formulation of the US Constitution in 1787 and the French Constitution in 1795
(p. 126). The text goes on to state, in a self-congratulatory tone, that the
practice of Islamic values – as outlined by the Prophet Mohamed in the
Medina Charter – underpins the harmony and well-being of Malaysian society (p. 129). The textbook claims that, despite variations, governments in
the ‘Islamic World’ are generally based on faith and Islamic law (akidah
dan syariah) (p. 165). Following a survey of the spread of Islamic political control in the Middle Eastern region and the Mediterranean, and of
resulting ‘encounters’ between Islam and other civilizations, the textbook
exhorts its readers to remember that Islamic intellectual progress may only
be achieved with political control over economic and social domains. The
leaders of Islamic governments are urged always to emphasize unity among
all people within Islamic-ruled territories in order to ensure the continued
expansion of Islam (p. 169).
When compared with textbooks for other forms/grades, the chapters
concerning Islam actually present a more sympathetic and constructive
perspective on the multi-cultural and multi-religious context of Malaysian
society. Students are exhorted to remember that Malaysia’s development
and progress depends on unity and mutual understanding among its various ethnic communities, and the frequent inter-communal conflicts of preIslamic Arab society are presented as a cautionary example of the perils of
tribalism (assabiyah) (p. 102). They are also reminded of the need to practise the spirit of hijrah – accepting those of different origins so that no one
feels marginalized or dominated (pp. 122–3), and of the importance of values inherent in the Medina Charter, including non-discrimination in access
to economic opportunity and equality of rights (pp. 127–9). Tolerance and
the maintenance of intercultural harmony are portrayed as mandated by
Islam.
Moral force, Islam and patriotism
The vision of the global and regional past presented in this textbook is
imbued with a particular ahistorical style of thought that finds resonance
with what sociologist Shaharuddin Maaruf (2005) describes as ‘utopian
thinking’. Citing repeatedly the writing of al-Attas to illustrate this style of
thought, Shaharuddin defines utopian thinking as being characterized by a
refusal to acknowledge the historical context for particular ways of perceiving or representing the world. Utopians in this definition see Islam solely
through the prism of a sacred history shaped by individual Muslim actors,
whose actions are inspired by religious or moral considerations. By contrast,
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the role of secular forces in shaping historical development in the Christian
world is readily acknowledged. In the textbook, developments adjudged
to have been positive or beneficial are attributed to people with superior
moral qualities. For example, in discussing the conversion to Islam of the
early Malaccan rulers, the text assumes the language of the pulpit. The
following statements reflect how the spread of Islam is treated as a purely
moral endeavour: ‘Islam could be propagated faster if traders who evangelized behaved honourably and gently when they presented the message of
Islam. The noble character of these traders also had the effect of attracting
more local inhabitants to embrace Islam’ (p. 179); and ‘Missionaries who
were of good manners, upright and kind character would surely succeed in
their [evangelizing] aims’ (p. 184).
One finds little or no mention of geopolitical considerations or power
struggles among various political actors.9 Instead, the textbook repeatedly
heaps praise on Islam, the Islamic political system and Prophet Mohamed.
Any purported failure or setback is blamed on the disunity of the Muslim
community, thus underlining the need to adhere to Islam itself as the
supreme focus of collective identity.
The Islamic identity is then elided with the national, with students also
exhorted to be patriotic, ready to sacrifice for their country and defend its
sovereignty. But the importance of national strength and unity is also illustrated with reference to non-Islamic examples. For instance, the authors
argue that the advancement of Greek, Roman, Indian and Chinese civilizations illustrates that mankind has always possessed the impulse to innovate,
improve and upgrade existing ways of life. They emphasize that in all these
cases, progress was possible only because:
opportunity emerged in the form of the peacefulness of the state, a
strong and just political system such as democratic or republican rule,
as well as the existence of prestigious and strong rulers such as Augustus Caesar, Alexander the Great, Chandragupta Maurya, Asoka and
Shih Huang Ti.
(p. 68)
It is unclear how Alexander, an untiring conqueror, can be accredited with
maintaining peace, or how the Chinese or Roman imperial systems exemplified ‘democratic’ or ‘republican’ values. Indeed, a few pages prior to the
above statement, Augustus Caesar is described as ‘a dictator’ (p. 49).
Some of the statements in the final paragraphs of Chapters 4–7 are reminiscent of the kind of homilies with which Islamic religious classes typically
conclude. For instance, after discussing the various early Islamic regimes and
stressing the importance of unity, the text asserts: ‘The leader of an Islamic
government always emphasizes unity among all the inhabitants within the
Islamic territory to ensure the continuous expansion of Islam’ (p. 169; emphasis
added). One of the lessons drawn from studying the Islamic government in
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Medina is that it illustrates that ‘Islam could be practised comprehensively
in daily life’ (p. 137). At the end of Chapter 7, commenting on the peaceful
propagation of Islam in Southeast Asia, the writer draws attention to the
Prophet Mohamed’s call for ‘Islamic missionary activities [to] be carried
out wisely’ (p. 192). And after praising the outstanding and noble character of the Prophet Mohamed himself, it is concluded that these qualities
should be emulated by the present ‘Islamic generation’ (p. 138). Such statements reflect an apparent confusion as to whether the readership of this
textbook consists of students of a multi-religious history class, or Muslim
students receiving Islamic religious instruction.

Conclusions
Since 1988, the history syllabus has been assigned the mission of instilling
national cohesion and forming patriotic citizens with the right values to
propel Malaysia to the status of a fully developed nation. This chapter has
discussed the emergence of Islam as an important element in the discursive
construction of political modernity in Malaysia, and how this is reflected in
the narrative of the global past contained in the Form 4 secondary level history textbook, which stirred up much controversy due to its strong focus on
Islamic history (Ting 2014). This chapter has examined how an ‘Islamized’
idea of civilizational history is used in this text to reinforce a particular
vision of Malaysian patriotism and citizenship.
Intra-Malay political tensions during the 1980s in the face of a growing Malay middle class receptive to the discourse of political Islam led
to the promotion of an Islamization policy. The Malay-dominated ruling
elites associated with UMNO articulated their vision of Islamic modernity
while dismissing rival Islamist party leaders as ‘traditional’ and outdated.
The writings of Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, one major influence on
key Islamist political actors, are broadly reflective of the worldview of the
Islamized but modernizing middle class.
The Form 4 history textbook dwells at length on the political and religious
history of Islam in the framework of civilizational history, and emphasizes
the historical continuity and significance of Islam for Malaysian nationhood.
My analysis shows convergence between the orientation of the textbook narrative and al-Attas’s perspective on the role of Islam in Malaysian society, past
and present. This is marked by a consistent insistence on religion as a key
factor guiding society towards an increasingly advanced level of civilization.
Al-Attas’s particular view of civilization, and his assertion that the coming
of Islam to the islands of Southeast Asia heralded a new era of rationality,
enlightenment and progress, are reiterated in the textbook. This utopian
interpretation of the Islamic past chimes with a vision of the Islamic present
that sees rational thinking, the aspiration to scholarly excellence and good
morality as qualities to be fostered among young citizens so as to ensure
national success in the ‘global knowledge economy’.
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The bigger challenge of al-Attas’s idea of ‘Islamizing knowledge’ to
counter ‘secularized Western knowledge’, however, involves the tension
between using history to inculcate Islamic doctrine, and using it to teach
skills of critical rationalism seen as important to national economic competitiveness. In this respect, my analysis of the textbook illustrates the perverse effect of the insistence on always drawing moral lessons or injecting
a didactic commentary into the historical narrative. The compulsion to
insert explicit value judgements frequently precludes inviting students to
evaluate and interpret historical facts and evidence for themselves. One
local historian, speaking out against the use of history education to cultivate patriotism, noted with concern that he had encountered university students majoring in history who were ‘unable to appreciate the subject as it is
or objectively’. ‘Graduation exercises and assignments,’ he explained, ‘are
slanted and full of sermons glorifying events in history’ (Sivachandralingam
2011). In the same vein, as long ago as 1963, the historian Wang Gungwu
argued against ‘advocating a local or even national point of view about
history’, which for him was ‘based on the assumption that the nation is
somehow supreme and therefore always right’, subordinating history to
the service of ‘the national end’. He was concerned that this trend ‘would
in itself be a major act of distortion’, creating new myths and resulting
in a ‘narrow and restrictive’ perspective in historical interpretation and
judgment (Wang 1964: 8–10).
The political impetus to ‘re-Islamize’ Malaysian society and state institutions has met with increasing resistance from non-Malay Malaysians. The
underlying message of the Form 4 textbook that the fundamental historical identity of Malaysia has been and remains Islamic overlooks the religiously heterogeneous nature of the indigenous population in the states
of Sabah and Sarawak. It also implies that the cosmopolitan culture of the
major urban centres along the west coast of peninsular Malaysia, with their
large ethnic Chinese and Indian populations, is somehow fundamentally
‘un-Malaysian’.
The logical corollary of insisting on the historical continuity of a pristine
Islamic identity is to label anything non-Islamic as an ‘outside influence’,
including the historical Hindu and Buddhist influences that pre-dated the
arrival of Islam. Non-Muslims are designated as historical ‘outsiders’, whose
ancestors were opportunists seeking advantage at the expense of the ‘local
inhabitants’; at certain points the textbook appears to portray non-Malay or
non-Muslim Malaysians as ‘foreigners’. And since it is the British who are
fingered as the authors of an ethnic and religious pluralism threatening to
fragment the true ‘Islamic’ Malaysia, these non-Islamic ‘foreigners’ figure
as the left-behind baggage of an illegitimate colonial enterprise. Insofar as
this lopsided metanarrative reflects or reinforces ethno-religious chauvinism among the Malay majority, it runs directly counter to the professed
curricular (and constitutional) objective of promoting national unity and
harmony. By the same token, it alienates a sizeable minority population
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who are made to feel that they belong less fully to the nation by virtue of
their ethnicity or religion.
This is in contrast to the development of Singaporean history textbooks,
which has witnessed a gradual shift from an ethno-cultural portrayal of the
nation to a more inclusive, multicultural one – though within the context
of a narrative that remains quite overtly didactic and moralizing (Khamsi
and Morris 2014). While Gellner aptly emphasizes the construction of a
common cultural and political identity as a key function of modern education systems, the divergent Singaporean and Malaysian experiences of
history curriculum development underline that this common identity need
not inevitably be premised on an assumption of cultural, ethnic or religious homogeneity. Indeed, in a society as profoundly diverse as modern
Malaysia, the attempt to impose a discourse of homogeneity, hence debasing the citizenship of a substantial proportion of the population, may ultimately threaten the very unity and stability of the state itself.

Notes
1 Form 4 is equivalent to the tenth year of formal schooling.
2 For a more comprehensive perspective on ongoing contentions over secondary
history textbooks in Malaysia, this chapter needs to be read alongside Ting (2009a
and 2014).
3 Singapore exited Malaysia in 1965 to become a republic.
4 This special position has since been extended to the natives in Sabah and Sarawak
with the formation of Malaysia.
5 The ultimate goal of the ABIM is an ‘Islamic society’. It took the position that
Muslims and Malays in particular have ‘sacrificed’ political power through ‘secularistic democratization’. In a lecture in December 1982, Anwar Ibrahim stated
that despite the great progress made in the elevation and promotion of the status
of Islam, there was no scope for complacency. He further declared that a Muslim
‘must be able to live in a manner true to his faith, . . . in full control of the entire
complex of systems – economics, social, political – that run his life’ (Mauzy and
Milne 1983: 634, 638).
6 The book was first published in Malay in 1976.
7 Rukunegara denotes the five official principles to foster national unity, namely:
Belief in God, Loyalty to King and Country, Upholding the Constitution, Rule of
Law, Good Behavior and Morality. It was formulated following the 1969 racial riots
and proclaimed by the King on 31 August 1970, the National Day of Malaysia.
8 I have noted the inconsistencies in the general orientation of historical narratives
between the Form 4 and Forms 3 and 5 textbooks in Ting (2014). It is out of the
scope of this chapter to dwell on this.
9 See Kennedy (1962: 10–11), for instance, for some of the court intrigues of the era.
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Heritage, ideology and local
distinctiveness
Jiang Lei and Edward Vickers
Capitalism, collectivism and nationalism – competition in
China’s comprehensive classroom
In post-Tiananmen, post-Cold War China, patriotic loyalty to the state has
displaced class affiliation or revolutionary fervour as the supreme test of
ideological correctness. A socialist emphasis on bettering the lot of ‘workers
and peasants’ has been decisively supplanted by prioritisation of the pursuit
of ‘comprehensive national strength’. Whatever enhances gross domestic
product (GDP), enriching and strengthening the Party-State, is deemed
desirable – largely irrespective of distributive implications. The resulting
pseudo-corporatist yet intensely competitive economic model has been
termed ‘capitalism with Chinese characteristics’ (Huang 2008).
As elsewhere in East Asia, school texts for civics, history or the national
language, in stressing the importance of patriotism, preach a highly collectivist ethos: ‘all for one and one for all’ (Vickers 2009: 73). Superficially,
this seems hard to square with a pervasive atmosphere of unremitting
individualist competition. Recent ethnographic work on Chinese schooling highlights how a range of activities – from tests and examinations to
sports, school debates or student association elections – are infused with an
intensely competitive ethos (Kipnis 2011; Hansen 2013).
But the contradiction between competitive one-upmanship and collectivist conformity may be more apparent than real; as Rowena He’s chapter
suggests, socialisation primes many students to compete to conform in public displays of patriotic zeal. State propaganda portrays those committed
most fully to the competitive pursuit of examination success and capitalist wealth-creation, by cultivating their individual ‘talents’ and generating
economic growth, as conforming most closely to the exhortation to build
‘comprehensive national strength’. And those on whom the system bestows
the greatest rewards – perhaps including the privileged youths of He’s
study – are most likely to endorse the ideological orthodoxy. This has been
the calculation of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leadership since
its relaunch of market reforms in the early 1990s. In the aftermath of the
urban-based disturbances of 1989, the focus of growth was shifted decisively
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from the countryside to the cities, and its benefits channelled towards an
incipient bourgeoisie (Huang 2008). Shanghainese have been among the
prime beneficiaries of this shift.
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Top of the class – civic identity in contemporary Shanghai
According to what benchmarks is competitive success to be measured in
contemporary China? Coherence may not be a notable hallmark of official
ideology, but in a context of increasing social diversity and complexity, a
certain doctrinal vagueness has its uses. While class struggle has been largely
superseded by class-neutral ethno-cultural nationalism, the socialist lexicon remains available for selective deployment in areas, such as Tibet and
Xinjiang, where appeals to Han ethno-nationalism are divisive (see Gladney
2004). More broadly, while slogans of ‘modernisation’ and ‘development’
(fazhan) underpin the CCP’s core claim to performance legitimacy, vaguely
defined notions of ‘tradition’ and ‘patriotism’ serve as alternative or complementary sources of regime legitimation (Vickers 2007, 2009).
This variety, reflecting tensions and compromises within the farfrom-monolithic ruling party, means that the parameters of ideological
correctness have been broadly drawn: to each his own ‘Chinese dream’,
so long as harmony and unity are preserved. Some limited choice is therefore available for collectivities, as for individuals, seeking to project their
own identity. Thus Chongqing, a huge metropolis in the economically
more ‘backward’ southwest, has in recent years assiduously deployed the
patriotism trope, emphasising its status as the wartime capital of a China
united in an existential struggle against Japan. Until the 1980s, trumpeting this record would have been unthinkable, due to associations with a
Kuomintang regime vilified for maintaining the semi-feudal, semi-colonial
‘pre-liberation’ status quo (Mitter 2013: 382).1 For its part, Beijing has built
its civic identity largely around claims to primacy as a centre of traditional
culture – even while bulldozing much of its architectural heritage (Vickers
2007). Other examples of the phenomenon of urban ‘branding’, and its
links with the rise of domestic tourism, the programme of ‘patriotic education’, trends in popular culture and other factors, are discussed by Denton
(2014) in his wide-ranging analysis of China’s historical museums.
The recent fate of China’s built heritage reflects how, amid a welter of
official exhortations, for cities as for individuals, the supreme source of
validation has been economic. In the economic league tables, no Chinese
metropolis can compete with Shanghai – but the city also excels on other
measures. Like Japan a century ago, and in common with many other
modernising Asian nations, Chinese elites obsessively assess national progress against established international standards. Hence the significance
of hosting an Olympic Games or World Expo, developing a space programme, possessing nuclear weapons, acquiring an aircraft carrier, or
obtaining the ‘world-class’ stamp of approval for educational, scientific
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or cultural institutions. The pursuit of international recognition implies
some acceptance of externally determined standards for success, but
China’s participation in the global competition for status also helps shape
the rules for other participants. Education constitutes a prime example,
where Shanghai’s march to the top of the OECD’s PISA (Programme for
International Student Assessment) rankings has contributed to skewing
debate over education policy in Western countries, as they scramble to
emulate the city’s vaunted success (Ravitch 2013; Adams 2014).
Shanghai’s ‘opening up’ since the early 1990s has thus been characterised by enthusiastic engagement both with the global economy, and with
global discourses in spheres such as education, that harks back to the city’s
cosmopolitan ‘pre-liberation’ past. Moreover, it would seem that, at least
for some local elites, this cosmopolitanism is not just tactical, but visceral.
Vickers and Yang (2013) show how revisions in the early 2000s to the history
curriculum for local high schools not only stripped it of most recognisably
Marxist content, but also went further than elsewhere on the mainland in
paring down coverage of episodes such as China’s wars with Japan (Rose
2013). Eschewing xenophobic patriotism, curriculum developers seemed
intent on affirming the rightness and inevitability of a vague progressivism
characterised by intercultural tolerance, advanced technology and industrialisation. But even in twenty-first-century Shanghai, the parameters of ideological licence remain acutely uncertain. This curricular experiment was
ultimately ended at Beijing’s instigation, and a nationalistic, chronological
historical narrative reinstated (Vickers and Yang 2013).
In today’s China, then, assertions of local distinctiveness are tolerated
only so long as they reinforce rather than contradict key tenets of CCP
orthodoxy. In defining their distinctiveness, cities such as Chongqing and
Shanghai must herald not their divergence from the central stream of
national history, but their special contributions to it. And this applies to
all eras in the local past, with prehistory museums playing an important
role both in articulating a sense of local identity and in relating this to the
national context, reflecting the rise, since the 1980s, of a ‘plural theory of
Chinese origins’ (Denton 2014, citing Falkenhausen).2 Within the school
curriculum, local history is hardly seen as a legitimate object of study in its
own right – even in Shanghai, with its particularly entrenched autonomy
in curricular matters. Rather, the local is invoked to illustrate particular
aspects of the officially sanctioned national story.
To what extent, though, is this true outside the classroom, in contexts
less directly affected by the constraints of examination preparation and
textbook censorship? In this chapter, we examine how local history, and
by extension civic identity, has been represented in Shanghai’s museums
since the 1990s. Museums across China nowadays are designated ‘bases
for patriotic education’ (aiguozhuyi jiaoyu jidi), implying conformity to
centrally determined ideological messages. Meanwhile, intense inter-city
competition, allied to an upsurge in domestic tourism, has fuelled a boom
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in museum construction nationwide. The effects of this are perhaps most
marked in the rampant museumification of urban landscapes, as areas
spared the wrecking ball are smartened up to attract tourists and local yuppies. In Shanghai, the Bund, Nanjing Road, Xintiandi, Darroch Road and
the relics of the Kuomintang’s ‘Great Shanghai Plan’ to the northeast of the
city have in recent years all received this treatment. But while we comment
in passing on this remodelling and sanitising of Shanghai’s urban heritage,
we focus primarily on how museums explicitly narrate the past with which
it is associated.

Cosmopolitan financial centre – celebrating Shanghai’s
‘semi-colonial’ past
Today the Huangpu River juxtaposes a carefully restored and beautified Bund, celebrated in local tourist brochures as a ‘World Architecture
Exhibition’ (wanguo jianzhu bolan), with the postmodern skyscrapers of
the Lujiazui Financial District on the opposite, eastern bank (Pudong). By
the early twentieth century, the Bund, with its grandiose architecture and
concentration of foreign banking houses, had come to be known as the
‘Wall Street of Asia’. Before the 1949 ‘liberation’, Shanghai had more foreign investment than London or Paris, and a foreign population exceeded
only by that of New York (Dikotter 2013: 58). After 1949, most foreign
businesses abandoned the city, but its industries remained essential to a
socialist regime bent on modernisation. Although its cosmopolitan, capitalist heritage was suppressed during the Mao era, its ‘red’ credentials were
loudly proclaimed, especially during the Cultural Revolution, with which
Shanghai was particularly closely associated. But since the 1990s, the city
has undergone a startling capitalist revival. The Bund’s landmarks have
been reoccupied by high-end businesses and financial organisations while,
in Pudong, soaring high-rise developments showcase the restored civic
energy of the twenty-first-century megalopolis. For many Shanghainese,
this new burst of construction and growth represents a restoration of the
city’s pre-liberation status as an economic powerhouse and pioneer of
Chinese modernity – a message that local museums have been keen to
promote.
However, the history of foreign influence now locally seen as a source of
pride is nationally interpreted as ‘humiliating’. Before the 1990s, and especially during the heyday of Maoism (1950s–1960s), the legacy of imperialist encroachment and the ‘distorted prosperity’ (jixing fanrong) it spawned
were emphasised (Xiong 2008). Nowadays, by contrast, past foreign involvement is viewed through the prism of what, for local officials and commercial elites, is the triumphant resumption of Shanghai’s role as a financial
and technological hub, leading China’s re-engagement with the modern
world. This perspective permeates the principal museums or exhibitions
relating to the city’s past, present and future.
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It is a vision exemplified by the new Bund History Museum – reopened
in 2010 after a six-year hiatus.3 From its establishment in 1995, this museum
has celebrated the Bund’s status as ‘the Origin of the Development of
Modern Shanghai’, but originally also featured considerable emphasis
on the city’s role in anti-imperialist struggles and anti-Japanese resistance
between the 1920s and the 1940s. By contrast, the new exhibition largely
eschews anti-imperialist and anti-Japanese discourses – although its Preface
declares that ‘the Bund belongs to China’ and claims that it is ‘Chinese people’ who have created its ‘resplendence’. The display highlights the Bund’s
role as a centre of the ‘import and export trade’; its status as the ‘internationalised city’s public activity space’, the ‘Oriental Wall Street’ and the
‘gathering [centre] of [cultural] talents’; and its contribution (and that of
Shanghai as a whole) to ‘leading modernisation’. The Old Bund’s function
as a ‘financial centre’ is especially celebrated, with descriptions of the influential foreign and domestic financial institutions located there. Shanghai’s
recent resumption of a position at the heart of global finance capitalism is
resoundingly affirmed.4
Whereas its predecessor focused overwhelmingly on the pre-1949 period,
one-third of the new exhibition is devoted to the post-1990 restoration of
the Bund, and the broader development of Shanghai. A section on ‘The
Bund as the Gateway to Shanghai’s Reform and Opening Up’ draws attention to the revival of the district’s former financial and trading functions,
following the departure of the governmental institutions that occupied its
buildings after 1949. The display hails the arrival or return to the Bund
of foreign and Chinese banks, insurance companies, investment funds,
the foreign exchange centre, international hotels and other multinational
businesses. This emphasis reflects the end of uncertainty over Shanghai’s
municipal ‘vision’, still unresolved when the museum originally opened in
1995. It was The Comprehensive Urban Plan of Shanghai (1999–2020) (State
Council 2001) that unequivocally endorsed the city’s role as an international economic, financial, trading and shipping centre. Appropriately, this
document is displayed in the new Bund Museum to demonstrate official
endorsement of the Bund’s (and Shanghai’s) ultra-capitalist rebirth.
The toning down of anti-imperialist sentiment in the new exhibition
reflects a more positive representation of the history of foreign concessions than that found in most Chinese museums, where the humiliating
aspects of the nation’s ‘semi-colonial’ (banzhimin) subjection are still highlighted. This phenomenon reflects what Denton (2005: 584) calls the ‘local
effect’, but does not necessarily imply any attempt to subvert or contest
mainstream CCP discourse. Since the 1990s, Shanghai’s development as an
international economic, trading, financial and shipping centre has been
raised from local plan to national strategy – thanks in part to the national
eminence of local leaders Jiang Zemin and Zhu Rongji. The city’s economic
renaissance has come to be seen as vital to the achievement of China’s
developmental targets. The positive portrayal of Old Shanghai’s prosperity,
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despite its associations with foreign imperialism and finance capitalism, is
consistent with the CCP’s broader embrace of neoliberal market economics. As Denton puts it, ‘nostalgia for Shanghai’s commercial past may constitute an alternative to state revolutionary memory, but it also serves as the
foundation for a state vision of Shanghai as the centre of China’s future in
the global economy’ (2014: 89).
Many of the themes evident in this Bund-related display are translated
on to a broader canvas in Shanghai’s Municipal History Museum (Shanghai
chengshi lishi bowuguan).5 In place of the ‘temporal narrative of oppression
and liberation’ that characterised the museum’s display until the 1990s, the
current display presents a ‘thematic pastiche’ of everyday life in the ‘preliberation’ city (Denton 2014: 89–90). It focuses on the period between
the end of the First Opium War, when Shanghai became one of the first
‘treaty ports’, and the 1920s–1930s, when the city was a beacon of urban
modernity. Dioramas depict the operation of banks, foreign trading firms,
stock and commodity exchanges, retail businesses, modern transportation
and the pastimes and entertainments of foreigners and Chinese of various
classes. Although exhibits feature labourers and, at one point, even houses

Figure 10.1 A propaganda poster at a construction site near Shanghai’s Bund,
showing the Bund on the left and the Site of the First Congress of the
Chinese Communist Party on the right. The slogan reads, ‘Construct
the Chinese dream together – Jointly create a civilised city’.
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of prostitution,6 there is no attempt to highlight, let alone analyse, class
oppression (or sexual exploitation). The emphasis is resolutely on glamour
rather than squalor, as the century between the 1840s and 1930s is nostalgically portrayed as a bustling and prosperous golden age.
By contrast, the tumultuous – and politically sensitive – period from the
1950s to 1980s is excluded from this museum. During the 1950s, capitalist
enterprises were confiscated or taxed out of existence, foreign residents
driven out, the city’s huge sex industry eliminated and religious institutions closed down (the city had been central to Christian activity in China)
(Dikotter 2013). (Significantly, although the post-Mao era has witnessed a
local resurgence both of Christian observance and of commercial sex, these
parallels with the Republican past are not accorded nostalgic treatment
here.) After 1949, urban topography itself was sinified, with street names
throughout the old foreign concessions replaced with names derived from
Chinese geography: China was literally mapped on to the urban landscape,
in an effort to efface the foreign presence. But besides its colonialist associations, Shanghai, the location of the CCP’s founding, had also been a
hotbed of political radicalism, and emerged from the Maoist era somewhat
tainted for its status as home of the ‘Gang of Four’, to whom blame for the
Cultural Revolution was officially attributed.
Eschewing a chronological approach to the municipal past allows these
difficult or embarrassing aspects of the post-1949 past to be skirted, and
Republican Shanghai portrayed as a prosperous, cosmopolitan and harmonious harbinger of today’s resurgent metropolis. The origins of the city’s
prosperity (fanrong), and its nature – ‘distorted’ (jixing) or otherwise – are
not subjected to critical scrutiny. The exhibition concludes with a series
of miniature mansions displaying the multicultural architecture of Old
Shanghai. These are the former properties of rich foreign or Chinese capitalists derided in the Maoist era as agents of class oppression (jieji yapo).
However, the old anti-capitalist rhetoric is entirely absent. This architecture is instead hailed as symbolising the open, cosmopolitan modernity
portrayed as the essence of municipal identity. As Denton observes, the
museum as a whole ‘fuels fantasies of upward social mobility that serve
an important ideological function in a postsocialist neoliberal economy’
(2014: 92). This message is further reinforced by its location at the base of
the Oriental Pearl TV Tower – the futuristic landmark of New Shanghai.
The museum preface underlines the significance of this in embodying the
links between urban development in the past, present and future.
However, the existing exhibition was originally intended as a temporary stopgap while a permanent home was found for a larger Municipal
History Museum (Vickers 2004b). It is planned to bring together in this
new museum exhibits relating to the ‘6,000-year history of Shanghai’, such
as those currently housed in a museum in the Qingpu District, location of
two prehistoric archaeological sites. The aspiration to claim such a long
history, 1,000 years longer than that usually claimed for China itself, echoes
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similar claims made by Hong Kong’s cultural authorities in 1997 (Vickers
2003: 73). Commenting on this phenomenon, Sala states, ‘one can clearly
perceive the wish to reduce the British presence to “an episode”, a passing
influence, rather than to represent it as the crucial, even founding, impact
that created the city we know today’ (1999: 65). Similarly, for Shanghai’s
cultural authorities, according extended coverage to pre-Opium War history would anchor the municipal narrative in a patriotically irreproachable
ancient Chinese past. Even in cosmopolitan Shanghai, the impulse to establish the immemorial ‘roots’ of an essentialised Chinese ethno-nation exercises its pull – a phenomenon also evident in the Shanghai Museum (see
pages 231–4).
Just across from the latter in People’s Park, Shanghai’s Urban Planning
Hall focuses not on the past, ancient or modern, but on a post-modern
future. Most of the fourth floor of the six-storey building is given over to a
1:500 model of the General Urban Plan of Central Shanghai, with the Bund
and the Lujiazui Financial Zone at its centre (special prominence is given
to narrating the development of Pudong, pet project of former Shanghai
mayor and Chinese President, Jiang Zemin). Denton (2014: 262) observes
that actual people are notably absent from this vision of a bright, white,
hi-tech and ultra-hygienic architectural utopia. Brightly lit pictures invite
visitors to compare Shanghai with other ‘world cities’: London, New York,
Paris and Tokyo. A 3D film, A Journey of Wonder in Shanghai, takes visitors
on a virtual tour of the city – showing various projects already completed
or still under construction, and underlining Shanghai’s growing status as a
global financial and commercial centre. Meanwhile, the second floor of the
exhibition sets this in the context of the legacy of Old Shanghai. Pictures,
texts, maps, models and video clips depict early municipal modernisation as
the result of far-sighted urban planning and design (by Europeans as well as
Chinese). The juxtaposition of these celebrations of urban planning in Old
and New Shanghai once again highlights parallels between the city’s past
as the ‘Paris of the Orient’ and its present prosperity, while projecting the
city as a model for ‘developing Asia’ (see Denton 2014: 255–6). However,
as Denton notes (2014: 251), the ‘darker side of urban life’ is ‘eerily absent’
from this display – and from similar exhibitions, such as that of the China
Pavilion at Shanghai’s 2010 World Expo (advertised beforehand in the
Urban Planning Exhibition Hall).7
The main museums of municipal history thus interpret Shanghai’s pre1949 past as the foundation for its present economic dynamism, ultramodernity and chic cosmopolitanism. In place of anti-imperialist philippics
or tirades against class oppression and exploitation, visitors are treated to a
complacent affirmation of capitalist progress, of the kind long typical of official discourse in Shanghai’s key rival and historic twin: Hong Kong (Vickers
2003). This partial reconvergence in the civic ethos of Shanghai and the
brazenly capitalist ‘Special Administrative Region’ to its south is reinforced
by changes in the urban landscape outside local museums, where relics of
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foreign or elite privilege from ‘pre-liberation’ days have been renovated
as haunts for the city’s new super-rich. On the Bund itself, for example,
the former British Consulate-General building is now home to an upscale
restaurant (formerly an exclusive members-only club), while the former
Shanghai Club, lair of pre-liberation plutocrats, has been incorporated
within the luxurious premises of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel.
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Exhibiting Haipai culture – pick-and-mix nostalgia
Shanghai originated as a Western colony; its (so-called) culture is a culture of
compradors, hooligans and prostitutes, fundamentally lacking in idealism or
elegance.
(Zhou 2002)
This verdict, from Zhou Zuoren’s 1927 essay ‘The Shanghai style’ (Shanghai Qi), expressed what became Communist officialdom’s stock view of the
‘Shanghai School’ (Haipai). But since the 1990s, Haipai culture has been
largely rehabilitated in both popular and official eyes. For example, shikumen, or terraced houses blending Chinese and Western architectural
elements, have become associated both with nostalgic recollections of preliberation bourgeois life and with the city’s ‘red’ heritage. These two interpretations of what shikumen mean to the city are embodied in two adjoining
museums, the Shikumen Open House Museum and the Memorial House of
the First National Congress of the CCP, both located in Xintiandi.
Prior to the Xintiandi redevelopment in 2001, shikumen had suffered
from sixty years of neglect – dating from the economic depression that followed Japan’s occupation in 1937. Originally comfortable middle-class family homes, most shikumen became cramped tenements subdivided among
a number of families. Their consequent reputation for slum conditions,
combined with their suspect class origins, rendered them prime targets for
demolition as municipal redevelopment gathered pace during the 1990s.
However, Hong Kong’s Shui On Group spotted an opportunity to combine
commercial development with partial conservation of two blocks of shikumen houses. The resulting Xintiandi (‘New Heaven and Earth’) district, with
its bars, cafés, restaurants and high-end boutiques, has become a magnet
for foreign residents, the local smart set and overseas and domestic tourists.
The Shikumen Open House Museum, part of the Xintiandi project, is a
privately run Shui On venture. Nathan Zhou, assistant to the chairman of
Shui On Holdings, described the museum’s purpose as representing the
middle-class Shanghainese lifestyle of the 1920s–1930s (Vickers 2004a).
Period furnishings and decoration highlight the hybrid Chinese–Western
style typical of ‘pre-liberation’ Haipai taste, but also reflected in the cafés
and bars outside the museum. Zhou noted that the culture and lifestyle of
Shanghai’s shikumen were also displayed in official museums such as the
Shanghai Municipal History Museum. However, whereas the Open House
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Museum focuses on the middle-class experience, official museums – according to Zhou – never openly advocated a ‘middle-class’ lifestyle, instead identifying with the lives of the ‘masses’ (though the discussion above of the
Municipal History Museum suggests a stronger emphasis there on highsociety glamour and bourgeois aspiration than on empathy with the labouring masses). The fact that a private venture such as the Shikumen Open
House Museum was now officially permitted testified, Zhou argued, to a
new openness. But this ‘openness’, as discussed above, proceeds from the
Party’s embrace of market capitalism, whose inevitable concomitant is the
revival and growth of a commercial middle class. And in fact the Open
House Museum along with the whole Xintiandi project was developed handin-glove with the Luwan District Government,8 which shared Shui On’s
keenness to exploit commercially the Haipai architectural legacy (Land et
al. 2008: 158).
But the old official discourse concerning the cultural and political significance of the shikumen persists alongside this newer celebration of the
bourgeois lifestyle. Right around the corner from the Shikumen Open
House Museum stands the Memorial House of the First National Congress
of the Chinese Communist Party (Yi Da Hui Zhi). Shikumen garrets sheltered
Communist activists, and Shanghai’s intimate association with revolutionary
history makes it one of China’s ‘revolutionary holy lands’ (gemingshengdi).
Since the 1990s, several shikumen houses with revolutionary associations have
been restored as Patriotic Education Sites. To commemorate the ninetieth
anniversary of the CCP’s birth, the Memorial House of the Second National
Congress of the CCP (zhonggong erda huizhi) (on Huaihai Road, not far from
Xintiandi) held a special exhibition called ‘Red Memories in the Shikumen’.
This related CCP history to a celebration of shikumen heritage and associated cultural phenomena such as ‘Tingzijian Literature’.9 However, celebration of the Party’s own heritage predominated, with discussion of shikumen
largely incidental or secondary. The exhibition emphasised the shikumen’s
proud role in Shanghai’s revolutionary past, while asserting broader, though
undefined, revolutionary credentials for Haipai culture in general. The
‘Introduction’ referred to the role of the shikumen in ‘a history of struggle’,
and as the site of ‘the birth of the CCP [and its] democratic revolutionary
guiding principles’, while the display’s rousing ‘Conclusion’ declared:
The old shikumen house, a manifestation of Haipai culture, embodies
China’s revolutionary history and preserves the footprints of our revolutionary heroes.
It is the Red Wellspring (hongse zhi yuan).
It records the years of misery and tribulation.
It illustrates Shanghai’s history as the original revolutionary holy land.
The Shikumen Open House Museum, with its twenty-yuan admission fee and
expensive gift shop, caters to a different clientele from that of the nearby
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CCP memorial sites, which in recent years have adopted free-admission
policies. ‘Red tourism’ (hongse lüyou) and ‘red holidays’ (hongse jiaqi) have
surged in popularity in recent years, partly due to the sponsorship of figures
such as former Chongqing Party Secretary Bo Xilai (sacked in disgrace in
2012). Around the ninetieth anniversary of the foundation of the CCP, in
July 2011, the visitor numbers at these red sites reached record levels. At
the Yi Da Hui Zhi, a security guard claimed that between 3,000 and 10,000
people were visiting daily.10 A high school student visiting the Er Da Hui Zhi
said that his school encouraged its students to visit local red sites during
their summer holidays, and to write reports on their reflections. Shikumen
are thus used to evoke nostalgia both for an essentially bourgeois Haipai
culture and for a ‘red’ revolutionary past.
In 2011, the Yi Da Hui Zhi held a Special exhibition: ‘Shanghai
Red Resource – Cultural Relics and Historical Materials Exhibition
Commemorating the Ninetieth Anniversary of the Founding of the
Communist Party of China’. Divided into four sections – Birthplace of
the CCP, Cradle of the All-China Federation of Trade Unions, Origin of the
Socialist Youth League of China and Birthplace of the Chinese Women’s
Movement – it aimed to demonstrate that ‘[i]n the promising land of
Shanghai (sic), a lot of firsts in the history of the Chinese revolution came
into being’.11 The exhibition’s preface asserted that today’s capitalist successes were the inevitable and necessary outcome of the socialist revolution
of the preceding century:
We hold this exhibition to reflect on the glorious history of Shanghai,
[China’s] red source, and review the splendid course of the Communist Party of China, aiming to stimulate Party members and the people of Shanghai to cherish the memory of the Party’s great achievements, . . . [so that they will] exert themselves to add a new chapter to
Shanghai’s reform, opening-up and modernisation drive!12
In the same vein, the exhibition text at ‘Mao Zedong’s Former Residence
Memorial Site’ (also near the Xintiandi area) exhorts:
the broad ranks of the cadres and the broad masses of the people to
study Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought and Deng Xiaoping
Theory more effectively, carrying forward the revolutionary traditions and
striving to build Shanghai into an international centre for economy, finance,
trade and shipping [emphasis added].13
As Denton observes, visitors emerging from the Yi Da Hui Zhi into Xintiandi might well associate the CCP with the urban development of today’s
Shanghai (2005: 585–6), and it is no doubt the Party’s intention that they
should do so. Meanwhile, the shikumen have been repackaged as an architectural embodiment of ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’: capitalist
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commercialism combined with a red revolutionary patriotism stripped
of class antagonism (see Vickers 2009). Now that prosperity is officially
portrayed as good in and of itself, the Haipai culture of prosperous Old
Shanghai, and private-sector involvement in its preservation, are phenomena to be unreservedly welcomed. The consumerist paradise of Xintiandi
(like similar developments in Tianzifang, the KIC14 and Rockbund), with
its fashion boutiques, expensive restaurants, multiplex cinema and exclusive members-only club, epitomises Shanghai’s cosmopolitan sophistication
and China’s embrace of neoliberal globalisation.
So much for Shanghai’s worthy bourgeois strivers and revolutionary
heroes – but what of Zhou Zuoren’s ‘compradors, hooligans and prostitutes’? The next section briefly discusses the treatment in Shanghai’s museums of the sources of Shanghai’s prosperity – in trade, finance, industry
and services.

Trade and industry
The relatively positive portrayal in contemporary local museums of
Shanghai’s pre-liberation commercial and financial development, its cosmopolitan character and the distinctive Haipai culture reflects the drive to
position the city in the vanguard of contemporary China’s ‘opening up’ to
the world. The same is essentially true of the celebration of local strength in
a diverse range of particular trades. Since around 2000, a number of trade
museums have been established as part of official efforts to heighten awareness of Shanghai’s rich and diverse heritage as a commercial, industrial and
financial centre (Lu 2003, 2004).
This heritage is on prominent display in the Shanghai Municipal History
Museum, whose dioramas and photographs feature a wide range of enterprises: automobile production, shipping, textiles, tobacco, film production,
publishing, finance and municipal services (electricity, telecoms and water).
Miniature dioramas also show famous commercial areas, such as Wangping
Street (the ‘Newspaper Street’) and the Great World Complex, with neon
advertisements for famous brands reinforcing the image of a mature and
diverse commercial community. The accompanying text emphasises that
many trades important to China’s modernisation and industrialisation originated in Shanghai.
Specific trades or industrial sectors have also increasingly been celebrated in dedicated local museums – with the active support of the municipal authorities and local heritage professionals (Lu 2003, 2004; Travel
Times 2007).15 For example, the Shanghai Bank Museum, the first financial museum in China,16 displays miniature models of foreign and domestic
banks in Old Shanghai, as well as celebrating the return of high finance to
the Bund and Lujiazui areas. Once again, Shanghai’s status as the birthplace
of modern Chinese banking and pre-war Asia’s financial hub is explicitly
linked to its contemporary economic renaissance. The C.Y. Tung Maritime
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Museum (Dong Haoyuan Hangyun Bowuguan), on the campus of Shanghai
Jiaotong University,17 and the China Maritime Museum in Pudong (opened
2010) combine celebration of modern Shanghai’s status as an international centre for trade and shipping with the maritime heritage of the
broader ‘nation’ (with a particular focus, especially in the latter case, on
the exploits of the Ming dynasty admiral, Zheng He – see Chapter 3, this
volume). Meanwhile, the Shanghai Automotive Museum (founded 2007)
proclaims itself China’s first trade museum dedicated to the automobile
industry. Shanghai’s status as the first location for car production in China
is trumpeted, as is its role as the base for production of the iconic ‘Red Flag’
(hongqi) vehicle – limousine of choice for CCP apparatchiks. An underlying
message here is the centrality of automobile manufacture to industrialisation and modernisation more broadly (notwithstanding attendant pollution and congestion issues).18 Other museums, such as the Water Supply
Exhibition Hall (at the Yangshupu Water Supply Plant, China’s first such
facility), herald Shanghai’s pioneering construction of a modern urban
infrastructure. All these museums celebrate the city’s status as the fount
and origin of an urban-industrial Chinese modernity, while also highlighting the heritage of iconic ‘Shanghai Brands’ (shanghai mingpai).
In 2000, Shanghai municipality’s Commission for Heritage Preservation
(CHP) (wenguanhui) initiated a ten-year scheme for establishing trade
museums, reflecting the centrality of trade and industry to the local identity the authorities aspired to project. Reflecting a lingering official penchant for target-setting central planning, it was declared that one hundred
new trade museums would be established by 2010. According to official figures, between 1949 and 2003, Shanghai boasted sixty-three museums (of all
types). But the 2007 statistics show a surge to a total of 106 by 2006, largely
due to the construction of various trade museums from 2003 onwards
(Travel Times 2007). Meanwhile, the CHP has organised ‘Trade Museum
Tours’, with themed itineraries marketed to tourism enterprises or promoted among schools.
Although the trade museum scheme was heralded as an encyclopaedic
homage to the city’s industrial heritage, priority was at first accorded to
museums of sectors particularly important in contemporary Shanghai –
banking, shipping, automobile manufacture or tobacco. In 2004, an article
in the party-affiliated Jiefang Ribao (Liberation Daily or Jiefang Daily) quoted
officials and scholars lamenting the relative neglect in local heritage policy
of the ‘six pillar industries’ of Shanghai during the state planning era: textiles, instrument and meter manufacture, chemicals, light industry, metallurgy and mechanical and electrical engineering (Jiefang Daily 2004). The
local authorities were urged to establish museums commemorating these
industries.
The textile industry, sometimes referred to as Shanghai’s ‘Mother
Industry’ (muqin gongye), is now remembered in a dedicated Shanghai
Textile Museum. Modern textile manufacture was introduced by foreign

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

230 Jiang Lei and Edward Vickers
entrepreneurs, but in the museum the contribution of Chinese-owned
or Chinese-led concerns to national development is singled out for special praise. By contrast, the representation of foreign-owned enterprises
is generally far more critical. The miserable conditions of workers in
Old Shanghai’s foreign textile mills have featured frequently in antiimperialist, anti-capitalist literature and film. A notable example is the
famous report Indentured Labourers (baoshengong), by Xia Yan (1935),19
depicting the sufferings of workers in Japanese-owned cotton mills. The
Textile Museum narrative contains strong echoes of this approach. Antiimperialism and Communist-inspired labour militancy are also highlighted in some other trade museums, including the Postal and Tobacco
Museums. The May 30 Movement of 1925, Shanghai workers’ three armed
uprisings in 1926–7 and the various strikes of the 1920s are all depicted as
part of the heroic CCP-led struggle of the Chinese people against ‘imperialists’ and their ‘running dogs’ (zougou). As noted above, these are themes
accorded far less prominence in the Urban History Exhibition Hall or the
Bund Museum. And in contrast to those museums, the Textile Museum
and certain other trade museums celebrate not only the CCP’s pre-1949 role
in the local labour movement, but also the record of post-1949 ‘socialist construction’ (shehuizhuyi jianshe).
Different trade museums thus present somewhat different visions of
Shanghainese history and identity. The sectors central to the city’s post1990 re-engagement with the global economy – including finance, shipping and automobile manufacture – are, like tourism and many associated
service industries, ones that evoke memories of the ‘golden age’ of preliberation Shanghai. A teleology of ever-greater openness and cosmopolitan sophistication informs the dominant official narrative of the local past,
and is enshrined in the most high-profile local museums. But at the same
time, many middle-aged and elderly Shanghainese – including many party
members – devoted their careers to sectors that, however marginalised
today, were once hailed as crucial to the welfare of China’s ‘socialist family’
(shehuizhuyi dajiating). Institutions such as the Textile, Postal and Tobacco
Museums dignify the contribution of these groups, while indulging in a red
revolutionary nostalgia that sits awkwardly with the brash capitalism of the
contemporary city. In the local museum sector we therefore perhaps see
reflections of intra-party divisions between gung-ho neoliberal globalisers
and more collectivist, conventionally socialist elements, each constituency
guarding its own niche.
But if different museums offer differing emphases in their account
of the local past, they at least broadly share the same teleological, triumphalist narrative. Whether tacitly dismissing the 1950s–1980s period as
an economic dark age, or celebrating it as a time of collective dedication
to a noble cause, museums agree in endorsing Shanghai’s present economic model, and tracing its roots back to the glories of the past, whether
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pre-liberation, post-liberation, or both. However, in doing so they generally
fail to acknowledge the experience of the ‘losers’ from Shanghai’s post-1990s
economic reforms, when the closure or restructuring of many state-owned
enterprises led to the laying off or early retirement of thousands of workers.20
Shanghai’s museums are selective not only in their historical accounts
of particular trades, but also in the trades chosen for commemoration. Not
least among the forms of enterprise for which pre-liberation Shanghai was
renowned is the sex trade – a sector that, like banking and finance, has witnessed a rapid revival in the post-1990 era. Dikotter recounts how the suppression of Shanghai’s vast sex industry was prioritised by the Communists
in the late 1940s and early 1950s, in the teeth of often determined resistance from the women involved (2013: 53). But a private ‘Sex Museum’
established in the early 2000s was quickly closed down.21 This case illustrates
the selective retention of certain elements of old-style ‘socialist morality’, as
well as the limits of the twenty-first-century CCP’s supposedly classless vision
of Chinese citizenship.
In so far as exploitation – whether class- or gender-based – is alluded
to in Shanghai’s twenty-first-century museums, it is represented as a phenomenon of the ‘pre-liberation’ past. For example, the Municipal History
Museum features a plaque describing the use of indentured labour (usually
female) in the factories of Republican-era Shanghai, referring specifically
to Xia Yan’s documentary exposé (discussed above). However, it is emphasised that the ‘total overthrow’ of the ‘old society’ has consigned this practice to ‘history’. What is not acknowledged here or in other museums is that,
in today’s Shanghai as in other Chinese cities, the urban economy (especially the construction and service industries) relies on the labour of millions of workers whose equal citizenship is denied by the hukou (household
registration) system (Miller 2012). When the Muncipal History Museum
text notes how nineteenth-century Shanghai ‘became the largest immigrant
city in China’, it is referring to the influx of foreigners. But it was migrants
from China’s vast rural hinterland who supplied the workforce for the city’s
factories, shops, restaurants and brothels – as they do today.

Civic pride, elite philanthropy and high culture: the
Shanghai Museum
The thief or swindler who has gained great wealth by his delinquency has
a better chance than the small thief of escaping the rigorous penalty of the
law; . . . A well-bred expenditure of his booty especially appeals with great
effect to persons of a cultivated sense of the proprieties, and goes far to
mitigate the sense of moral turpitude with which his dereliction is viewed
by them.
(Veblen 1899/2007: 79)22
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Previous sections have shown how local museum accounts of Shanghai’s
history and culture relate to attempts to project a vision of the novelty and
cosmopolitanism of this metropolis – its vanguard role in the construction of
a prosperous modern China. But prosperity alone does not confer the highest status in post-socialist China; as Jacka et al. (2013) note, surveys consistently show that ‘officials, and highly-educated professionals, such as judges
and university professors’ enjoy superior prestige to millionaires, who are
likely to be viewed as ‘dishonest, immoral and vulgar arrivistes’, owing their
wealth to the exploitation of official connections (p. 204). Supreme honours are reserved for those perceived as having mastered the scholarly arts,
thereby attaining moral as well as intellectual superiority. Scholarly prowess
may seldom lead to wealth, but wealth can be transmuted into scholarly status through the conspicuous consumption of cultural artefacts – especially
when these are then provided for the public edification of the masses. Nor,
as Veblen’s perhaps unduly cynical observation suggests, is this impulse
unique to China:23 Victorian entrepreneurs sought to sanctify their riches
and reputations through endowing institutions of higher learning and
culture – endowing civic museums from Liverpool to Chicago to Melbourne.
Shanghai’s origins place it firmly in the ranks of these ‘Victorian cities’,
and the new Shanghai Museum, opened in 1996, shares features with many
classic Western municipal museums. These include substantial reliance on
private donations, and the very public acknowledgement of key benefactors. The present museum is the product of efforts by Ma Chenyuan and
Wang Zhengqing, curator and vice curator of the old Shanghai Museum
during the mid-1980s, who were determined that their city should boast a
world-class modern museum like New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art.
As Yatsko notes, Ma and Wang’s artistic training and expertise in museum
management made them particularly well qualified to pursue this project
(2001: 142–50). They were strongly driven by a desire to display what they
saw as the sophisticated artistic sensibility of Haipai culture, and to celebrate
the city’s cultural as well as economic renaissance.
The museum’s ten permanent galleries all bear the names of key donors.
Lacking a subsidy from the national government, the curators turned to
private sources – which ultimately supplied a quarter of the construction
costs. The support of old Shanghainese families who had fled in 1949 or
soon after, and of others with historical ties to the city, was crucial (Yatsko
2001: 145–7; Vickers 2004c). For example, the overseas Shanghainese businessman and art collector George Fan financed an exclusive 1989 tour to
the Jingdezhen porcelain works, organised by Ma and Wang as a means
of soliciting further donations. Other prominent overseas Shanghainese
and Hongkongese tycoons (many of Hong Kong’s wealthiest families have
strong links to pre-1949 Shanghai) subsequently contributed to the project
(Yatsko 2001: 145–6).
The scions of families effectively expelled from post-liberation Shanghai
by the CCP were thus now welcomed back by a city eager to recover its former
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international pre-eminence. When interviewed by Yatsko in 2001 about
their reasons for supporting the museum, many donors cited nostalgia for
the lost world of pre-liberation Shanghai, and a desire to contribute to its
revival. Zhou Lizhong (Vickers 2004b), deputy head of the Administration
of Museums and Memorials, claimed that the Shanghai Museum was the
first in Communist China to publicly honour private donors by naming its
galleries after them. This arrangement undoubtedly owed something to the
special administrative relationship between the Shanghai Museum and the
municipal government,24 as well as to the broader embrace of capitalist values in mid-1990s China. Nonetheless, it is notable that the donors so honoured were all overseas Chinese rather than local tycoons. In part this may
be attributable to the relative scarcity of rich potential benefactors in mid1990s’ Shanghai, or to the novelty of the concept of elite philanthropy in
mainland China.25 By contrast, donors from Hong Kong, such as T.T. Tsui
and the Hotung family, were long accustomed to the practice of donating,
in return for naming rights, to universities, museums or other institutions.
But once the necessary funds were amassed, what kind of museum would
be built – and what vision of Shanghainese culture would it encapsulate?
As it turned out, this was not to be a space for exhibiting items of merely
local origin or significance, but an exemplary modern shrine to Chinese art
and civilisation tout court. The Haipai spirit of modernity and internationalism would be reflected in the museum’s presentational sophistication, but
deployed in a display of canonical Chinese art. Ma and Wang conducted
extensive investigations of Western exhibitionary practices, as well as of current thinking on the pedagogical and social role of the museum (Yatsko
2001: 143–50). Partly as a means of raising the museum’s international profile and attracting sponsorship, they also organised international seminars
on ancient Chinese art, and exclusive shows for overseas art experts or collectors – activities then unprecedented among mainland museums. Also
novel was their proactive approach to soliciting the loan of exhibitions from
overseas, sometimes relatively ‘daring’ in terms of content. Tang Youbo,
Dean of the museum’s Education Section (Xuanjiaobu), remembered
how, when the Boston Art Gallery, a pop art museum, was invited by the
Shanghai Museum in the early 1980s to stage the first foreign art exhibition in post-Reform China, this caused a considerable sensation in Chinese
artistic circles (Vickers 2004c).
The Shanghai Museum also adopts an innovative approach to its educational functions. Although it is designated a ‘patriotic education site’, the
management apparently interpret this role in a more subtle fashion than
many of their counterparts elsewhere. The sort of ‘general preface’ that
typically graces the entrance to museums, larded with rhapsodies to the
glories of ancient Chinese culture and civilisation, is absent here. Instead,
the various galleries, each devoted to a different category of art, feature
a text explaining the nature and history of the artistic form in question.
Chen Zenglu, as of 2011 the Vice Dean of the museum’s Education Section,
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claimed that the intention was to avoid an unduly didactic approach,
constantly seeking to impress audiences with the rarity of an artefact, the
fame of its creator, its age and its monetary value or significance as determined by established artistic authorities (Jiang 2011). Instead, the museum
aimed to allow visitors freely to develop their own artistic sensibilities, and
to attain confidence in their own aesthetic judgement – qualities that,
according to Chen, are relatively scarce among the Chinese populace. He
explained that visitors are encouraged by museum guides to spend some
time regarding artefacts without the aid of commentary, and to then dare
to say ‘I don’t like it’. This idea that the museum should serve to stimulate
original and critical thought among its visitors echoes the official ‘quality
education’ (suzhi jiaoyu) discourse of the 1990s and since – which calls for
Chinese to be equipped with the skills needed to compete in the ‘global
knowledge economy’ (Kipnis 2011).26
The Shanghai Museum was radically different from conventional
Chinese museums of the 1980s–1990s, generally characterised by weak
collections, dull displays and inefficient management. As Yatsko observes,
‘Ma and Wang created an outstanding museum despite the system, not
because of it’ (2001: 142). They did this through exercising qualities of
entrepreneurialism, managerial effectiveness and innovation now officially
trumpeted as key determinants of Shanghai’s success, past and present.
Recognition of the Shanghai Museum as a ‘world-class’ institution has also
given it an iconic role in efforts to project the city as a global cultural as well
as economic centre. In twenty-first-century China, custodianship of ancient
tradition has become, alongside attainment of industrial modernity, key
to the Party’s legitimating ideology. So, from an official standpoint, what
makes the museum symbolically important is its deployment of modern
technology and ideas in the service of ancient art. Hence, for all its apparent pedagogical progressivism, the Shanghai Museum has also been dragooned into the service of cruder forms of patriotic education – as exemplified in the remarks of Huang Ju, then Mayor of Shanghai, when he hailed
the museum’s 1996 opening as ‘another achievement of the construction
of the socialist spiritual civilisation of Shanghai’, which would promote ‘the
development of Shanghai’s cultural affairs as well as Shanghai’s whole spiritual civilisation drive’ (quoted in Yatsko 2001: 142–3).

Conclusion
Until the early 1990s, People’s Square, where both the Shanghai Museum
and the Urban Planning Exhibition Hall are now located, was a large concrete expanse designed, like Tiananmen Square in Beijing, for hosting the
mass rallies that punctuated the Mao era. Prior to that, in the ‘pre-liberation’
period, the area was occupied by the Shanghai Racecourse, playground of
foreign and Chinese elites. Today, while the elites have returned, gambling and horse racing are officially confined to the post-colonial enclaves
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of Macau and Hong Kong. Meanwhile, direct political action is strictly
prohibited by a post-revolutionary leadership anxious to avoid any repeat
of the crisis of 1989, when People’s Square witnessed protests and sit-ins by
local students. Such Stalinist parade grounds, in Shanghai and Beijing as
elsewhere, have since been remodelled and subjected to intensified surveillance. In Shanghai, the occupation of this space by public monuments to
Chinese tradition and municipal modernity can perhaps be seen as serving two purposes: subjecting the urban environment to tighter discipline;
and promoting a sanitised, triumphalist progressivism that legitimises the
established political order. A complacent developmentalism, rather than
any revolutionary vision, underpins the new narrative of Shanghai’s role
in creating a modern nation firmly rooted in ancient traditions and values.
But who are the Shanghainese themselves, as depicted in the city’s museums? This is a hard question to answer, since while museums have much to
say about the history of Shanghai as a city, and even about the characteristics of a vaguely defined Haipai culture, the category of ‘Shanghainese’
(Shanghairen) is deployed only sparingly. As we have seen, contemporary
exhibitions extensively acknowledge the significance of the foreign presence in the city, but primarily in order to underline Shanghai’s role as
the bridgehead for importing modern Western institutions and technology. The era of foreign dominance is portrayed as a passing phase in the
construction of a modernity that, while taking pride in its cosmopolitan
foundations, is unequivocally Chinese. This serves not only to exclude foreigners, but also to paper over important distinctions within the category
‘Chinese’. Although the Shanghai Museum devotes one token exhibition
hall to the fifty-six officially designated ‘minority nationalities’, here as in
Hong Kong or Taipei, ‘Chinese’ essentially means ‘Han’. But the Han ethnicity itself is riven with linguistic and sub-ethnic divisions: for example, do
Shanghai’s more than one million long-term Taiwanese residents in any
sense qualify as Shanghainese; or are speakers of the local Wu language
more Shanghainese than others? And just as ethnic and cultural diversity
is largely overlooked – except with respect to the broad ‘Chinese–foreign’
distinction – so is religious diversity, or indeed the significance of religion
per se as a source of values and identity.
Most fundamentally, as in all major Chinese cities, Shanghai’s population
is divided between those with formal residency rights, and huge numbers of
migrants from the countryside or from smaller, poorer towns inland. Since
the 1950s, the hukou system has formalised and rigidified this division across
China, facilitating CCP control over the national population, and entrenching the privileges of urban residents. But more than most Chinese cities,
Shanghai owes its very existence to migration. Now, as in the pre-liberation past, manual and service occupations are dominated by new migrants.
The construction sector, catering, cleaning, hospitality and a resurgent (if
illicit) sex industry all rely overwhelmingly on migrant labour. But while
the contributions of the overseas scions of old commercial dynasties are
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honoured in the new Shanghai Museum, full municipal citizenship is still
denied to the migrant workers who sweep its corridors or those of other
local institutions.
Some CCP founders, were they to ascend from a socialist Valhalla, might
well evince dismay at this privileging of a cosmopolitan elite over the local
proletariat. In official narratives of the local past, the Party’s own contribution has been reinterpreted in terms virtually devoid of reference to materialist dialectic or class struggle. In place of international struggle in the
name of ‘the people’, there is all-pervasive competition in the name of the
nation; maximising growth is the proximate goal, but the ultimate prize is a
place for China at the global top table. Domestically, this competitive ethos
serves to legitimise the extreme stratification of citizenship, even while
patriotic exhortations seek to deny or distract from this reality. Shanghai’s
racecourse may be gone, but the city itself is China’s champion in a global
race – with a linear rather than circular track, and no finishing post.

Notes
1 Under the disgraced former Party Secretary, Bo Xilai, there was also some
attempt to promote Chongqing as a base for the pursuit of ‘red’ (i.e. socialist)
values and policies, but rehabilitating socialism proved more problematic than
rehabilitating Chiang Kai-shek.
2 And this applies in the case not only of ‘contributions’ to China’s modern
nation-building, but equally to the ancient past. For example, the museum at
Sanxingdui in Sichuan baldly asserts the ‘Chineseness’ of the culture to which
its artefacts relate. But this is a problematic claim, given mixed evidence regarding links between this culture and those of the North China plain, and the
anachronism of projecting a ‘Chinese’ identity backwards to a period before
‘China’ itself existed as a distinct or unified entity. Esther Klein of the University
of Sydney’s China Studies Centre discussed this case in a paper presented at the
ICAS conference in Macau, June 2013.
3 The Bund History Museum was closed in 2004 due to the Bund Comprehensive
Renovation Project. It was moved and reopened in 2010. See News Evening Post
(2010) ‘The Bund History Museum to be opened soon’ (waitan lishi jinianguan
jijiang kaifang), 4 February 2010.
4 The quotations in this paragraph are extracted and edited from the English
texts of the old and new museums.
5 When the museum moved to the base of the Oriental Pearl Tower in 2001, it
was renamed the ‘Shanghai Urban History and Development Exhibition Hall’
(Shanghai chengshi lishi fazhan chenglie guan), but it since seems to have reverted
to the use of the simpler title.
6 The text accompanying a diorama of an opium den notes that many such places
‘tried to solicit customers with girls’, noting that ‘opium dens were part of the
gloomy side of old Shanghai’; the association here of prostitution with opium
smoking can perhaps be seen as a way of implicitly blaming the vice trade on
foreign influence.
7 The 2010 Shanghai Expo itself is now commemorated in its own museum, adjacent to the site of the original event.
8 Now ‘New Huangpu District’. In July 2011, Luwan District and Huangpu District
were merged.
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9 The tingzijian was typically the smallest, least habitable room in a Shikumen
house. Located above the kitchen and below the flat roof, it usually had an area
of six to seven square metres. It was originally used for storage or for live-in servants. But when living standards in Shikumen (and Shanghai generally) declined
in the 1940s, more and more tingzijian were rented out to poor people. Many
literary bohemians, including most famously Lu Xun (1881–1936), once lived in
Tingzijian and created a range of influential literary works there, later dubbed
‘Tingzijian Literature’.
10 This remark, and that cited in the following sentence, were made in the course
of conversations with Jiang during her visit to Xintiandi in July 2011.
11 This quotation is from the English Foreword of the ‘Shanghai Red Resource’
exhibition.
12 This quotation is from the English Foreword of the ‘Shanghai Red Resource’
exhibition.
13 From the English Foreword of the special exhibition on ‘Mao Zedong in
Shanghai’, in the museum at his former residence.
14 ‘Knowledge and Innovation Community’.
15 The Travel Times article quoted Chen Bianjun, curator of the Shanghai Museum.
16 Though now joined by others inspired by the Shanghainese precedent – for
example, the bank museum in Shenyang, Liaoning Province.
17 The name itself means ‘Shanghai University of Transport’ – reflecting the university’s origins as a Soviet-style sectoral university.
18 This rationale was explicit, for example, in a passage in the 2002/3 People’s
Education Press edition of Senior English for China, which Vickers was involved in
editing while employed there as a ‘foreign expert’ in 2000–1.
19 The report Indentured Labourers (baoshengong) by Xia Yan (1935) was for many
years after 1949 a set text in Chinese high school language textbooks, but was
controversially removed from the curriculum after 2000. Some observers alleged
that this was because the social conditions Xia depicted were uncomfortably similar to those visible in China today. In 2007, the text was reinstated in textbooks
for first-year senior high school students in Beijing (Deng 2007).
20 This is an aspect of Shanghai’s recent history dealt with in Jia Zhangke’s 2010
documentary Haishang Chuanji (I Wish I Knew).
21 Vickers visited the site of this museum in 2004, but was told that it had closed
down and moved to a smaller city outside Shanghai.
22 Veblen was writing at the height of the era of ‘robber-baron’ capitalism in the
United States, which saw the likes of Carnegie and Rockefeller liberally endow
scholarly and artistic institutions of various kinds.
23 It is, however, arguably particularly entrenched in China. Whereas, for example,
those aspiring to membership of the British establishment have often sought to
ape the anti-intellectual attitudes and rustic outdoor pursuits of the aristocracy,
in China scholarly prowess and intellectual as well as aesthetic refinement are
more deeply ingrained as badges of elite status.
24 The administrative structure of Shanghai’s museums is unique. In other provinces
and cities, public museums and galleries answer either to the State or Municipal
Bureaux of Cultural Heritage, or to the Municipal Propaganda Department, but
the Shanghai Museum answers directly to the municipal government. According
to Tang (interviewed April 7, 2004), then Dean of the Education Department,
it looks to the public as if the museum is directed by the Municipal Bureau of
Cultural Heritage (wenwu guanli weiyuanhui), but in fact it is the Bureau that
is subordinate to the Shanghai Museum. The Cheif Curator of the Shanghai
Museum is the vice director of the Bureau, and the director of Bureau is one of
the vice Mayors of Shanghai. Futhermore, all the staff in the Bureau hold management positions within the Shanghai Museum. Therefore, officially speaking,
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the Bureau leads the Museum, but in practice, the Museum leads the Bureau.
The museum is under direct leadership of the municipal government and
answers directly to the Mayor and Municipal Party Secretary. Tang stated that the
consequent reduction in bureaucracy greatly simplifies the planning and implementation of innovative exhibitionary practices.
25 It is also very likely attributable, at least in part, to the caution of many wealthy
Chinese when it comes to flaunting their wealth – even in an ostensibly worthy
cause. Attracting attention risks attracting unwelcome scrutiny, potentially dangerous in a society where corruption is rife and the amassing of wealth requires
the careful cultivation of political connections.
26 This suzhi jiaoyu discourse, and associated calls to reorient China’s school curriculum towards the teaching of generic ‘skills’ and away from the transmission
of received knowledge, was spearheaded by a Shanghai-based professor, Zhong
Qiquan of East China Normal University
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11 Education for active citizenship
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Youth organisations and alternative
forms of citizenship education in
Hong Kong and Singapore
Christine Han
Introduction
Hong Kong and Singapore are two polities that, in common with other East
Asian developmental states, have prioritised economic development and
(to differing degrees) harnessed education to create a loyal citizenry and
skilled workforce. However, the promotion of active and critical citizenship
(Johnson and Morris 2010) has not been a key feature of the school curriculum in either society. Democratisation and liberalisation in Singapore
have proceeded at a glacial pace as determined by the ruling People’s
Action Party (PAP). In Hong Kong, the picture is more mixed: on the one
hand, government and political ties with the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) have become more entrenched even while, on the other, the new
Liberal Studies curriculum promotes – in intent if not always in practice –
a more ‘active’ vision of citizenship than any previous compulsory school
subject (Vickers 2011). Reflecting the political realities of the two societies,
citizenship education has tended to combine a prescriptive view of values
and citizenship with a largely directive pedagogical approach (Han et al.
2013). In the case of Hong Kong, a colonial government inclined to adopt
a laissez-faire approach, in view of its limited political legitimacy, has given
way to a Beijing-appointed administration anxious to foster identification
with the People’s Republic of China. In Singapore, decades of PAP rule
have resulted in a school curriculum strongly oriented towards inculcating
acceptance of the regime’s soft authoritarianism, and its vision of a meritocratic, multicultural and loyal citizenry.
In both societies, however, younger citizens have in recent years increasingly engaged in forms of civic activism that challenge the established
order. Groups of young people have come together to push the boundaries of free speech and critical thinking, questioning the status quo and, in
some cases, openly opposing government policies. Modern forms of communication and social networking have played an important role in this.
Within small communities, and using the latest technology, young people
exchange the knowledge and skills they need to engage in civic and political
activism. They explore and develop social and political values and debate
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current issues, while also learning to tread the fine line between what is
and is not permitted in their society. It is argued here that, for their young
participants, these organisations constitute a new vehicle for non-formal
citizenship education radically different in both form and political content
from the conventional school curriculum. Moreover, the internet extends
involvement in these organisations well beyond the youth population to
the general public, especially the younger demographic, promoting visions
of citizenship neglected in, absent from, or alternative to the content of
formal schooling.
This chapter analyses three cases – two from Hong Kong and one from
Singapore – of active youth organisations, examining the visions of citizenship that they promote. It compares these visions not only to each other,
but also to those set out in the official school curriculum, both in terms of
explicit ideological content, and the messages implied in particular forms
of teaching, learning and civic engagement.

Citizenship education in East Asia
In democracies, the preparation of young people for their future role as
citizens has typically involved attempts to foster, through schooling, knowledge, attitudes and values associated with democratic institutions and practices. However, previous research has suggested the existence in East Asia
(including Hong Kong and Singapore) of distinctive approaches to this
task. For instance, Morris and Marsh note both the strength of central control over East Asian systems of schooling (extending to curricula and textbooks for all school subjects) and a prioritisation within school curricula
of ‘communal and social values and needs . . . over individual needs or
aspirations’ (1992, p. 252). Han et al. (2013) further note a tendency in
East Asian societies to promote substantive values over procedural values,
where the latter comprise freedom, toleration, fairness, respect for truth,
respect for reasoning (Crick 1978, pp. 66ff.) and ‘rules for civilised procedures’ that inform the process of debate without impinging directly on the
topic in question (Crick and Porter 1978, p. 31). By contrast, substantive
values involve normative ideas concerning proper behaviour – such as hard
work or respect for elders and superiors. It is precisely these sorts of substantive prescriptions for moral conduct, typically encompassing a strong
privileging of the group over the self, that feature strongly in the formal
school curricula of East Asian societies – though whether this is due more
to deeply ingrained ‘cultural’ determinants, or to the priorities of contemporary political elites, is a distinctly moot point (to which I return in the
conclusion to this chapter).
There is, in fact, a history of social and political activism among young
people in both Hong Kong and Singapore. In 1970s–1980s’ Hong Kong,
for instance, secondary school students were involved in mass political
demonstrations while schools grappled with how these should be dealt
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with (Postiglione 1991); in the Precious Blood Golden Jubilee School
incident in 1978, the suspension of students led to strike action and demonstrations (Morris 2009). The publication of a controversial education
report in 1988 was greeted by mass protests attended by a quarter of
the local university student population (Postiglione 1991). Nevertheless,
young Hongkongers have in recent years been represented as politically immature and apathetic, poorly informed regarding local legal and
institutional arrangements (Fairbrother 2005; Fairbrother and Kennedy
2011) and lacking in ‘patriotic’ commitment due to the prevelance of a
‘market mentality’, whereby political allegiance is ‘based on a personal
calculation of profit and loss rather than on one’s belonging to a particular place and society to which one is unstintingly loyal’ (Mathews et
al. 2008, pp. 15, 16). In Singapore, the 1950s and 1960s witnessed impassioned youth activism in relation to various social and political causes,
with many jailed or exiled (Hong and Huang 2008; Turnbull 2009; Hong
2011; Khe 2011). However, such activism has been strongly discouraged
during the half-century of PAP dominance, and young Singaporeans
have been represented as politically apathetic, not least by the political
elite (Hong and Huang 2008).

Citizenship education in schools in Hong Kong and Singapore
This section provides an overview of citizenship education in schools in
Hong Kong and Singapore.
Hong Kong
In Hong Kong, there is no single ‘citizenship education’ subject, but the
Education Bureau identifies ‘Moral, Civic and National Education’ as a
cross-curricular theme:
Moral, Civic and National Education is an essential element of wholeperson education which aims at fostering students’ positive values and
attitudes through the school curriculum and the provision of diversified learning experience. It also develops students’ ability to analyse
and judge issues relating to personal, family, social, national and global
issues . . . , and enhances their willingness to make commitment and
contribution (sic).
(Education Bureau 2014)
In discussions of local education, various related terms have been used:
‘civic education’ (Morris and Morris 2002; Fairbrother 2003; Leung and
Ng 2004; Ng 2009), ‘moral and national education’ (Education Bureau
2012) and ‘patriotic education’ (Mathews et al. 2008) are used in addition
to ‘citizenship education’ (Law 2004; Fairbrother 2005; Lee 2008). Here

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

Active citizenship, Hong Kong and Singapore 243
I use ‘citizenship education’ to refer to any form of education directed at
preparing young people for civil or political participation in their society.
Although various forms of citizenship education were practised in local
schools during the post-war period, no official guidelines were introduced
until 1985. Three approaches were recommended: citizenship education
could be taught as an independent subject, integrated within an (existing)
subject, or taught though a ‘permeated’ or ‘whole school’ approach (Morris
and Morris 2001). Following the 1997 handover, classroom-based activities
were supplemented by various extra-curricular schemes, including government-subsidised study tours to the mainland (Fairbrother 2010). However,
since the curricular guidelines were merely advisory, there were considerable
variations in implementation (Morris and Morris 2001; Fairbrother 2010).
Curricular change in Hong Kong has mirrored the shifting political priorities of the Special Administrative Region (SAR) government, central to
which has been Hong Kong’s relationship with mainland China. Morris and
Morris (2002) identify three main periods in this respect. Between 1945
and about 1966, the overriding concern of the colonial government was
to ensure Hong Kong’s survival; this meant, among other things, a focus
on countering Communist propaganda, rather than the promotion of any
positive vision of political identity or civic participation. Schools were monitored to ensure that they did not encourage subversion or anti-colonial sentiment, and curricula were depoliticised (Sweeting and Morris 1993).
From the late 1960s to the 1997 handover, a new political context was
characterised by a more affluent population with higher expectations,
more committed to Hong Kong and less willing to be treated as colonial
subjects (Sweeting and Morris 1993). After 1984, when it became clear that
Hong Kong would be handed back to the People’s Republic of China, curricula reflected both a greater focus on Hong Kong’s relationship with the
PRC, and a highlighting of the distinguishing features (vis-à-vis the Chinese
mainland) of Hong Kong’s ‘way of life’, specifically the centrality of the rule
of law and the relative absence of corruption. But politically contentious
issues were studiously avoided.
In contrast to its ‘colonial’ predecessors, the post-1997 administration
appeared more confident of its own political legitimacy, and more determined to ensure the implementation of its policies. The pursuit of consensus declined, resulting in greater public resistance and conflict over
educational (and other) issues. The post-retrocession government has
also sought to use schooling to generate a stronger sense of national identity and patriotism; this culminated in a 2012 attempt to introduce a new
compulsory subject in primary and secondary schools: Moral and National
Education (MNE).1 Perceived as an attempt at blatant indoctrination, the
new subject faced substantial opposition from many groups, especially a
group of secondary students (discussed further below).
Over the years, the depoliticised approach of post-war Hong Kong
has given way to an increasingly explicit programme of China-oriented
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citizenship formation. This has combined a longstanding emphasis on
shared ethnocultural heritage (Luk 1991; Vickers and Kan 2003; Kan 2010;
Morris and Vickers 2013) with a growing emphasis on Hong Kong’s shared
history with the mainland (Vickers 2005; Han 2013; Morris and Vickers
2013). However, insofar as citizenship education has been promoted as a
discrete curricular area, the fact that it continues to fall outside the range
of examinable subjects renders it of minimal importance to teachers and
students (Mathews et al. 2008; Fairbrother 2010).
Singapore
In Singapore, citizenship education is centrally controlled by the Student
Development Curriculum Division of the Ministry of Education, and there
is a list of officially approved textbooks. At the same time, the citizenship
curriculum is wide ranging, encompassing moral precepts, values, attitudes
and skills. Citizenship education is primarily delivered through the subject
Character and Citizenship Education. However, themes associated with citizenship are also found in Social Studies, History, language subjects (particularly
the mother tongues – Chinese, Malay and Tamil), extra-curricular activities
(especially those involving uniformed groups)2 and in relation to special
school events such as Total Defence Day and Racial Harmony Day. In 1999,
a cross-curricular National Education Initiative was introduced to ensure
that young people imbibe certain messages officially considered important
to Singapore’s future:
1
2
3
4
5
6

Singapore is our homeland; this is where we belong.
We must preserve racial and religious harmony.
We must uphold meritocracy and incorruptibility.
No one owes Singapore a living.
We must ourselves defend Singapore.
We have confidence in our future.
(Ministry of Education 2013)

Reflecting a ‘substantive’ approach typical of East Asian societies (Han
et al. 2013), the current Character and Citizenship Education (Primary)
Syllabus makes clear that the aim of the education system is to ‘nurture
Singaporean citizens of good character’ (SDCD 2014a, p. ii). Emphasis is
also given to the core values (respect, responsibility, integrity, care, resilience and harmony) that form the basis of good character, the social and
emotional competencies that help young people to manage themselves and
their relationships, and citizenship-related ‘skills’ to help them ‘function
as active citizens’ (SDCDa 2014, pp. 1–4). Even at the secondary level, the
citizenship-related skills – comprising active community life, national and
cultural identity, socio-cultural sensitivity and awareness and global awareness (SDCD 2014b, p. 4, see also pp. 21–6) – have more to do with behaving
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in culturally sensitive ways, and contributing to nation building according
to the vision of the political elite, than the skills needed for active civic and
political participation in an evolving democracy.
Despite this longstanding didacticism in citizenship matters, officials
continue to profess concern regarding the moral condition of young
Singaporeans. They see them as displaying selfish and individualistic traits
(attributed to the influence of decadent Western liberalism), and as apathetic in relation to social and political issues (Mauzy and Milne 2002;
Tan 2011).
In their approaches to citizenship education, Hong Kong and Singapore
are therefore similarly prescriptive in promoting specific moral values and
political views, in rooting these in a supposedly ‘Asian’ or (in the case of
Hong Kong) ‘Chinese’ tradition, and in seeking to transmit them didactically in the classroom – although, in Singapore, curricular control is more
centralised and consistent, and implementation more effectively ensured.
Officials in both societies profess to see a role for schooling in fostering critical thinking, but have sought to confine this within politically determined
parameters, for example by directing students to consider distant cases.3 In
Hong Kong, as Lai and Byram (2012) demonstrate, there is more room for
individual schools to develop curricula that encourage democratic values
and active citizenship, but such initiatives may involve tensions with a core
aim of post-1997 education policy – that of deepening political unification
with the mainland. One result is that much of what is taught may have little resonance for many students, causing some young people to seek other
sites for learning about and expressing citizenship (Lai and Byram 2012).

Youth organisations
The early years of the current decade were interesting times for the more
politically engaged citizens of Hong Kong and Singapore. In Singapore, a
group of young people known collectively as The Online Citizen (TOC)
were involved in covering activities leading up to and including the 2011
General Election. By making a point of reporting on and reflecting the
views of different political parties, they contributed to weakening the grip
of the pro-government mainstream media over the flow of information.
In Hong Kong, the following year, Scholarism – led mainly by secondary
school students – was at the forefront of protests against the introduction
of MNE.
In 2012, the present author visited Singapore and Hong Kong and
took the opportunity to interview members of youth organisations – conversations supplemented with Skype interviews in 2013. The groups were
Scholarism and the Roundtable in Hong Kong, and TOC in Singapore. All
these groups envisaged themselves fulfilling a dual role: campaigning for
the achievement of a specific goal (e.g. political democratisation or curricular reform), and serving as vehicles for educating their members and
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the general public in the practice of active citizenship. The sampling was
opportunistic, depending on who was available at the time of the research
visit. A leading member in each group was interviewed, together with one
or more other members or volunteers: one from Scholarism, two from the
Roundtable and six in Singapore. Except for the founder member of TOC,
all the interviewees were young – one was still in secondary school, while
the others were at university or had recently graduated. The youngest were
from Scholarism (aged 15 to 19), while the oldest were students of university age (19 to 22 in the cases of TOC and Roundtable). Interviews were
semi-structured, focusing on the motivation and aims of the interviewees
in relation to their organisation, their reflections on their experience, what
they had learned about citizenship and how they learned this.
Hong Kong: Scholarism
Scholarism was founded in 2012 by secondary students opposed to the introduction of Moral and National Education in schools. Led by Joshua Wong
(then just 15), their campaign against MNE from July to early September
2012 included leafleting on the streets of Hong Kong, public speeches, mass
demonstrations and the occupation of the Central Government Offices;
several members even undertook a hunger strike (Kan 2012). While an alliance of many groups (both new and established) joined this campaign, it
was Scholarism that took the lead and attracted most media attention. The
organisation currently has 200 members, the majority of whom are school
students (Ian,4 Scholarism). It has a presence on Facebook (Scholarism
(Facebook) n.d.), where members post regular updates featuring their
thoughts on current issues, publicise their activities and invite comments
from the public.
Hong Kong: the Roundtable
The Roundtable Community, more commonly known as ‘the Roundtable’,
was set up in 2004 by Simon Shen to conduct research aimed at informing
policy making, as well as to provide a non-partisan platform for young people to engage in civic participation; its members include scholars and professionals, as well as school and university students (Roundtable 2010). The
Roundtable’s areas of focus include social, cultural and political issues. Of
the three organisations, the Roundtable is the most well funded, well organised and ambitious. At the time of the interview, it had ‘twelve or thirteen’
staff members (Gary, Roundtable). Some of its activities are dedicated to
‘promoting multiculturalism, youth empowerment and civic engagement’
among young people, while others are focused on conducting research to
inform and influence policy (Roundtable 2010). The Roundtable has a
publishing arm, producing books on culture and international relations,
as well as textbooks for use in schools (Gary, Roundtable).5 In 2012, it had
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2,000 members, many of whom were in their twenties when the group was
formed, with an increasing number of secondary school students among
new members (Gary, Roundtable). The Roundtable has an online presence
in the form of a website (Roundtable Community n.d.) and a Facebook
page (Roundtable Community (Facebook) n.d.).
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Singapore: The Online Citizen
The Online Citizen (TOC) was started in 2006 by Andrew Loh, Choo Zheng
Xi, Gerald Giam and Benjamin Cheah (the latter in sixth form college at
the time).6 The group was set up in the aftermath of the 2006 General
Election because Loh and the other co-founders decided that there needed
to be alternatives to the mainstream media, whose reports they considered ‘skewed’ (Loh, TOC). TOC has a website (The Online Citizen n.d.),
a Facebook page (The Online Citizen (Facebook) n.d.), a blog (The
Online Citizen (blog) n.d.) and a YouTube channel (The Online Citizen
(YouTube) n.d.). It also organises ‘real world’ activities for its members and
interested participants. As the interviews reveal, TOC is a site that provides
citizenship education not only for its young volunteers, but also for the
general public.

Findings
This section presents the findings from the interviews, and will look at the
aims and ‘content’ of learning – the knowledge, skills and values – associated with the youth organisations. It will look at what can be seen as the
‘curriculum’ of these organisations in relation to learning about citizenship, comparing this with the content of formal instruction in schools.
Views on citizenship education in school
Citizenship education as delivered through formal schooling made little
impression on the interviewees, according to their own testimony. Most
were unable to see its relevance to their lives and, with rare exceptions,
could barely remember what was taught. Interviewees from both Hong
Kong and Singapore stated that their teachers often used that period to
teach examinable subjects, or to conduct ‘housekeeping’ activities:
Most teachers wouldn’t take it very seriously, (and neither did) the
students. So they (students) would maybe do their laboratory report
in the class, or have chit chat with their classmates. (Catherine,
Roundtable)
Sometimes, . . . like once a month, for CME (Civics and Moral
Education)7 we had a presentation on Singapore values – what the
flag stands for, what the pledge stands for, that sort of thing. Other
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times it was, ‘Class, go do your own stuff’ or ‘Class, today you would do
English’ . . . that sort of thing. (Billy, TOC)
Most of my Civics and Moral Education classes were converted to remedial classes (for) other subjects. (Edmund, TOC)
Citizenship education is not an examinable subject in either Hong Kong
or Singapore. In societies where pressure to perform well academically is
intense, and where examination results strongly influence life chances, the
signal that is sent when a subject is non-examinable is that it is not important (Morris 1997; Mathews et al. 2008; Fairbrother 2010). This message is
reinforced by teachers’ practice of using citizenship education class periods
for more ‘important’ subjects or other activities.
Where citizenship education lessons were carried out, the Singaporeans
in particular found these eminently forgettable:
I don’t think any of them (the citizenship education lessons) have been
much of a contribution to what I am doing now. (I don’t remember)
Hao Gong Min (Good Citizen)8 so much. . . . It was about helping blind
ladies cross the road. (Kathleen, TOC)
The Hong Kong interviewees too found their citizenship education in
school irrelevant. Catherine (Roundtable) spoke about an occasion when
officials from the Education Bureau visited her school to set up display
boards:
The message they (the boards) wanted to say is very simple. Like, they
want you not to be involved in drug abuse, be a good teenager, don’t
drink alcohol, don’t take drugs, lead a healthy life, do more exercise.
Things like that. (Catherine, Roundtable)
Catherine found these exhibits ‘boring’, and reported that few of her fellow
students had taken the trouble to view the boards.
A Hong Kong interviewee commented on the lack of any political element in citizenship education:
(I)t’s not real citizenship education. (We had) (h)ealth education, sex education, and some ‘job attitude’ . . . But they . . . skipped
the political participation part . . . The guidelines of the subject do
cover . . . political participation . . . but it’s only a small part . . . The
majority of the time slot is focused on . . . national identity. (Trevor,
Scholarism)
In addition, the form of national identity that was being fostered, and the
activities associated with this, such as the trips to the mainland organised by
the Education Bureau, were regarded with suspicion:
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I think (the organisers) (wanted to) place some mindset in the students
to increase their identity consciousness (of) being a Chinese instead of
a global citizen. (Catherine, Roundtable)
Hence, the instances of citizenship education the interviewees remembered from school were either irrelevant, boring or, in the case of the Hongkongers, seen as an exercise in indoctrination. The importance of social
and political participation received little emphasis. This raised the question
of what it was that had prompted these young people to become involved
in youth organisations.
Participating in a youth organisation: enabling circumstances
This section will begin by looking at the circumstances, sources of influence
and personal motivation for joining a youth organisation. It was noticeable
that many of the interviewees had been influenced by a significant individual. For some, this was a family member – Edmund’s (TOC) mother
was a member of an opposition party who had stood for election, and Ian’s
(Scholarism) parents were interested in social and political matters:
My father . . . writes facts and opinions about issues . . . and he actually
affects me . . . (M)y mother, she is a social worker, and she has social
knowledge and experiences. She knows what she is doing and what the
facts are. Yes, they highly . . . influenced me. (Ian, Scholarism)
Two young (female) volunteers at the Roundtable claimed that Simon Shen,
the Chancellor of the organisation, was their ‘idol’. They were impressed by
his public charisma and the breadth and depth of his knowledge:
I read his (Shen’s) articles in newspaper and his analysis on some
movies which made me very interested . . . That is the reason why I
admire him – (because) of his comprehensive knowledge. (Catherine,
Roundtable)
Once the interviewees became more involved in the group, their rationale
for remaining in it sometimes changed – relating more to specific issues,
and less to admiration for an individual:
I think I am interested in doing good for the society . . . I would like to
pursue something more meaningful like contributing back to society.
(Catherine, Roundtable)
For people like Catherine, therefore, the role of the ‘significant other’ was
to expose them to a different set of issues and activities from those that had
previously characterised their everyday experience.
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Among some participants there was also a personal motivation in the
form of self-development – for instance, a desire to develop the ability to
think for themselves. This was helped by a social environment (outside the
school) which encouraged this:
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(My parents) try to (encourage me) to express my individual thinking:
‘Okay, I tell you the facts and give you the sources’ . . . (Then) they try
to make me think . . . (about) what is going on. (Ian, Scholarism)
Occasionally, interviewees admitted that rather more pragmatic objectives
had played a role. Clare (Roundtable) hoped that the training and practice
in writing skills she received in the group would help her eventually to find
a job as a journalist or writer. For Catherine, there was the added attraction
of being introduced to the contacts that the Roundtable had:
(It) provides you (with) the network, (provides opportunities) to meet
different people. You can talk to senior officers (in the group), and
they can use their network to introduce people to you. (Catherine,
Roundtable)
The internet was also key in making young people aware of these organisations and drawing them in. All the organisations have a strong internet
presence. Scholarism operates mainly through its Facebook page, and the
Roundtable has a website, while TOC has multiple online presences – a
website, a Facebook page, a blog and a YouTube account. These organisations thus employ technology with which the young are familiar, and use
this to communicate their ideas to them. The interviewees from Scholarism, for instance, had ‘followed’9 Joshua Wong’s (the organisation’s leader’s) Facebook page and had communicated with him through Facebook,
before joining up.
The mainstream media were also an influence in Hong Kong and
Singapore, but in different ways. In Hong Kong’s relatively free environment, the mainstream media were a source of information, multiple views
and debate:
The (Hong Kong) media has (sic) great influence on me, especially
newspapers. In it (sic), I saw issues . . . (like) injustice. (Ian, Scholarism)
In Singapore, comparatively lacking in press freedom, the deficiency of the
mainstream media was itself one spur to action. Indeed, TOC set itself up as
an alternative source of news and opinion. During the 2011 General Election, for instance, its members recorded rallies by both the incumbent and
opposition parties, and uploaded these on YouTube, with a view to countering what they considered unbalanced, pro-government coverage by the
mainstream media.
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While personal development (of some form) was cited as one source
of motivation, the desire to contribute to society on the basis of personal
convictions was also important for many. TOC members’ efforts to report
on the 2011 General Election were borne of the conviction that unbiased
information was necessary in a democracy. Ian’s (Scholarism) concern with
civil rights and responsibilities, and Trevor’s (Scholarism) desire to see
more democracy in Hong Kong, translated into an opposition to a school
subject they considered indoctrinatory. The spur to action arose from a
critical awareness of the contradiction between personal values – derived
from various influences – and the condition of their society.
For all interviewees, these contradictions involved that between an
expectation that society should be shaped through the active civil and political engagement of citizens, and a sense that formal education was failing
to prepare young people in this respect. Billy joined TOC because he felt
the need ‘to examine things, critically analyse things, instead of accepting
ready-made answers’. As Catherine (Roundtable) read articles in the newspapers or by academics, the realisation dawned: ‘There are a lot of things
which I didn’t know before, and I had been deceived (by the government
and society) for many years.’ For some of the young people, the need to
join an organisation stemmed from a concern at what they saw as a lack
of engagement with social and political issues among fellow students and
teachers. Daniel (TOC) recounted the occasion, when he was 15, when the
then Minister for Education visited his school:
I asked (him) about the opposition parties . . . Straight away all the
teachers turned to me, and (they) were shocked. You could see their
jaws hitting the table . . . My question (to the Minister) was, ‘Why
does the PAP not see it good (to have) more opposition members in
Parliament, when they can contribute . . . to democracy (in) Singapore?’ . . . He was shocked. (Daniel, TOC)
All interviewees felt that their school environment in general, and citizenship education in particular (see next section), was lacking with respect
to developing the skills and knowledge necessary to the exercise of active,
democratic citizenship. This perception prompted many to look outside
school for resources and people who would be more supportive in this
respect.
To summarise, a number of motivations and sources were cited as influencing students to become involved in these organisations. Sometimes, a significant other played a part – as a role model, in introducing the young person to
the organisation, or by providing an environment conducive to open, critical
debate. Once introduced to the organisation, young people were drawn to
the cause or the activities in which it was engaged. While mainstream media
provided fertile ground for debate in Hong Kong, in Singapore, their deficiency constituted a cause in itself. Ultimately, the motivations offered were
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to do with wanting to develop personally, act on personal values and convictions, and contribute to improving social justice and democracy.
It is undeniable that the young people involved in these organisations
are a self-selected group. But what is interesting are their reasons for joining, particularly given the perceived apathy of their peers, as well as the
commitment in terms of time and energy and, in some instances, the personal risks that engagement in these activities involved. Scholarism’s leader
Joshua Wong suspected that his phone had been monitored by mainland
authorities and, for a time, the organisation’s account on Sina Weibo – a
site popular with mainlanders – was frozen (Lee 2012). During the protests
against MNE, Scholarism members were verbally and physically attacked by
pro-Beijing individuals (Trevor, Scholarism). In Singapore, the authorities
have taken increasingly strong measures to limit the influence of groups
like TOC, for example, by gazetting them under the Political Donations Act
(George 2012). This move prevents such organisations from receiving funding from overseas sources, while also requiring the editors to provide their
names to the authorities, rendering them liable for anything published
on their website (Loh, TOC). Despite these risks, of which they were well
aware, the young people interviewed continued to be driven by a strong
commitment to democratic ideals and social justice.
In both Hong Kong and Singapore, where official curricula aim to transmit substantive or prescriptive values and clear messages to young people, the exercise of voluntary, individual choice involved in joining these
organisations was highly significant for many members. Scholarism was the
only one of the three groups created as a single issue organisation, and
the two members interviewed were drawn to it because they believed in
the cause: they opposed MNE because they believed it to be indoctrinatory
and undemocratic. The Roundtable and TOC had a suite of activities and
a range of concerns from which members could choose, and many of the
interviewees spoke positively about either being engaged in campaigning
on an issue that appealed to them, or being able to use or develop a particular skill in making their contribution to society.
Alternative forms of citizenship education provided by the youth organisations
As has been seen, the interviewees were attracted to their organisation for
various reasons. Some were attracted to the activities, and were glad to be
given the opportunity to use their skills for a cause they believed in. Because
the interviewees were either still in formal education, or had just graduated,
they were conscious of their limited knowledge and aware of the learning
opportunities the group could provide. There was therefore a degree to
which they saw the group’s activities in an educational light. Indeed, many
spoke about what they had learned (the ‘content’ in terms of knowledge
and skills) and the processes by which learning took place, as well as the
values with which they had come into contact.
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Where content is concerned, the social and political issues with which the
young people were involved were immediate, and they were learning about
these first hand. The members of Scholarism were faced with the imminent
introduction of MNE, which they wanted overturned before it could be
implemented in schools. For its part, TOC provided access to ‘real people’
in ‘real situations’. Kathleen was introduced to the mandatory death penalty
through the case of Yong Vui Kong, just 19 at the time of his conviction for
having trafficked 40 grams of heroin. The human consequences for Yong
and his family were so devastating that Kathleen took up a campaign against
the mandatory death sentence, and set up a group and a website for this,
‘We believe in second chances’. In taking up the cause, she was very conscious of the fact that the case was literally a matter of life or death.10
TOC members were therefore exposed by the senior members of the
organisation to real situations – a young man on death row, homeless people in a park in prosperous Singapore. The result was that the knowledge
and information they acquired were immediately relevant to the issues of
principle on which they were campaigning, for example the law relating to
the mandatory death penalty and the debates around this. They also gained
an awareness of how they could directly affect the lives of individuals.
The human face of the issue, and the immediacy of the situation, intensified the motivation to do something about it. Meanwhile, the possibility of
action was often modelled for them by the older members. In the case of
TOC, the organisation’s founder, Loh, campaigned tirelessly for the homeless and badly treated foreign workers, and raised public awareness by writing about these issues. Joshua Wong and Simon Shen of Scholarism and
the Roundtable could frequently be seen in the mass media commenting
on MNE and other current issues. Their example helped the younger members see that there was something they could do, whether this was organising street protests in the case of Scholarism, or raising awareness through
their writings in the case of the Roundtable.
At the same time, the skills that young group members developed were
directly linked to the activities in which they were engaged. TOC in particular made a point of encouraging its volunteers to use the skills they had.
Hence, some of its members acted as journalists, others as photographers,
and yet others as bloggers or editors. Sometimes, skills were needed for an
immediate purpose – to organise a protest, communicate with the press
or write a piece for publication. The Roundtable had an ambitious aim to
help its members get to the point where they would eventually write for
the mainstream media, and training was provided with this in mind. For
example, Catherine was trained to conduct interviews and ‘write criticism’
(Catherine, Roundtable). At TOC, a number of the interviewees were writing news reports or opinion pieces for the TOC website, and learning to do
this well was an end in itself. In Singapore, where the government has a history of using lawsuits against the press and opposition politicians, and where
website owners, editors, writers or bloggers face the same threat, it requires
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considerable skill and astute political judgement to write critical pieces while
avoiding legal jeopardy (precisely the skills, it might be added, needed for
participation in an evolving democracy like Singapore). For this reason, the
pieces written by the younger members are screened by an editor, who provides feedback. TOC is also fortunate in having as an adviser a legally trained
former Nominated Member of Parliament (Kathleen, TOC).11
Where Scholarism was concerned, the members who joined in 2012
were immediately plunged into a situation in which plans were imminent,
if not already under way, to campaign against MNE. Ian (Scholarism) spoke
about the skills called upon by the exigencies of the situation, such as public
speaking, organising a protest involving more than a hundred thousand
people, crowd control and producing statements for the mass media. These
skills were learned by discussing or sharing ideas and techniques, or simply
watching others at work:
I think I learned a lot from Joshua,12 particularly his speaking skills . . . First
thing is how to be confident. Second thing is how to try to be reasonable
in everything, like (no matter) how angry (you are), you have to treat
people nicely, you have to state every single point as an evidence based
argument. Don’t sound (like) you are arguing with somebody – you’re
just stating your point and speaking sense. That (learning from Joshua)
has helped me a lot in (public) speaking. (Ian, Scholarism)
The learning that takes place in organisations such as Scholarism can
be considered a form of situated learning: it takes place among people
engaged in an activity, forming a ‘community of practice’ whose members
develop shared expertise as well as a shared identity (Lave 1991).
Hence, the organisations form communities of practice in which the
more experienced members mentor or share ideas with the younger, less
experienced ones. Ian (Roundtable) learnt the skills of public speaking by
observing the more naturally skilled Joshua, while Catherine (Roundtable)
learnt the skills needed for organising student activities by ‘discussing with
other people (in the group)’. In both the Roundtable and TOC, aspiring
writers are mentored, and given feedback or legal advice, by the older,
more experienced members.
An aspect of working on major social or political issues is that there are
inevitably differences of opinion between the organisation and members
of the public. Ian (Scholarism) reported that, while handing out leaflets
opposing MNE on the streets of Hong Kong, he and the other members of
Scholarism were shouted at and insulted by individuals who disagreed with
them; on one occasion, a passerby even kicked them:
That was hard, because people were swearing and pointing at me; they
might have attacked me probably. And you have to stay calm and peaceful towards them. And that was really hard. I learned how to control

Active citizenship, Hong Kong and Singapore 255

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

my temper and emotions, and face different people and respect them.
(Ian, Scholarism)
TOC members similarly reported that there were members of the public
who disagreed with the views they expressed in opinion pieces on TOC or
in their blogs, with the result that they were sometimes insulted or ‘flamed’
online. For members like Billy (TOC), what was crucial was persistence and
patience in adhering to his viewpoint despite personal attacks.
In all these cases, the views of the young people interviewed were consistent: differences of opinion were inevitable, and these should be expressed
respectfully; and, where others failed to do so, they should not retaliate in
kind. Many, if not all, the young people interviewed were ultimately driven
by a desire for greater democratisation of their society, and they saw as a
concomitant of this the obligation to live according to the democratic values they professed.
These democratic values accordingly also informed the internal processes of the three groups. When disagreements arose within Scholarism,
for instance, members had to find ways to resolve these, and come to a decision, particularly if this was at a critical point in an activity. Hence, when
members disagreed as to whether government buildings should be occupied, the different views were aired and debated, and then a vote was taken:
We voted for each decision, and we tried to explain to the ‘losing’
group or to the ‘losing’ members that we hope (that) although some of
them disagree with the decision, . . . everyone knows their main focus
should be on the government, not the other members or the decisions
of Scholarism. (Trevor, Scholarism)
At TOC, Loh, one of the organisation’s founders, claimed that he deliberately refrained from attempting to directly lecture its young members or
‘steer’ them ideologically.13 Loh spoke about how he simply ‘showed them
(a situation)’ (Loh, TOC), such as the conditions in which the homeless
lived, and left them to decide what they thought about this, or wanted to
do about it. The result was that some of the TOC members of their own
volition offered help to the homeless though advocacy, or by raising public awareness through their writings. And, in prosperous Singapore where
young people are taught to trust in a patriarchal government, the evidence
that there were those who had fallen through the cracks was enough to
make them question their beliefs and assumptions.
A similar situation pertained with respect to the Hong Kong groups:
I don’t think Roundtable has ever placed any emphasis on ‘gong min jiao
yu’ (citizenship education), and this is the difference between it and the
school . . . They (the Roundtable) give us a lot of freedom and exposure to different types of work and things. (Catherine, Roundtable)
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An emphasis on voluntariness implies an authenticity in the choices made
by group members – rooting these in strong personal conviction. Indeed,
one of the features of these groups is the way that members are encouraged,
and given space, to reflect and debate among themselves and with members
of the public. This contrasts tellingly with what these young people recalled
as generally boring, irrelevant and sometimes indoctrinatory experiences of
learning about citizenship at school.
The ‘content’ of learning in these groups was thus democratic in various
senses. First, the organisations provided options for active civic engagement
from which young people could choose according to their interests. This in
turn supplied an authentic context in which they could learn about social
and political issues. And, finally, the organisations provided the conditions
for the practice of democracy within the group, and in dealings with members of the public. Asked about what he learned in Scholarism, Ian said:
I learned (that) empowering people is really important. And how
even (someone like) me had influence. We shouldn’t underestimate
the power of people, that’s what I learned from Scholarism. (Ian,
Scholarism)

Discussion
One of the most noteworthy aspects of the learning opportunities provided
by the youth organisations was that these were very different from those in
school. In the latter, citizenship education – whatever form it took – tended
to be informed by a predetermined set of values, concepts and ideas, often
accompanied by a set of structured activities. In contrast, the three organisations examined here encouraged their members to work to their particular interests or strengths and, equally importantly, to debate issues and
make up their own minds about these. At the same time, what was learned
was directly relevant to the issue or activity, and the need for learning often
immediate. Young participants were therefore accorded opportunities for
the exercise of authentic commitment, freedom and trust.
In addition, the new technology employed by the groups was an important resource: it was a source of information, as well as a channel of communication and a forum for debate. Writing about the Arab Spring and
Occupy Wall Street movements in the early 2010s, Castells (2012) observed
that at least two things need to happen for individuals in autocratic societies to take action: first, they need to overcome anxiety and fear and, second, individual experience or concerns need to be converted into collective action. For this to happen, it is necessary for individuals to ‘connect’
with like-minded others. As Castells put it, ‘people can only challenge
domination by connecting with each other, by sharing outrage, by feeling
togetherness, and by constructing alternative projects for themselves and
for society at large’ (Castells 2012, p. 229). The internet provides an avenue
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for communication and discussion that is still relatively free of government
control, at least in the two societies under discussion. A concomitant of
this process of communication and collective decision making is its relatively open and democratic nature. This stands in stark contrast to the content and approach of citizenship education in schools, which reflects officially sanctioned perspectives, and is typically didactic and prescriptive in
approach.
It may be worthwhile reflecting on the features of Hong Kong and
Singapore that make them fertile territory for the sort of civic activism
described above, notwithstanding the authoritarian pretensions of their
governments. To begin with, the institutional and ideological legacy of
British colonialism (especially the legal system and the idea of the rule of
law) is perhaps a factor. To some extent, therefore, the British offered their
colonial subjects the ideological tools with which to challenge the authoritarian exercise of state power (whether by colonial or postcolonial regimes).
Second, and in contrast to larger East Asian societies where the ultimate
locus of political authority is typically remote, and the prospects for successful civic and political participation are correspondingly daunting, Hong
Kong and Singapore are city states, where size and geography mean that the
logistical challenges of organising civic activism are less overpowering. After
all, the terms ‘civic’ and ‘citizenship’ ultimately derive from the word for
‘city’, and reflect the ancient and medieval origins of European representative government in autonomous urban communities.
In Hong Kong and Singapore, there are a number of specific reasons
why the participation of students in civic and political affairs has been limited. These include a prescriptive approach to moral and citizenship education, a heavy societal emphasis on academic achievement, an aversion
to active political involvement among some older residents (particular in
Hong Kong, with its refugee origins) and steps taken by the authorities
to discourage student activism (especially in the case of Singapore). But
this chapter demonstrates that, in these societies, youth organisations can
enthuse young people, and provide fertile ground for learning the skills
and attitudes relevant to civic and political participation. At the same time,
the internet has a huge potential for promoting civic engagement, by facilitating communication and debate, providing a means of organisation that
obviates the necessity of face-to-face meetings, and constituting a site for the
emergence of virtual (as well as ‘real life’) democratic communities.

Conclusion
The young people interviewed for this study could not have been more
different from the stereotype of politically apathetic Hongkongese or
Singaporean youth. They were passionate about social and political issues,
and willing to sacrifice considerable time and energy to further the causes
in which they believed. Admittedly, the sample of interviewees was small

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

258 Christine Han
(necessarily so for a case study) and self-selected. Nonetheless, their
experience holds broader lessons for citizenship education policy and
practice.
Many governments devote considerable resources to designing citizenship education programmes for schools. However, some young people are
more repelled than persuaded by didactic approaches to civic instruction,
precisely because these fail to respect, acknowledge or authentically relate
to their own values and experiences. As the interviews show, young people,
including school-age students, can in fact become impressively dedicated
active citizens. Schools and curriculum developers should perhaps take
note of this in considering both the content of schooling and the issue
of how to address a generation attuned to interactive engagement, via the
internet, with all forms of knowledge.
In Hong Kong and Singapore, as in other East Asian societies, a prescriptive approach to the teaching of values and moral conduct – typically
encompassing a strong regard for societal needs and the privileging of the
group over the self – features strongly in the formal school curriculum (see
the chapters by Rose and Sim in this volume). Official curricula also tend
to feature totalising official prescriptions concerning national identity or
acceptable political views. But the three youth organisations examined here
entirely eschew this sort of ethos. Where a substantive view was advocated in
relation to a particular issue or cause, young members embraced this voluntarily, following debates and discussions conducted online or face to face.
Procedural values – a respect for fairness and truth, toleration of differences of opinion, adherence to democratic process – played an important
role within these groups.
As Sim notes in her chapter for this volume, such values are accorded little emphasis in official discourse within many East Asian societies. Instead,
school curricula tend to stress substantive values such as loyalty to the state
and subordination of the individual to the ‘common good’. In Singapore,
this approach has been represented as peculiarly ‘Asian’, while in Hong
Kong, officially commissioned textbooks for the aborted MNE subject
hailed the superiority of benevolent one-party rule over the supposedly
chaotic, fractious individualism of Western democracy. Student opponents
of MNE were accused by government supporters of having been ‘brainwashed’ by the West (Kan 2012).
The emergence of active youth citizenship as an important political
force in both Hong Kong and Singapore is perhaps indeed related to external as well as internal forces, but in a more profound and subtle way than
allegations of indoctrination suggest. Like many other developed societies,
but more drastically than most, Singapore and Hong Kong are characterised by a widening divide between rich and poor, and by economic systems that subject young people to intense competitive pressures. In many
established democracies, youth activism, channelled largely into singleissue non-governmental organisations (NGOs), has reflected an increasing
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disillusionment with a corrupted democratic process – rendered acute
by the socially alienating effects of neoliberal public policy and post-2008
‘austerity’ (Anderson 2014). But in Hong Kong and Singapore, with their
pseudo-colonial or single party-dominated governmental systems, young
active citizens have had little chance to acquire such disillusionment.
They are thus more liable to attribute societal dysfunction to the absence
of democracy or the weak protection of civil liberties; Hong Kong’s local
variant of the global ‘Occupy’ movement campaigns above all for universal
suffrage. Young active citizens in Hong Kong and Singapore are not just
exploring ways to exercise civic rights long taken for granted, but struggling
to define the meaning of citizenship itself.

Notes
1 Paul Morris, personal communication.
2 Extra-curricular activities are known as ‘Co-Curricular Activities’ in Singapore.
3 The present author has been informed by teachers that, when it comes to the
topic of ethnic strife for instance, the example that is often used is the civil war
in Sri Lanka (1983–2009). While Singapore has its own examples of ethnic strife,
the preference is to use a distant or neutral example, so that issues relating to
ethnic conflict can be discussed without involving group loyalty and the heightened emotions that may accompany this.
4 Although all the interviewees were willing to be named, I have decided to
anonymise them, and refer only the leaders of the organisations by name.
5 The textbooks are particularly intended for use with Liberal Studies, for which the
government mandates no ‘approved’ textbooks.
6 Sixth form college is known as ‘junior college’ in Singapore.
7 Civics and Moral Education was the citizenship education programme in secondary school for the interviewees in Singapore; since 2014, the subject has been
renamed Character and Citizenship Education.
8 Hao Gong Min (Good Citizen) is the Chinese version of citizenship education
programme in primary school; it is conducted in the mother tongue.
9 This refers to the feature on Facebook in which it is possible to indicate that
one is following a particular individual’s Facebook page, and therefore to see
updates of this when signed in to one’s own Facebook page.
10 A year after the interview, the mandatory death penalty was revoked for drug
couriers.
11 Since 1990, the Singapore Constitution has provided for the appointment –
based on the recommendations of a Special Select Committee of Parliament – of
up to nine Nominated Members of Parliament ‘to ensure a wide representation
of community views in Parliament’ (Parliament of Singapore 2011).
12 Joshua Wong, the remarkably media-savvy teenage founder of Scholarism.
13 This claim was corroborated by the young group members.
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Young people are commonly viewed by their elders as both the hope for,
and threat to, the future and survival of society. This is certainly true of
Singapore’s patrician rulers. The mission of the city-state’s education service is ‘to mould the future of the nation, by moulding the people who
determine the future of Singapore’. Minister of Education Heng Swee Keat
(2012: para. 9) has emphasized that ‘our circumstances force us to take
education very seriously because it is critical to our survival and success.
Education shapes the future of our nation.’ This chapter focuses on a group
of students identified as scholastically ‘talented’ from a young age, and
therefore chosen to be groomed as future leaders. The governing People’s
Action Party (PAP) subscribes to an elitist ideology; they believe that the
running of the country should be entrusted to leaders selected for their
intellectual and moral excellence (Sim, 2012). The duty of these national
guardians is to compensate ‘in ideas and organization [for] what Singapore
lacks so manifestly in size and population’ (Latif, 1997, n.p.).
In what follows, I examine how students from two elite secondary schools
understand citizenship and participation. ‘What is citizenship?’ is not an
easy question to answer because of its contextualized and contested nature
(Lister, 2003). Research suggests that students’ experiences of citizenship
differ according to how academic programmes, socio-economic status and
gender intersect with prevailing conceptions of equality, mutual respect and
reciprocity (e.g., Torney-Purta et al., 2001; Rubin, 2007). Meanings reflect
understandings, and these are powerful in shaping thoughts and actions,
because they are value-laden and ‘reflect our assumptions about the world’
(Cornbleth, 1990, p. 12). Mouffe (1992, p. 25) explains that, ‘the way we
define citizenship is intimately linked to the kind of society and political community we want’. This carries implications for the nature of participation one
would expect of citizens, whether they are envisioned as largely passive actors,
or as active and engaged civic agents (Westheimer and Kahne, 2004).

The notion of citizenship
T.H. Marshall (1950, pp. 28–9) defined citizenship as ‘a status bestowed on
those who are full members of a community’, conferring equality in rights
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and duties. Citizenship at base refers to membership of a community, the
rights and obligations that flow from that membership, and social equality.
By the same token, those lacking membership of the political entity in question – typically, the nation-state – are implicitly ‘excluded from the rights
of social citizenship’ (Turner, 1993, p. 14). These excluded people must
choose – insofar as they are able to exercise choice in the matter – between
separation from, or assimilation into, the national community. However,
growing consciousness of diversity within states, and of movement between
them, often associated nowadays with talk of ‘globalization’, challenges
such starkly binary definitions of attachment to the national community
(Turner, 1993; Lister, 2003).
Although the concept of citizenship is universally recognized, it is not
a fixed concept. The status and practice of citizenship emerged in specific
places in response to specific struggles and conflicts, and is thus ‘contingent
and political’ rather than ‘natural’ (Isin and Wood, 1999, p. 5). In other
words, citizenship is a ‘contextualized concept’, deeply normative and political (Sim, 2000, p. 1), with varying meanings reflecting different historical
legacies (Lister, 2003). While most conceptions of citizenship encompass
participation in public life – governing and being governed; a sense of identity; acceptance of societal values; and rights and responsibilities – interpretations of these elements and of their implications vary widely (Cogan and
Derricott, 2000).
Heater (1999) describes Western citizenship discourse in terms of two traditions – the liberal and civic republican. Liberal individualism, he argues,
defines citizenship as a status conferred on the basis of rights. This gives
rise to a focus on needs and entitlements. The individual is accorded moral
priority and the freedom and security to pursue his or her own version of
the good life, secure against undue interference from the state or from
other individuals. Political arrangements are seen in utilitarian terms, ‘to
render service to the individual interests and purposes, to protect citizens
in the exercise of their rights, and to leave them unhindered in the pursuit
of whatever individual or collective interests and purposes they might have’
(Oldfield, 1998, p. 76).
According to this ‘liberal’ view, citizenship imposes relatively limited
duties. Individuals relate to each other on a contractual basis, and public involvement or political activity is a matter of choice. Liberal concerns are ‘with individual liberty [rather] than to secure public justice, to
advance interests rather than to discover goods, and to keep men safely
apart [rather] than to bring them fruitfully together’ (Barber, 2003, p.
4). Thus the liberal conception of citizenship is underpinned by a relatively weak sense of social solidarity or common purpose. Lister (2003,
p. 32) argues that this represents ‘an impoverished version of citizenship
in which individual citizens are reduced to atomized, passive bearers of
rights whose freedom consists in being able to pursue their individual
interests’. America is sometimes viewed as a society that tends towards this
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liberal tradition (Barber, 2003); groups animated by intense solidarity and
common purpose certainly proliferate there, but often independently of
(or in opposition to) the state.
By contrast, the civic republic tradition views citizenship as an activity or
practice. Oldfield (1998, p. 79) explains that ‘not to engage in the practice
is, in important senses, not to be a citizen’. Citizenship is expressed as a
language of duties and obligations to the community. It is based on the
premise that citizens recognize and understand their duties, and have a
sense of moral obligation to discharge them. In this tradition, citizenship
entails community, which ‘has less to do with formal organization than with
a sense of belonging and commitment’ (Oldfield, 1998, p. 88). Individuals
are not considered logically or morally prior to society. Claims may be made
with respect to community members’ time, resources and lives for the sake
of the community. Certain qualities are associated with this duty of service,
such as patriotism, courage, military discipline and devotion to duty and law
(Heater, 1999).
But the divide between the liberal and civic republican positions is
not simply bipolar; there is a spectrum of positions within each approach
(McCowan, 2009). Isin and Wood (1999, p. 4) remind us of the importance
of recognizing citizenship both ‘as practice and as status’. Individuals need
rights to perform their duties; similarly, the discharge of their duties earns
them rights. Citizenship is neither purely status nor practice but a relationship between the two.
Since these traditions have received their most extensive elaboration at
the hands of Western scholars, some have seen a ‘paradox’ in examining
citizenship in Asia through such ‘Western’ frameworks or concepts (Lee,
2012, p. 369). Lee (2004) argues that ‘Asian’ citizenship is distinct and is
characterized by three features. First, citizenship to Asians is almost indistinguishable from personal morality or spiritual development. Second,
‘the individual is an active being and plays an active role in the collectivity’
(p. 28), so that, ‘in addition to autonomy and rationality’, there is also
‘equal concern towards individual responsibility’ (p. 33) – implying significant commonality with the civic republican focus on selfless service to the
state. Third, Asians emphasize ‘harmonious’ relations within society and
between government and people. Lee therefore argues that ‘Asians’ are
more accommodating and consensual, and less inclined than Western democrats to seek resolution to political conflict through open public confrontation. However, other Asians, notably the Indian Nobel laureate Amartya
Sen, have strongly criticized such notions of Asian (or Western) exceptionalism; Sen points out that ‘“Western values of freedom and liberty,” sometimes seen as an ancient Western inheritance, are not particularly ancient,
nor exclusively Western in their antecedence’ (Sen, 1998, p. 43). He also
emphasizes, with specific reference to the case of Singapore, the role of
‘Asian values’ discourse in attempts to narrow the confines of political
debate, and to legitimize authoritarian modes of governance.
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Defining participation
Citizens, however defined, differ from ‘subjects’ in their right to play an
active role in the ‘polis’, and are hence characterized by ‘an ethic of participation’ (Faulks, 2000, p. 4). One criticism of Marshall’s (1950) work is
that ‘it placed insufficient emphasis on the notion of social struggles as the
central motor of the drive for citizenship’ (Lister, 2003, p. 5). Lister argues
for a focus on citizenship not as outcome but as process, ‘in which the struggle to gain new rights and to give substance to existing ones is seen as being
as important as the substance of those rights’ (p. 6). Citizens thus appear
not simply as passive holders of rights but as active political agents. Human
agency then becomes central to our understanding, foregrounding citizenship as an active rather than passive status. (This is a distinction Han uses in
her chapter on youth activism in Singapore and Hong Kong.)
To be a citizen requires one to lead the ‘unavoidably connected and
engaged life . . . paying attention to and caring for the public household,
the common good’ (Parker, 2003, p. 11). Parker (2008) posits two dimensions of participation: political engagement and democratic enlightenment.
The former refers to activities such as voting, campaigning and protesting,
and the latter to commitments that inform these, such as knowledge of
democratic principles or the commitment to fight civic inequality. Without
democratic enlightenment, ‘participation cannot be trusted’ (Parker, 2008,
p. 68). Principled judgement is necessary to distinguish between enlightened and unenlightened engagement; to remind citizens that the will of
the majority is not necessarily just, and that reflective deliberation is an
important prerequisite for action.
The absence of one, universally held, definition of citizenship means
that opinions concerning what participation entails differ greatly. Liberals
tend to exalt the supremacy of private self-interest based on constitutionally guaranteed rights (Barber, 2003). Citizens are personally responsible, and have little to do beyond choosing their leaders (Westheimer and
Kahne, 2004). Because to participate is a right, citizens can choose when
and whether to be active. It is no derogation from their status if they choose
not to act (Oldfield, 1998). In contrast, civic republicans regard ‘participation in self-government and concern for the common good’ as central
to citizenship (Honohan, 2002, p. 1; Miller, 2000), where self-government
refers broadly ‘to any public tasks and activities that a community wishes to
engage in’ (Oldfield, 1998, p. 87). Individuals are motivated to participate
by a shared identification with the national culture at large; the stronger
their sense of belonging, the more active their civic commitment.
Discussing ‘democratic citizenship,’ Westheimer and Kahne (2004)
emphasize that ‘personally responsible’ citizens are honest, patriotic and
law-abiding. They are aware of the country’s history, vote and volunteer
regularly within their community. But ‘participatory citizens’ are additionally knowledgeable concerning government institutions and strategies for
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accomplishing collective tasks within them. Whereas the former may join in
voluntary efforts, the latter are capable of organizing them. But in addition
to these two categories, Westheimer and Kahne also argue that, especially
within culturally and socio-economically diverse societies, democracy also
requires ‘justice-oriented citizens’ willing to challenge unjust laws and systems (see also Banks, 2008). The youth activists discussed by Han in her
chapter seem to exemplify just such a ‘justice-oriented’ conception of citizenship. ‘Justice-oriented’ participation transcends conventional practices
such as voting in elections or joining political parties. It involves active participation in social movements, such as coordinating voluntary associations
or non-governmental organizations (NGOs), organizing petitions or participating in non-violent protests (Torney-Purta et al., 2001).

The problematic nature of participation
For some people, participation must contribute to the common good rather
than furthering the priorities and interests of specific individuals or groups.
But while the common good appears to be ‘a stirring symbol of consensus’,
its actual meaning is contested and contingent (Williams, 1995, p. 125),
‘always reflecting the particular set of relationships and type of governance
found within any given society’ (Faulks, 2000, p. 6). Who decides what constitutes the common good? The assumption that the common good provides a unifying force enabling people of different beliefs and backgrounds
to live together needs to be challenged (Arnot, 1997; Halstead and Pike,
2006; Pike, 2008). If the majority within a community decides what the
minorities should do, and how they should behave, this may lead to the
suppression of minority rights and desires. We need to ask: what social and
political arrangements should frame discussions of the common good; and
whose interests are served by particular definitions of it? Viewed in the context of debates over power, conflict and control, participation emerges as a
problematic concept.
All too often, especially in Asia, opportunities for citizens to participate
are institutionally and ideologically directed into a limited range of politically ‘safe’ channels. What is permissible within officially sanctioned participatory spaces, who may enter, with which identities, and through which
discourses and interests, are not necessarily matters that ordinary citizens
can decide (Cornwall, 2005). Lee (2004, p. 29) supplies an example of such
a pattern in the case of Hong Kong, where there is no representative democratic system, but a ‘wide consultation network . . . which allows the views of
people to be “represented” in policy making and implementation’.
It is important to clarify the nature of the community in relation to
which citizenship is defined. What are we citizens of? Historically, people
have possessed allegiances to various communities: tribes, religious sects,
city-states or regions. The current convention whereby nation-states claim
the loyalty of a community defined by territory is relatively recent and,
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according to some scholars, is being called into question by globalization
(Turner, 1993; Lister, 2003). Global interconnectedness is ‘producing allegiances that are multiple, flexible, and relational’ (Mitchell and Parker,
2008, p. 775), as people identify with, become members of and participate in more than one community. In response, some scholars call for
an acknowledgement of multi-level forms of citizenship (Falk, 1994) and
multi-dimensional citizenship (Cogan and Derricott, 2000). Such claims
regarding the implications of globalization for national citizenship have
apparently been taken seriously by Singaporean elites, who have cited
them to underline the need to buttress the patriotic commitment of local
youth.

The Singapore context
Singapore gained self-government from Britain in 1959, and became
a fully independent state in 1965, after separation from Malaysia. A tiny
island state, with few natural resources, many believed it was scarcely viable as an independent entity. It had an underdeveloped economy and a
multi-ethnic, multi-faith population with no previous history of nationhood. Predominantly Chinese, it is geopolitically sandwiched between two
Muslim-majority states. The early years of independence witnessed social
unrest brought about by struggles against Communists. The Japanese occupation prior to independence, and racial riots during the 1960s, reinforced
the sense of the state’s vulnerability. The country’s leaders concluded that
developing a shared national identity and modernizing the economy were
crucial to Singapore’s survival (Chua and Kuo, 1995).
The government therefore propagated an ideology of survival, emphasizing the priority of pursuing economic growth (Mauzy and Milne, 2002). It
pursued a strategy of infrastructure modernization to attract multinational
corporations and foreign investment, and Singapore became the prototypical developmental state, with state legitimacy based on sustained economic
growth (Castells, 1996). With schools seen as crucial to the nation-building cause, the education system was centralized and brought under strong
Ministry of Education (MoE) control (Han, 2009). In the interests of furthering economic growth, education became a tool for sorting an elite from
the rest, reproducing the social division of labour in a manner explicitly
sanctioned by Lee Kuan Yew, who envisioned a ‘pyramidal structure’ consisting of ‘top leaders’, ‘good executives’ and a ‘well-disciplined and highly
civic conscious broad mass’ (Lee, 1966, p. 13).
Singapore’s expulsion from Malaysia, together with its tiny size, has
given its leaders an acute sense of the importance of discipline and order
to national defence. Their worldview has been characterized by a siege
mentality, whereby the state’s achievements must be seen as transient
and fragile due to the constant existential threat. Since one failure or setback could be fatal, the need constantly to push the nation forward to
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higher levels of growth and technological accomplishment is perceived as
especially urgent. This outlook has profoundly influenced the conception
of citizenship that Singapore’s schools have been tasked with promoting
(Ho, 2003).
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Culture of elite governance
Singapore is founded on democratic ideals. It is a parliamentary republic that holds regular elections, and its Constitution guarantees freedoms
including those of speech and assembly (Ho, 2000). At the same time, the
state is characterized by ‘a culture of elite governance’ (Barr and Skrbis,
2008). Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong (2005, n.p.) describes the elite as
‘a core group of people who occupy key positions of power and influence,
and set the direction for the whole society and country’. This is most visibly embodied in the political and administrative leadership in Singapore,
whose upper ranks are filled mainly by top performers selected through
a highly competitive education system (Tan, 2010). Elder statesman Lee
Kuan Yew (2000, p. 763) maintains that leadership by such elites, ensuring
‘the best man or woman for the job, especially as leaders in government’, is
necessary for high growth and social progress.
As Lee declared in his autobiography, within three decades Singapore
made the transition ‘from Third World to First’, with per capita income
among the highest in the world. The PAP government believes that the
good leadership it has provided is a major factor behind this affluence. It is
convinced that meritocratically selected leaders are the best judges of the
country’s destiny. To the government, it seems irrational to leave important
and difficult issues affecting the fate of the nation to the more ignorant and
self-interested common people. Its outlook is suffused with the sort of ‘democratic elitism’ described by Berelson et al. (1954) and Bachrach (1967). It
behooves the PAP to ‘select people of intelligence and character who are
educated, trained and committed’ and authorize them to act on behalf of
their less-qualified fellow citizens (Mauzy and Milne, 2002, p. 129).
According to the official view, the secret to good leadership lies in identifying talented people through a process of meritocracy: ‘Identify the “talented” in school, pump all your resources into nurturing them, exposing
their minds to an ever-steeper hierarchy of challenges, and then select the
best’ (Barr, 2006, p. 3). The PAP leaders admire the power of the intellect,
preferring the scholastically able. Lee Kuan Yew has argued:
[in those] who are more than ordinarily endowed physically and mentally . . . we must expend our limited and slender resources in order
that they will provide that yeast, that ferment, that catalyst in our society
which alone will ensure that Singapore shall maintain its pre-eminent
place in South and Southeast Asia.
(quoted in Mauzy and Milne, 2002, p. 54)
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To ensure a flow of talented and committed individuals into the political
and administrative leadership, the PAP government has near-exclusive
access to the small pool of highly ‘qualified’ talent through a system
of prestigious and highly competitive government scholarships (Tan,
2008).
In recent years, the divide between the elite and the ‘masses’ has worsened. Singapore’s ministers are the highest paid in the world. To attract the
brightest people into government, and to prevent corruption, the salaries
of ministers are pegged to a ‘market rate’. With the controversial ministerial salary hike in 2007, ministers today earn two-thirds of the median pay of
the forty-eight highest-earning professionals in banking, law, accountancy
and engineering, and of executives in multinational and manufacturing
companies (Tan, 2010). Amid the rising cost of living, and when income
disparity in Singapore is widening, this salary hike was especially grating.
Singapore’s Gini coefficient, at 0.478 in 2012, was ranked second highest
among the world’s most advanced economies (Department of Statistics
Singapore, 2012). The incomes of those at the top pulled ahead, while
those of the groups at the bottom stagnated or even fell, indicating that the
weakest and poorest were being left further behind.
According to the civic republican tradition, public office is about service
and not profits, and a great disparity in wealth between political leaders
and ordinary citizens is a threat to the ability of the former to maintain the
‘integrity [and] moral authority to inspire and to rally the people’ (Chiam,
2007). The lure of personal prestige and monetary gain, coupled with a
lack of civic activism to check or balance official arrogance, ‘can produce
a dangerously intelligent and self-interested class of political elites who will
readily compromise the national interest to satisfy their own needs and who
will have the unchecked power to do this indefinitely’ (Tan, 2008, p. 19).
In other words, there is a danger that a Singaporean elite thoroughly convinced by its own propaganda, and increasingly detached from the experience and lives of most citizens, may find it increasingly difficult to command legitimacy, and hence to maintain the societal stability and cohesion
that it claims to prize so highly.

The study
For this research, a qualitative instrumental case study was chosen to suit
the phenomenological nature of the research into young people’s understanding or perceptions (Merriam, 1998). Data were obtained from participant interviews and analysis of school documents. Two elite girls’ schools,
both offering the six-year Integrated Programme (IP), were purposefully
selected to explore how elite students understand citizenship. These
schools are here identified by their pseudonyms, Sepang Girls’ School and
Petaling Girls’ School (hereafter, Sepang and Petaling). The IP provides
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an integrated secondary and junior college education for the brightest
students to bypass the GCE ‘O’ Level examinations and take their GCE
‘A’ Level examinations directly after six years of study. These schools are
given the freedom to develop more challenging and rigorous curricula for
their high-achieving students. Such curricula typically involve spending ‘a
lot more time on developing leadership and commitment to the community’ (Tharman, 2002). In sum, citizenship education in Singapore explicitly differentiates the future responsibilities of young citizens based on their
academic achievements, with the most ‘talented’ primed from an early age
to assume leadership roles.
Both schools have strong and respected histories dating back over ninety
years. According to the schools’ websites, both were established to educate
women to play more active roles in serving their country. Through the
years, both schools have groomed many political and administrative leaders
for Singapore. Petaling is also a Special Assistance Plan (SAP) school, giving greater attention to the learning and appreciation of Chinese culture.
According to the MoE’s website, SAP schools aim to ‘nurture pupils proficient in both English Language (EL) and Chinese Language (CL), and
with a good understanding and appreciation of Chinese culture’.
Participants comprised thirty-four 15-year-old Year Three students, who
were among the top performers in the national Primary School Leaving
Examinations. Twenty-two students from Sepang and twelve from Petaling
were interviewed. These students will most likely become top-ranking government scholars who will pursue degrees in top overseas universities, after
which their subsequent contribution to society will be secured through a
legal-contractual obligation to work in the public sector for a minimum
of six years (Tan, 2008). All thirty-four students are Singaporean citizens,
and they are identified by pseudonyms. In terms of ethnic distribution,
thirty-one students are Chinese, one Malay, one Indian and one Eurasian.
Typical of SAP schools, all twelve students from Petaling are Chinese. Data
were collected through semi-structured individual interviews lasting 45–60
minutes. With the permission of the participants, the interviews were taperecorded and transcribed. School policy and curricular documents were
also analysed.
Analysis was data-driven and inductive, shaped largely by the notion of
grounded theory and its attendant constant comparative method (Glaser
and Strauss, 1967). The raw data, including researcher notes and interview transcripts, were coded with the use of the qualitative data analysis
software, NVIVO 8. Codes were then generated and subsequently refined.
Data were collected into categories to allow relevant meanings to emerge,
and patterns to be identified across these categories (Miles and Huberman,
1994). Methodological triangulation of the data from the multiple sources
together with member checking maintained the credibility of the findings
(Stake, 1995).
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Understandings of citizenship

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

Membership, identity and equality
Across both schools, students immediately responded to the question on
citizenship in terms simply of belonging to a nation, akin to Marshall’s
(1950) definition. The responses of Aziana from Sepang and Kai from
Petaling are typical. For Aziana, citizenship ‘means to be part of a country,
to be a member of the nation’. Kai also said that, ‘when you are a citizen,
you are part of the country’. In addition, the definition of the community
of citizens is not seen as contested or contestable. For many students, citizenship implies exclusive membership of a single nation-state. Students in
these two elite schools experienced a richer and broader curriculum offering greater opportunities to engage with global issues and participate in
international projects. Petaling states that its curriculum aims to provide
‘an all-round holistic education, allowing all girls to thrive in the globalized
world of the 21st century’. The social studies curricula in both schools have
been designed to emphasize global and comparative perspectives. Yet this
experience did not appear to have prompted the majority of students to
consider how pluralism or diversity might problematize their singular,
exclusivist conception of citizenship.
Only six out of the thirty-four students questioned how globalization has
problematized the nation as the primary locus of citizenship. Sara from
Petaling noted that, ‘citizenship is something that can be changed, especially
when countries compete for talented people. We encourage foreign talents
to take up citizenship . . . so citizenship cannot only be about being born in a
particular country.’ Persina from Sepang said, ‘We discussed about multiple
identities in Social Studies . . . one can be a French citizen and a citizen of
the European Union . . . it is not just tied to the nation.’ Speaking about the
increase in new citizens in Singapore, schoolmate Choo felt that for ‘those
who take up citizenship, they must feel belonged (sic) and included’.
Similarly, identity seemed typically to be conceived in national terms. It
is ‘about being a Singaporean’, said Yun from Sepang. All three minority
students and two new citizens noted that holding a national identity did
not prevent them from identifying with other communities. But only a few
Chinese students referred to their other identities. Persina, a new citizen
from Sepang, expressed appreciation of life in Singapore, and desired
to give something back to society in return. But she also wanted ‘to do
something for Bangladesh, that is also part of me’. Aziana was similarly
conscious that her identity is also shaped by her ethnicity: ‘I’m Malay, I’m
Singaporean, who I am is shaped by my experiences as a minority here.’
Her schoolmate Debbie was one of the few ethnic Chinese students who
defined identity in broader terms: ‘We’re all also global citizens . . . many
of our resources are shared, our actions can affect others elsewhere, like
the environment.’
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Two attributes of citizenship often cited by students from both schools
were senses of belonging and equality. All students spoke about the egalitarian nature of citizenship. Most of them felt that equality was the basis for
developing a sense of belonging. Calyn from Petaling felt strongly that citizens ought ‘to feel a sense of belonging to the place’ and this can be achieved,
as schoolmate Min said, ‘when you are not discriminated against’. Likewise,
another schoolmate, Ling, said, ‘It’s important to feel equal though you’re
a minority . . . and I’m proud we uphold racial equality in Singapore.’
Persina attested to this, ‘It’s so different from Bangladesh . . . Singapore
treats citizens fairly regardless if one is rich or poor.’ Interestingly, none of
them questioned their own status as elite students, or what this might mean
for the supposedly egalitarian nature of Singaporean society.
Rights and responsibilities
All students were well aware that citizenship carried both rights and responsibilities. Students generally referred to the following rights: the vote, a
basic standard of living, housing, healthcare, physical security, education,
freedom of speech and equality. For example, Helene from Sepang opined:
We are not a welfare state, but citizens have the basic human right to
a decent standard of living. There are policies to help the poor . . . the
right to basic education; the Compulsory Education Act ensures that
children have at least primary education.
Several students were articulate on the subject of political rights. Tracey
from Petaling explained:
All citizens have political rights and it just depends on how much we
want to assert our rights. We can stand for election, or just vote, or
simply voice our opinions in the newspapers or online. I believe we
all should use our political rights to play a part in building Singapore.
This is what democracy is, we have rights that we can use to do something with.
Her schoolmate Peiling added that ‘we have the right to join whichever
political party [we like]’.
Most students explained that rights are inherent in citizenship. Carol
from Petaling said, ‘Because we are citizens of the country we have them.’
Schoolmate Sixuan added, ‘It is something you have that the government
cannot take away.’ Others described them as ‘basic human rights’, ‘basic to
our status’ and ‘entitlements’. Several students such as Tracey highlighted
that the enjoyment of rights is not dependent on race and class, ‘because
all students are equal, rich or poor, whatever race, as long as you are a
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citizen, you have the same rights’. Schoolmate Sixuan, however, was more
critical, hinting at a gap between aspirations and reality. She said, ‘In India,
the income disparity between citizens actually impedes them from exercising their rights . . . some people are uneducated and don’t know about
their rights.’ Aziana from Sepang noted that, ‘While we citizens have rights,
there’s also the problem of people at the top who always stay at the top.’
Twelve students from both schools talked about rights in terms of privileges. Eileen from Sepang questioned, ‘If rights are privileges then we have
to earn them to keep them.’ These students ran up against the contradiction that dependence on the goodwill of the government for dispensing
entitlements robs them of their nature as ‘rights’.
Given an official citizenship discourse that focuses on citizens’ responsibilities, it is hardly surprising that students were articulate on this score.
Most referred to responsibilities relevant to their lived experience, such
as the need to study hard (Hall and Williamson, 1999; Lister, 2003). This
response by Hui from Sepang is typical:
I think our responsibility as students now is to study hard, so that
next time you can make a difference, you can use your knowledge to
help. It’s important now for a student to study hard and develop their
talents.
Another student, Huisian from Petaling, responded, ‘For now, just study
hard and have a good education, so that it prepares you for later responsibilities in life.’ Responses also commonly involved references to a responsibility to help the needy, elderly and socially disadvantaged. Evelyn from
Sepang said, ‘As citizens, I think our responsibility is to look after one
another, especially those who are not able to look after themselves.’ Like
many other students, she cited examples of her voluntary activities as fulfilments of civic responsibility. All students also understood civic participation
as a responsibility, as is discussed next.

Understandings of participation
Participation as a civic responsibility
There was consensus among the students that participation is a criterion
for citizenship. Lyn from Sepang shared, ‘If one holds a passport of the
country but does not participate by contributing to that country, she is
not really a citizen. The citizen must do stuff for the country.’ Lyn holds a
permanent residency visa for Australia and the issue is real for her, ‘How
can I be an Australian citizen when I’ve never lived there or done anything
for it.’ Overall, students understood citizenship to be an active status
(Faulks, 2000; Lister, 2003). This means that citizens, as schoolmate Selena
explained, ‘should be proactive . . . get involved in the decision-making for
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matters that concern the community’. Jaclyn from Sepang summed up,
‘Don’t just talk, put into action.’
The idea that citizens ‘must do stuff for the country’ resonates both with
civic republicanism and Lee’s notions of ‘Asian’ citizenship (Oldfield, 1998;
Heater, 1999; Lee, 2004). Sara and Min, both from Petaling, explained that
citizens ‘have a part to play in the country’, and ‘participating need not
be formal like standing for elections’. Generally, students felt to varying
extents that not to participate could undermine one’s civic identity. Eileen
from Sepang questioned, ‘If one says she feels committed to the country,
but does not bother with things . . . then what does that mean as a citizen?’
A sense of morality underpins students’ understandings, reflected by the
frequent use of modal verbs ‘must’ and ‘should’, suggesting that students
see participation as a responsibility and duty. Caris from Petaling said, ‘It’s
about fulfilling basic duties.’
Students tended to attribute the responsibility or duty to participate
to a sense of gratitude, with thirty out of thirty-four students making
this association, and spoke about participation in terms of service and
contribution to the nation. Students want to serve and contribute because
they feel grateful for what they have been given. Aziana from Sepang said,
‘We must serve in ways to make Singapore a better place.’ Schoolmate
Xian shared that she would not leave Singapore even if she were offered a
job overseas, ‘not until I have worked for some years to contribute back to
society’. She felt a sense of obligation, ‘I owe it to Singapore for providing
me with a good education.’ Min from Petaling expressed similar sentiments,
‘We’re always reminded to give back to society.’
Four students explained participation in the context of democracy. Sara
from Petaling said, ‘Singapore is a sort of democracy; that is why we can vote
and be listened to.’ Schoolmate Caris added:
Because we are a democracy we have a say. It’s our right, but it’s also
a responsibility to participate to make the democracy work. At least
choose your government . . . some people don’t vote and then end up
complaining, that is irresponsible.
Debbie from Sepang noted that, ‘In a democracy, people participate in the
running of the country, they have a say in how their country is run.’ But she
was also sceptical about those who held power: ‘Who runs their country may
not want the people to participate too actively!’ These students tended to
see participation as both a right and a responsibility, as is evident in schoolmate Jean’s response:
Participation? Right to vote? To have autonomy (sic) over what goes
on in Singapore, because it directly affects you. But it is also a sense of
responsibility where you feel you have to do these things for Singapore
because these directly affect you.
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Students demonstrated a nuanced understanding, one that eschews
dichotomizing citizenship into status or practice, rights or responsibilities
(McCowan, 2009). They generally saw the citizen’s agency as embodied in
rights, but as Caris from Petaling explained, ‘rights are useful only when
exercised’. A sense of responsibility was seen as being required to activate
these rights; students were quick to point out that rights must be exercised
responsibly. Consequently, both rights and responsibilities work in symbiosis, reflecting that citizenship is an interaction between status and practice
(Isin and Wood, 1999), an ongoing process (Lister, 2003). Many students
said, ‘We have to work at citizenship.’
Participation as collective, political and community orientated
Participation was seen in strongly collective terms. Michelle from Sepang
illustrated with a school example, ‘It is more effective to bring issues up to
congress which will raise it with a larger audience for impact.’ Congress is
the student leadership body that represents the student population in the
school. Drawing from her experience in a community project, Debbie (also
from Sepang) reflected, ‘I’ll probably be less willing to do it alone, but if
there are eight of us, we can support one another. The sense of togetherness
in a shared cause motivates us.’ Similarly, Kai from Petaling said, ‘The good
thing is that a lot of us are involved in ‘Youth For Causes’ . . . it makes a
difference when there is a critical mass, it sends the message that this is
an important cause.’ Likewise, Tracey shared her experience petitioning
the school authorities to allow students to eat in the classroom: ‘When we
petitioned, we tried to get as many girls to support . . . the school realized it
is not just one group that wanted it . . . and after considering our petition,
they felt it was reasonable and they compromised.’
However, only eight out of thirty-four students noted that ‘majority
support’ was not equivalent to the common ‘good of the student
community’. The views of all groups of students ought to be sought and
represented. Caris from Petaling pointed out that in petitioning, ‘we must
get a representation of signatures’. Similarly, Aziana said, ‘The majority
in society need to also consider the interests of the minority, [it] doesn’t
mean [that if] the majority agree everyone agrees.’ Persina noted how,
in Bangladesh, decisions are often made by the few rich and powerful to
protect their own interests. Most of the students were either unaware of, or
reluctant to challenge, the assumption that the common good is a unifying
force (Arnot, 1997; Faulks, 2000; Pike, 2008).
In contrast to the study conducted by Chareka and Sears (2006) in
Canada, in which all forty participants felt personally disconnected from
formal political activities, the students in this study did not shy away from
the political, but spoke of political participation as a key civic responsibility.
Echoing the findings of the International Association for the Evaluation
of Educational Achievement (IEA) Civic Education Study (Torney-Purta
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et al., 2001), voting was described as the most common form of political
participation. Celia from Petaling said, ‘The first thing that comes to
my mind is voting. Voting is important . . . to vote is to be responsible.’
Schoolmate Huixian noted that students are familiar with voting: ‘We’ve
elections for many things, vote for student councillors, president and vicepresident . . . in my choir co-curricular activity, we vote for the executive
committee.’ Students appreciated voting as an important democratic tool
that holds those in power accountable to the electorate. Jean from Sepang
elaborated that ‘we can’t all participate in direct decision-making, but we
get a say through the representatives we put into parliament. It’s a social
contract, we vote them in and they take care of us.’
Students acknowledged that the government ‘has done a good job
and taken care of Singaporeans well’, and ‘we respect them’. However, a
number saw it as problematic that a single party dominates in Singapore,
since the lack of multiple viewpoints compromises the trust that different
interests in society are given due consideration. A related concern involved
the scope for participating in their own governance. Hwei from Sepang
expressed, ‘We must take charge of our own lives though we’ve elected a
government to protect us. No government is perfect, so citizens must engage
the government to hold it accountable.’ Sara from Petaling lamented, ‘Not
many Singapore citizens participate, many are still conservative and shy
away from politics. They prefer to earn money . . . But things are changing.’
When asked how they would participate in the future, several students
from Sepang were forthcoming in saying, ‘I would consider standing for
election’ or ‘try to be a minister, if I am capable’. Three students from the
school said they might ‘join a credible opposition’. Jean explained:
I’m not being seditious, maybe a responsible citizen in Singapore should
stand as a credible opposition (sic) or vote for them. I’m not saying
overthrow the government, but with a stronger opposition, different
sectors are better represented, and this increases accountability.
The majority of the students, however, preferred ‘to stay in the background’;
several said they were ‘not comfortable speaking publicly and interacting
with people’. Tracey from Petaling summed up a widely shared sentiment:
Of course I have my own views and I like to offer them. But I wouldn’t
think I’m capable of actually being a political figure, taking part in the
governing. But I’m more than happy as a citizen to offer my views.
Once again echoing the findings of the IEA Civic Education Study (TorneyPurta et al., 2001), social and community-oriented participation emerged as
the most dominant theme. Students saw themselves as personally engaged
and connected to this form of participation. Unlike political participation,
which students envisaged as an activity for the future, students drew upon
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their own experiences when discussing social or community-oriented participation (Hall and Williamson, 1999; Lister, 2003). This is unsurprising, as
both schools have mandatory community involvement and service-learning
programmes.
The activities students cited as examples of participation in this vein
included charitable acts such as donating money to a cause, volunteering
and community problem-solving. Charitable acts are usually ‘one-off’, and
many described them as acts ‘of kindness not participation. Participation
ought to be more sustainable.’ Many students equated participation with
helping the elderly, needy and disadvantaged. Several students volunteered
in their own time, after having participated in the schools’ compulsory
community involvement and service-learning programmes.
For Evelyn from Sepang, helping out at the children’s hospital is ‘on
top of my service-learning’. Calyn from Petaling confessed to an initial
reluctance to help in the old folk’s home, ‘because I don’t know how to
interact with old people’. But after the community involvement experience,
she reflected, ‘It was meaningful . . . I’m quite sheltered, if I didn’t do this,
I wouldn’t have realized how lucky I am.’ Other students recounted similar
experiences. Jean from Sepang reflected, ‘It’s not just helping others,
we learn about ourselves and society. It humbles me to relate to people
who struggle and are in pain.’ Importantly, students began to realize how
‘different circumstances can be’ for people in the same society.
For several students, this was their first encounter with class difference.
Aziana from Sepang claimed, ‘What is in the textbook is different. We
pledged equality, but there’s a gap. There are people who are always at the
bottom and those who keep staying up there.’ Having girls as respondents
may also explain why these students express strong feelings of compassion
and solidarity with the less fortunate, as previous research into civic attitudes has suggested that girls tend to have more egalitarian views than boys
(e.g., Torney-Purta et al., 2001).

Discussion
Anxiety over a potentially widening gap in experience and sympathy
between ordinary Singaporeans and the elite has fuelled official concern
regarding the socialization of the latter. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
has observed that, if the elite ‘have a sense of mission and social responsibility, and use their talents and power to promote the interests of the country
as a whole, then the society will prosper’ (2005, n.p.). At one level, the findings of this study present a somewhat heartening outlook. It appears that
these thirty-four elite students wanted to lead a ‘connected and engaged
life . . . paying attention to and caring for the public household, the common good’ (Parker, 2003, p. 11). In general, they appeared strongly conscious of their responsibilities as future leaders and committed to serving
the wider community – suggesting that they had learnt their lessons well. As
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Jean puts it, ‘We are often told we are the future leaders and must apply our
abilities for the good of the nation.’
These elite students understood citizenship as an active status (Faulks,
2000; Lister, 2003; Parker, 2003), echoing the civic republican tradition
and Lee’s claims regarding the moral imperative of individual responsibility in ‘Asian’ citizenship (Oldfield, 1998; Heater, 1999; Lee, 2004). Three
themes emerged strongly from students’ discourse. First, participation,
or ‘playing a part for the country’, was frequently seen as a critical test of
responsible citizenship. Second, responsibility in general was seen as implying tangible acts of doing, not just a state of ‘being Singaporean’. Third,
civic action was seen as an act of shared commitment carried out within the
community to sustain it (Oldfield, 1998). The idea that being a member of
a community entails moral obligations to fellow members is widely held.
Mian, from Petaling, gave a typical response, ‘We help because we have a
moral obligation to fellow citizens in our community.’
These students professed to strongly value honesty, kindness, compassion, loyalty, a spirit of volunteerism and responsibility – personal virtues
that undergirded their understanding of citizenship. These are virtues
that can help foster social trust and the willingness to commit to collective efforts. But personal virtue alone is an inadequate basis for addressing
the ever-widening socio-economic disparities that characterize Singaporean
society. A focus on personal virtue arguably diverts attention from structural or institutional factors that contribute to social injustice (Koh, 1998).
‘Civic’ is reframed as being ‘cultured’ and ‘civilized’, so that citizens avoid
questioning the social and political status quo. This is evident in students’
perceptions of the key attitudes citizens should have. Not a few students
replied, ‘be gracious’, ‘be courteous’, ‘give up your seat for the elderly’. A
few students pointed vaguely to ‘universal values’ and ‘moral conduct’ as
reasons why citizens should be gracious and courteous. But White (1996)
has argued that these rarer virtues ought to inform a flourishing democratic life.
Many students wanted more deliberation on public issues, collective
involvement in problem-solving or community action, and other forms of
direct and deliberate participation in national and local matters. This student’s expression is typical: ‘When there’s a problem, don’t just wait for
others to solve. Go put yourself out there. Talk with others, work together,
find ways to fix it.’ Westheimer and Kahne (2004) have described this kind
of citizenship as participation oriented. Participatory citizens possess knowledge about government, public institutions and strategies for initiating
and accomplishing collective tasks within established political systems and
community structures. However, others have noted that such participation
tends to be circumscribed by a society’s dominant ideological framework
(Cornwall, 2005; Sim, 2012).
Students’ understanding of citizenship generally implied a commitment
to improve, renew or reform society (MacNaughton, 2003; Sim and Print,
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2009a, 2009b). This ameliorative outlook generally stopped short of any
fundamental critique of existing practices, rules or traditions, and the
ways in which they might obstruct the achievement of greater social justice
and equity. Further, while students did not shy away from politics, they
preferred to see participation in terms of grassroots community activities:
‘helping the poor, underprivileged and elderly’. But ‘help’, as envisaged
by most students, essentially involved an offer of aid between unequals, not
the broader commitment to fight inequality described by Parker (2008)
as ‘democratic enlightenment’. By demonstrating their virtuous character
through philanthropic activities, these elite students exhibit their superiority
and fitness to rule. There was very little talk about agency on the part of the
poor and underprivileged themselves, or the importance of empowering
them to help themselves.
While students’ willingness to serve and contribute was heartening, many
saw this as an obligation performed ‘out of gratitude’ to the government.
Such a relationship is singular and unequal, suggesting subjects owing
personal loyalty to their sovereign. Lee argues that this relationship between
ruler and ruled, though apparently condescending and unequal, comes
intuitively to ‘Asians’ (Lee, 2004); citizens are active agents to the extent
that they play their role as grateful subjects (Sim, 2011). Gratitude is tied to
the government’s ability to provide materially for the citizenry and, so long
as it does so, participation conceived in these terms implies unquestioning
loyalty to the status quo. But this reflects a superficial understanding of
the common good (Williams, 1995; Pike, 2008), and distracts ‘attention
from analysis of the causes of social problems and from systemic solutions’
(Westheimer and Kahne, 2004, p. 243). And when the government can no
longer provide materially for the population, will individuals continue to
serve and contribute?
Westheimer and Kahne (2004) argue that participatory citizenship and
the pursuit of justice are not naturally or inevitably linked. Learning about
citizenship among elite Singaporeans seems to involve a strong emphasis
on participation, alongside considerable complacency concerning the
justice of the social and political status quo. As Barr and Skrbis (2008,
p. 202) observe, ‘At the elite level the education system is expected to
provide a flow of top quality, independently minded, but – in apparent
contradiction – utterly loyal candidates to regenerate the administrative
and political elite.’ Elites reflect particular cultural backgrounds, and share
a general consensus on the basic values of the social system. Bourdieu warns
of the tendency for elites to take their habitus as natural and employ it as
if all have had equal access to it (Bourdieu, 1974). Over time, it is easy for
elites to entrench themselves, become more exclusive and act out of increasingly narrow and self-serving motives. Conviction among young elites of the
fundamentally benign nature of the political and social system is therefore
potentially problematic.
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Conclusion
The question of who qualifies as a Singaporean citizen, and thus of who can
expect to benefit from the vaunted benevolence of state elites, is among
the issues largely taken for granted by the students interviewed for this
research. However, it is arguably central to an understanding of Singapore’s
widening elite–mass divide, and the tensions inherent in its system of patrician democracy. Over 1.3 million ‘foreign workers’ (perhaps a quarter of
the entire population) underpin the state’s economic model (Ministry of
Manpower, 2014). This huge class of non-citizens is crucial to generating
the wealth that, as the Gini figures cited above reflect, is then overwhelmingly directed into the pockets of elites. And while highly skilled migrants
can obtain citizenship relatively easily, construction and domestic workers
(about half of all foreign workers) are prevented from bringing their families with them to Singapore. The situation is reminiscent of that in Shanghai
and other booming Chinese coastal cities, whose economic model depends
on the labour of a migrant underclass, denied the rights enjoyed by registered urban residents (see the chapter by Jiang and Vickers). In a state with
a birthrate substantially below replacement level, elites reserve the right
selectively to replenish their own ranks, while retaining the services of a
vast army of migrant labourers excluded from the privileges of citizenship.
Nothing about Singapore’s remarkable transformation is natural. The
PAP government ‘micromanages both the material progress and the construction of an imagined community, and it spares no effort to see that
every consequence is intended and every nuance is deliberate’ (Barr and
Skrbis, 2008, p. 6). This includes moulding young people to become ‘good
citizens’ conscious of their responsibilities to the nation. Since it attained
self-government in 1959, the PAP regime has devoted considerable energy
and attention to citizenship education for the purpose of nation-building.
Barr and Skrbis (2008, p. 6) argue that ‘much of the country’s investment in
nation-building has in fact gone into the selection, training and formation
of a ruling and administrative elite that reflects and will perpetuate [the
official] vision of the nation’.
The term ‘elite’ is often used pejoratively, with implications of exclusivity, privilege and social reproduction, at variance with the egalitarian
ideals supposedly characteristic of modern democracies (Parry, 2005).
The Singaporean state, however, has explicitly embraced the aim of creating a meritocratic elite (Hartmann, 2007). Here the term ‘elite’ takes on
commendatory tones from its connection with the elect or the best. But
regardless of how elitism is justified, a stark divide between elites and the
‘masses’ constitutes a class divide that militates against modern citizenship
(Marshall, 1950; Faulks, 2000; Lister, 2003; Dye and Zeigler, 2009). It also
clashes with the commitment in Singapore’s national pledge of allegiance
to construct ‘a democratic society based on justice and equality’ (Singapore
National Heritage Board, 2004). Given a lack of awareness among young
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elites of the severity of the social justice and equity issues that Singapore
confronts, there is a real danger that increasing stratification and alienation
within local society may threaten the cohesion, stability and prosperity that
the regime has worked so hard to construct.
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13 Education, youth and civic
attitudes in post-socialist
Mongolia
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Myagmarsuren Damdin and Edward Vickers1

Mongolia’s post-socialist Constitution of 1992 called for the building of
a ‘humane, civil, and democratic society’, but while the transition from
Communism has seen the values that underpinned the old system radically
challenged, establishing consensus around a new vision of citizenship has
proved difficult. The socialisation of the young is always crucial to establishing (or reproducing) such a consensus, but especially in a society where
half the population is under the age of 23.2 This chapter begins by reviewing the role assigned to schooling in propagating an officially sanctioned
vision of citizenship. It then proceeds to examine data from surveys and
interviews conducted among high school students, discussing their sense
of identity, political values and social concerns. It thus aims to analyse both
how the contemporary state has sought to reshape popular understandings
of what it means to be Mongolian, and how young people themselves –
whether influenced by their schooling or by other factors – conceptualise
their identity and their roles as citizens.

History and politics
As large as Western Europe, less populous than Singapore and uncomfortably wedged between China and Russia, Mongolia constitutes an extraordinary case of modern state formation. More extraordinary still were Mongol
exploits in pre-modern empire building, which between the twelfth and
fourteenth centuries saw Chinggis Khan and his descendants extend their
rule across most of Eurasia. The consciousness of a Mongol identity itself
dates from this era, when the shared pursuit of conquest fused disparate
steppe tribes into a confederation loyal to the Chinggisid khans, who
also introduced a standardised Mongol script (derived from Uyghur).
Considerably later, lamaist Buddhism, introduced from Tibet in the late
sixteenth century, came to form a key constituent of Mongolian identity
and culture (Morgan 1991).3
The Empire proved fissiparous, but these foundations for a shared identity survived. Some Mongol tribes participated in the seventeenth-century
Manchu conquest of China, and the new Qing dynasty subsequently
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pursued a bloody campaign to subjugate those who did not (Perdue 2005).
Qing emperors did not seek to sinicise Mongols4 – but Han immigrants
gradually encroached on Inner Mongolia. When the Qing collapsed in
1911, Inner Mongolia – home to most Mongols – remained within the new
Chinese Republic, while Outer Mongolia, like Tibet, became effectively
independent. Unlike Tibet, however, Outer Mongolia had its separation
from China underwritten by foreign support, following its Soviet-sponsored
revolution in 1921. Over the next seven decades, politics and economics in
the Mongolian People’s Republic were closely interwoven with those of its
giant socialist neighbour – for better, or for worse.5
Like many former Soviet bloc states, Mongolia has experienced enormous
political and social change over the past twenty years. Until 1990, herding
remained the predominant occupation, and the economy was buttressed
by barter trade with the USSR, which also retained a substantial military
garrison. The revolution of 1989–90 saw the Communist state overthrown,
though former communists in the Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party
(MPRP) continued to govern the country for much of the 1990s and 2000s,
contesting elections with the Democratic Party (DP, formed by supporters of the 1990 revolution). Meanwhile, the collapse of the Soviet Union,
and subsequent disintegration of the Russian economy, prompted a search
for new external sponsors. Foreign aid per capita grew from near zero in
1990 to over $100 in 2003, when Mongolia ranked as the fifth most aiddependent country in the world. Aid then comprised 20 per cent of gross
national product (GNP), and was supplied primarily by the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank,
as well as Japan, the United States and Germany (Landman et al. 2005:
16). These donors administered a hefty dose of ‘shock therapy’, with the
eager collaboration of more neoliberal elements within the Mongolian elite
(Rossabi 2005; Steiner-Khamsi and Stolpe 2006).
The consequences included mass unemployment (as state industries and
support for herding collapsed), and the rapid undermining of ‘the social
security system and the relative economic equality that had been previously
created by Soviet development aid’ (Landman et al. 2005: 40). Education
was particularly hard-hit, as donor pressure prompted substantial cuts to
spending on boarding schools, which during the socialist era had brought
universal literacy to a still largely nomadic society (Steiner-Khamsi and
Stolpe 2006). As infrastructure buckled, there was mass migration from the
countryside to the cities, especially Ulaanbaatar, where new migrants settled in vast ger districts – tented slums around the outskirts of the capital.
According to one study, a third of families reported moving to urban areas
‘solely for better quality education for their children’ (Mongolian National
University 2005; cited in Dambajantsan 2014: 180), creating huge pressures
on urban schools while driving many rural schools towards closure. While
schooling is free, hidden expenses – for textbooks or after-school tuition –
and rising opportunity costs, especially for poorer or rural students, have
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Figure 13.1 A ger district in northern Ulaanbaatar, viewed from the local school.

led to a rise in the proportion of ‘drop-outs’ (Dambajantsan 2014). Private
involvement in the provision of education (as well as other public services)
has increased dramatically, in the secondary and, especially, the higher
education sector.
Over the past decade, there has been a reorientation of the economy
towards large-scale resource extraction, and growing reliance on trade with
China – promising a bonanza in mining revenues, but fuelling concerns
over corruption and state capacity. In this context of growing mistrust of
political elites, protests erupted on 1 July 2008, after the MPRP won parliamentary elections in what some saw as suspicious circumstances. The
violence of the protests, and of the government crackdown (with soldiers
and armoured vehicles deployed on the streets of Ulaanbaatar), shocked
the wider population, while some speculated that the MPRP’s ‘standing
and influence’ would be bolstered (Delaplace et al. 2008). However, the
DP won subsequent presidential (2009, 2013) and parliamentary (2012)
elections, the latter victory followed by the conviction and imprisonment of
former President Enkhbayar of the MPRP (in power in 2008) on charges
of embezzlement, graft and abuse of power. Enkhbayar’s prosecution,
and the exclusion of him and his son from registering as parliamentary
candidates in 2012, prompted fears for judicial independence in some
quarters, but others perceived a new seriousness in tackling corruption
(Hook 2012). Presidential elections the following year saw the incumbent,
President Elbegdorj of the DP, re-elected in a contest with B. Bat-Erdene, a
famous wrestler who enjoyed considerable support in the countryside, and
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was described by one Mongolian observer as ‘a symbol of this old nomadic
culture, a walking symbol of this dying tradition that cannot survive the 21st
century’ (Sumati; cited in Hook 2013).
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Policy and curriculum
The post-1990 period has witnessed a succession of lofty official pronouncements concerning the importance of Civic Education, beginning with the
new constitution of 1992 (State Grand Hural 1992). The Mongolian State
Policy on Education states:
The main goal of education is to educate every person with scientific
knowledge of a certain level, to nurture citizens who are respectful of
law and justice, patriotic, cultured, collectively-minded and healthy,
who protect the environment, and are imbued with a sense of independence in learning, working and sustaining life.
(State Grand Hural 1995a; see also 1995b).
Commitment to promoting and upholding human rights has been formally enshrined in national legislation, in particular through the National
Human Rights Action Programme (NHRAP) (State Grand Hural 2003).6
This called for reforms to formal and non-formal education so as to promote not only awareness of legal rights, but also the skills required for
active democratic citizenship – with progress on these fronts subsequently
reviewed in a 2007 government report (National Human Rights Commission of Mongolia 2007). Other declarations include ‘The Child Friendly
School Promotion Policy Document’ (MECS 2004a); a commitment in the
‘Millennium Development Goals of Mongolia’ document (State Grand
Hural 2005) to ‘strengthen human rights and foster democratic governance’, encompassing a ‘zero-tolerance environment for corruption’ (this
during the incumbency of the hapless President Enkhbayar); a ‘National
Programme to Promote Civic Education’ launched by the president the
same year (State Gazette 2005); and a ‘Master Plan to Develop Education of
Mongolia in 2006–2015’, promising to promote greater equity in educational access, and to introduce pedagogical and assessment reforms conducive to the nurturing of active citizenship (MECS 2006). Mongolia’s legislative framework for promoting human rights awareness and democratic
citizenship thus appears – on paper – second to none.
However, a frequent absence of substantial follow-through prompts
doubts over the extent to which these measures were intended to spur practical action, or were symbolic flourishes calculated to impress Mongolia’s allimportant foreign donors. The United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) and other non-governmental organisations (NGOs) (the Open
Society Institute especially prominent in this field) played an important role
in pushing for such legislation. However, the resulting plethora of policies
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and programmes did not amount to a coordinated national strategy – and
their drafting often involved little active input from the national government itself. In 2010, an official report lamented, ‘there is still no national
system to prepare children for active social life, have their opinions heard,
and take part in social activities’ (National Authority for Children 2010: 25;
see also 2002). A review the same year of Civic Education in schools, funded
by the Open Society Forum,7 observed that grand conceptual statements
had not been translated into any practical guidance for classroom teachers. Subsequently, though, a far more concerted strategy to promote Civic
Education in schools has been implemented – as is discussed below.
Alongside these official commitments to promoting public awareness of universal rights, democracy and civil liberties, the inculcation of
Mongolian patriotism, ‘collectivism’ and cultural pride has also been an
official priority – as the above quotation from the 1995 national ‘Policy on
Education’ indicates. As in other post-Communist states, as the rhetoric
of class struggle and international proletarian solidarity (the ideological
underpinning for ties with the Soviet Union) has been ditched, there has
been a pronounced turn towards ethno-nationalism. This is perhaps most
evident in state sponsorship for a veritable cult of Chinggis Khan – spurred
on by competition with the Chinese rulers of Inner Mongolia, who seek to
invoke his legacy in support of ‘multi-ethnic’ solidarity and the legitimacy of
their rule over China’s Mongols (Bulag 2010: chapter 1). In socialist times,
Chinggis was denigrated as a ‘barbarian pillager’, and during the 1990
revolution opposition activists sang folk songs praising him (Rossabi 2005:
15). Since then, images of the Khan have come to supplant or overshadow
those of socialist heroes: in 2005, Ulaanbaatar’s airport was renamed after
Chinggis Khan (to celebrate the eight-hundredth anniversary of the ‘foundation of the Mongolian state’); his statue was installed in front of the parliament building on the city’s central Sukhbatar Square (see Figure 13.2);
and a giant equestrian statue was erected in 2008 on the steppe several
hours’ drive from the capital. As we shall see, the Great Khan has also been
portrayed as exemplifying a variety of civic virtues. But far from presaging
renewed ambitions for global conquest, the cult of Chinggis, if anything,
reflects a sense of national weakness and vulnerability, and hence of the
need to reinforce a pride in Mongolia’s culture and history, and resolutely
to defend the state’s potentially fragile independence.

Civic values in the school curriculum
Recent years have witnessed increasingly concerted state efforts to enhance
the teaching of citizenship in schools. A move since 2004–5 towards the
introduction of twelve years of public schooling has involved revisions to
the entire curriculum. In the case of History and Social Studies, this has
involved a new emphasis on ‘student-centred’ pedagogy and the development of higher-order thinking skills (including those related to active
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Figure 13.2 Chinggis Khan statue on Sukhbatar Square.

citizenship), as well as the inclusion of a distinct content domain devoted
to ‘Rights and responsibilities’ (MECS 2004b). Taught together at primary
level within the ‘People and Society’ course, at secondary level History and
Social Studies are taught independently – the latter providing a rather academic introduction to social and economic theory.8 Since 2007, schools have
additionally been officially required to teach one hour of Civic Education
per week (at all levels), but the lack of any clear teaching guidelines or
textbooks initially rendered this commitment largely notional. In 2010, the
Open Society Forum found that some schools, especially private ones, were
not teaching the subject at all, in many instances using the designated class
time for other activities(see note 7).
The citizenship education drive was lent new impetus from 2010, when
President Elbegdorj Tsakhia issued Decree No. 103 calling for a ‘Civic
Education curriculum based on Mongolian traditional customs and cultural heritage’ to be integrated ‘into the general education school curriculum’. In 2011, the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science (MECS)
published a national curriculum, teaching guides and textbooks for grades
1–3 and 6–9, while work continued on materials for other grades, as well as
on the professional development of teachers. The Civic Education curriculum consists of two domains: Mongolian traditional customs and culture,
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and ‘contemporary’ civic or democratic values – with the emphasis at
junior levels strongly on the former, and at senior levels more on the latter
(Figure 13.3).
The Mongolian Institute of Educational Research (MIER) subsequently
elaborated the subthemes within the ‘traditional’ and ‘contemporary’
domains (Table 13.1).9 Interviewed in 2011, an MIER researcher emphasised Mongolia’s ‘unique’ identity as a nomadic society – suppressed, he
said, during Soviet times, but now reasserted and celebrated. When it was
put to him that this appeared somewhat ironic, given rapid urbanisation
since 1990, he insisted that ‘nomadic culture’ was still valued by city-dwelling Mongolians – citing concern for the environment and its relationship
to the ‘nomadic lifestyle and closeness to nature’. It would appear that the
more Mongolians become detached from their nomadic roots, congregating in polluted towns and cities (as actual nomads are neglected by a state
bent on market-oriented economic and social reform), the more they – and
the state itself – indulge in selective romanticisation of nomadism and associated ‘traditional values’ (see Dambajantsan 2014 for further evidence of
this phenomenon).

Education level

Primary

Lower secondary

Upper secondary

Mongolian traditions
and cultural heritage

70%

50%

30%

Contemporary civic
30%
50%
70%
education
Mongolian traditions and cultural heritage consists of the subsections ‘Character
formation’, ‘Traditional way of living’, ‘Cultural heritage and national pride’.
Contemporary civic education comprises the subsections, ‘Formation of the individual
citizen’, ‘Citizens’ responsibilities’ and ‘Citizen–state relations’.
Civic
education

Domain

Subsections
Character/moral education

Mongolian traditions
and cultural heritage

Traditional lifestyle
Cultural heritage and national pride

Citizen
(pupil)

Personal dispositions and citizen’s skills
Contemporary civic
education

Relationship between the state and citizen
Responsibilities of a citizen

Figure 13.3 Civic Education curriculum and its content at different levels of
schooling.
Source: Report by the Mongolian Institute of Educational Research, Ulaanbaatar, 2012.

Table 13.1 Civic Education curriculum: content of traditional and contemporary
domains
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Civic Education content: Traditional domain
Character/moral education

Traditional lifestyle

Cultural heritage and
national pride

• Learning about
oneself
• Love and care for
parents
• Traditional respectful
ways of communicating
with other people
• Traditional respect for
teachers, knowledge
and books
• Good and bad deeds:
body, language and
mind
• Kinship and family,
respect for home
• Respect for nature, and
sustainable living

• Traditions related to
five kinds of domestic
cattle and herding
• Traditions related to
home and ger
• Traditions related
to appropriate
consumption of food
and drink
• Traditions related to
national costume

• Traditional games
• Traditional
celebrations and
festivals
• National symbols
• State symbols
• National tangible and
intangible heritage,
cultural values
• Traditional ways of
thinking

Civic Education content: Contemporary domain
Personal dispositions and
citizen’s skills

Relationship between the
state and citizen

Responsibilities of a citizen

• Norms and practices
of behaving in a group
and in social settings
• Respect for others,
collaboration
• Avoiding smoking,
drinking and drugs
• Personal safety
• Road safety
• Reading food labels for
personal safety
• Protecting oneself and
others during possible
natural disasters and
avoiding household
accidents

• Obeying rules and
regulations and
participating in their
formulation
• Understanding rights,
responsibilities and
obligations
• Understanding
justice and avoiding
corruption
• Paying taxes
• Participation in
elections, practising
one’s right to elect and
be elected

• Accessing state services
(police, legal defence,
social protection)
• Addressing
administrative
organisations
with inquiries and
complaints
• Accessing banking
and other financial
services
• Participating in real
estate, property, shareholding, securities
trading and market
activities
• Participating in the
labour market

Source: A. Gerelmaa, Civic Education in Mongolia, Presentation at the CCD Meeting,
Ulaanbaatar, 2012.
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A more detailed breakdown of the class hours alloted to Civic Education
at different grades reveals an overall curricular bias towards ‘traditional values’ (Table 13.2).
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This study
For the purpose of garnering data on students’ civic attitudes, as well as
their perceptions of their Civic Education classes, fieldwork was conducted
in the spring and summer of 2012 among eleventh-grade students in urban,
rural and peri-urban schools in Ulaanbaatar and five other aimags:10 Khovd
(in the west), Dornod (in the east), Khubsgul (to the north), Orkhon and
Tuv (central) (see Figure 13.4). Four hundred students completed the survey, 45.7 per cent of them from Ulaanbaatar, 39.9 per cent from provincial
towns and the remaining 14.3 per cent from rural soums. Of the respondents, 45.5 per cent were male and 54.5 per cent were female. Almost all were
aged between 16 and 18.11 Semi-structured interviews were also conducted
with groups of students (about ten per school) to probe their attitudes in
more depth, as well as with individual teachers and curriculum developers
(for further details see Myagmarsuren 2013). Reference is also made below
to observations and interviews conducted during an exploratory visit in the
spring of 2011.

Learning about citizenship – in school and beyond
Findings concerning perceptions of Civic Education classes are summarised
only briefly here (see also Myagmarsuren 2013). Students’ and teachers’
perceptions of the aims of the course closely mapped the stated intentions
of the official curriculum.12 A teacher at No. 35 Secondary School declared,
‘Pupils get knowledge of Mongolian national heritage and culture through
Table 13.2 Civic Education curriculum: allotment of teaching hours per academic
year
Education level

Primary
Lower secondary
Upper secondary
Total teaching
hours

Grade

1
2
3–6
7–9
10–12

Hours allotted (annual)
Traditional
values

Democracy
education

19
22
23
18
10
217

9
10
11
17
25
189

Total

28
32
34 each grade
35 each grade
35 each grade
406

Source: A. Gerelmaa, Civic Education in Mongolia, Presentation at the CCD Meeting
Ulaanbaatar, 2012.
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Figure 13.4 Entrance to a school in Tuv province.

this subject. They get the feeling of being Mongolian’ – an assertion
reflected in students’ enumerations of ‘the most important three things
learnt from this subject’ (although a quarter failed to provide any response
to this question) (Table 13.3).
While 60 per cent of students felt that Civic Education classes had
influenced them to ‘become a good citizen’, the remainder acknowledged
no influence whatsoever (with boys more negative than girls). But 67 per
cent felt that other subjects had contributed in this respect – in particular
Social Studies, but also Mongolian Language, Literature and History. Civic
Education classes are typically taught by the Social Studies teacher, so that
some students may be inclined to see the former as a subset of the latter.
Teachers were generally enthusiastic about the subject’s aims – valuing
its potential contribution to developing individual morals, active and
responsible citizenship and ‘skills’ of self-expression and argumentation.13
But many expressed frustration at a lack of opportunities for professional
development (most had had no subject-specific training), and the way that
the omission of Civic Education marks from year-end assessments undermined the subject’s status, and students’ interest in it.
Nonetheless, the widespread practice of ‘student democracy’ within
schools (i.e. through elected ‘student councils’) contributes to education
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Table 13.3 Knowledge gained from the Civic Education curriculum
No. Civic Education class objective

Student
respondents

Percentage
of students

1

176

44

171

42.7

103
37

25.7
9.2

136
21

34
5.3

27

6.7

2
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3
4
5
6
7

Learning about national traditions, culture
and heritage
Learning about the characteristics of a good
citizen
Acquiring generic learning/analytical skills
Improving communication skills and social
relationships
Learning about human rights and obligations
Gaining knowledge of politics, society,
economics and law
Learning patriotism and pride in the
motherland

for democratic citizenship. Scout Groups, Red Cross clubs and Ecology
clubs are also commonly found in both urban and rural schools (UNICEF
Mongolia 2008). Moreover, NGOs such as the Mongolian Education
Alliance coordinate various activities and competitions such as debating
tournaments, in the process helping to build networks between schools.
Students’ responses concerning extra-curricular activities and programmes
related to Civic Education are shown in Table 13.4.
Like inter-school competitions and tournaments, ‘socially beneficial
labour’ (such as tree planting) is an activity dating to the socialist era, and
is still widely favoured by school administrators and managers. However,
trips to governmental institutions, or opportunities to meet and talk to
officials and politicians, were relatively rare. Rather than bringing local
issues into the Civic Education classroom, or organising visits that might
encourage engagement with the local political and social context, teachers’
approaches typically remain largely classroom-based and abstract.
Indeed, when asked about the sources of their information on current affairs, most students rated the internet, television and radio as more
important than their lessons in school – though girls reported more mass
media use than boys, and access to the internet and newspapers was problematic for many rural students. An extraordinary plurality of media outlets
is available in urban Mongolia, along with the internet (with use especially
high among the young). In the town of Erdenet alone (population 94,000),
there were eight television stations, five radio stations and three daily newspapers in 2008 (Press Institute of Mongolia 2008: 12). However, the quality
of programming is often extremely poor, and students evinced very low
levels of trust in the media. Schooling was rated a more important source
of information on current affairs than books, magazines and newspapers,
or than friends and family – although interview responses suggested that
older relatives in fact have a considerable influence on many students’
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Table 13.4 Types of extra-curricular programmes
Types of extra-curricular programmes and activities

Percentage reporting
involvement

Socially beneficial labour and service learning
Participation in student-led organisations
Class visits to local administrative centres, assemblies,
government offices, courts etc.
Debates and presentations
Meetings and interviews with government officials,
politicians and public servants
Others

28.5
45.8
6.0
43.3
8.3
5.8

political attitudes, as reflected especially in expressions of nostalgia for the
socialist era.

Students’ civic attitudes
Mongolian patriotism
The overwhelming majority of students (92.2 per cent) professed themselves patriotic, most strongly so – unsurprisingly given the rise of popular nationalism since 1990, and state campaigns to promote national pride
(Kaplonski 2000). When presented with an open-ended question inviting
them to define patriotism, 44 per cent stated that it involved ‘fighting for
one’s own country’, with others variously offering ‘being proud of one’s
country’, ‘contributing to national development’ or ‘protecting nature and
the environment’. Students did not specify against which enemy or enemies
they thought Mongolia might need to defend itself, but it was clear from
the interviews that China and the Chinese were seen as by far the greatest
threat (see pages 306–8 below).
In an attempt to gain a clearer sense of the elements that constituted
students’ sense of national pride, they were asked to rate a set of ten themes
(see Table 13.5). The questionnaire did not attempt to establish whether
students’ conceptualisation of nationhood was more ‘civic’ or ‘ethnic’ – a
possibly dubious but nonetheless useful distinction – primarily because it
is almost universally taken for granted that ‘Mongolian-ness’ is an ethnocultural category. Indeed, decades of Communist rule if anything perhaps
reinforced consciousness of ‘Mongolian’ as an ethno-cultural category,
given the influence of Soviet nationalities policy (Slezkine 2000). In a
group interview held (perhaps significantly) in a Japanese-funded private
high school in Ulaanbaatar,14 Mongolian pride was described by one student in these terms, ‘We are pure blood. American citizens are from Italy,
Britain and elsewhere, but Mongolians are pure, not mixed.’ None of the
students present disagreed with this statement. The nomadic ‘traditions’
and ‘values’ widely celebrated in contemporary Mongolian society are
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closely intertwined with a discourse tying national identity to notions of
descent and bloodlines – traceable, some believe, to Chinggis Khan himself
(Bulag 2010: chapter 1).15
Students’ rating of ‘traditions, customs and heritage’ as the top source
of national pride reflects not just curricular emphasis, but also wider public
discourse. Mongolian celebrities, such as artistic performers or sportspeople, frequently parade their pride in national traditions and heritage in
media interviews – reflecting not just personal conviction, but also an awareness of public proclivities. Campaigns to have traditional folk instruments,
artistic forms such as long-tune singing and throat singing, traditional costumes and wrestling formally registered by UNESCO as artefacts of ‘World
Cultural Heritage’ have attracted substantial popular support. Success in
international sporting competitions is widely celebrated – particularly in
wrestling, with Mongolians now dominating Japan’s sumo leagues. Official
and popular interest in Mongolia’s participation in recent Olympic Games
has been intense. President Elbegdorj has issued decrees mandating the
payment of lifelong pensions to sportspeople winning medals in international competitions.
Participation in international competitions is a particularly glamorous manifestation of a more fundamental source of Mongolian pride:
the country’s status as an independent entity (related to the concept of
‘national unity’, rated highly by students – see Table 13.5). This is far from
taken for granted. During a Civic Education class observed in April 2011,16
the teacher used a discussion of international organisations to highlight
Mongolia’s status – its membership of the United Nations, she stressed,
Table 13.5 Sources of Mongolian pride: perceptions of students
Sources of pride

Very
Proud to
Not that Not a matter Total
proud some extent proud
of pride
proud (%)

1 National unity
2 Democratic state
3 Economic growth and
potential
4 Equality of social groups
and fair distribution
5 Social care and
protection system
6 Achievements in sport
7 Art and literature work
8 Development of safety
and defence sector
9 Characteristics of
Mongolians
10 Traditions, customs and
cultural heritage

58.4
28.8

33.2
45.3

5.5
20.9

2.9
5.0

91.6
74.1

19.0

36.5

32.8

11.6

55.5

17.8

28.8

33.5

19.6

46.6

22.4

46.4

21.9

9.3

68.8

73.4
72.5

20.1
21.2

5.2
5.5

1.3
0.8

93.5
93.7

34.3

37.2

22.3

6.3

71.5

47.5

36.6

12.3

3.7

84.1

83.6

12.2

2.9

1.3

95.8

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

Civic attitudes in post-socialist Mongolia 301
proved that it was an independent country. She then went on to list other
international bodies to which the country belonged. The lesson then
moved on to the topic of ‘the international structure’, with the teacher
elaborating four different models of international relations – the first
being ‘the Mongolian world order established by Chinggis Khan in the
thirteenth century: one superpower and a number of tributary states’.
This appears strikingly similar to classic portrayals of the ‘Chinese World
Order’ (Fairbank 1968), arguably the frame for most of Mongolia’s history – references to which were absent from this lesson. Other international relations models cited by the teacher were: Cold War, ‘tripolar’
(USA, USSR and China during the 1980s) and ‘multipolar’ – all featuring
Mongolia as an independent entity.
Chinggis Khan features prominently in Civic Education, History
and Social Studies teaching materials as the exemplary Mongolian (see
Figures 13.5 and 13.6). In a March 2012 interview at a suburban school in
western Ulaanbaatar, a teacher expatiated warmly on this topic:
Students should understand Chinggis Khan’s strategy, and also his
respect for other peoples and cultures. His wise policy was key to
explaining why his power could grow so fast. He respected his soldiers,
and he was very honest. He always listened to others before making a
decision. He learnt this wisdom from his mother.

Figure 13.5 Mongolian History textbooks.
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One Social Studies textbook juxtaposes an image of Chinggis with one of
Mother Theresa (Figure 13.6) – an association less bizarre if the former is
thought of primarily as a benevolent law-giver and peacemaker. To quote
the same teacher again:
Chinggis Khan learnt many things from other countries and adopted
aspects of their traditions and cultures. At first he wanted peaceful relations with other countries, and only went to war when peace failed.
So we should understand the importance of peaceful relationships
with other countries. We should learn more good things from other
countries.
In contemporary Mongolia, Chinggis Khan can thus serve as an exemplar
of peaceful coexistence, and of learning from abroad. In interviews with
students, a number cited Chinggis Khan as a source of Mongolian pride –
though without enumerating his particular contributions to the nation.

Politics and society – sources of pride and shame
The survey and interviews also attempted to gauge students’ attitudes
towards citizenship, civic involvement, politics and contemporary social

Figure 13.6 Mother Theresa and Chinggis Khan – partners in virtue.
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problems (Table 13.6). Responses revealed not just forms of behaviour or
values rated highly, but also aspects of contemporary Mongolian society
viewed as troubling, if not shameful.
Students were almost unanimous in seeing commitment to human rights
and knowledge of national history as definitive of the good citizen, with
care for the environment, hard work and law-abiding behaviour also rated
highly. The responses in Table 13.7, relating to a variety of societal and
political issues, also reflected a relatively strong endorsement of freedom
of speech, peaceful protest and civic opposition to ‘unjust laws’ (although
approval by 40 per cent of empowering police to arrest suspects without a
court order is a worrying reflection of concern over crime). Most of these
values are strongly emphasised by the curricula for Civic Education and
Social Studies, suggesting that classroom learning may have had some
impact on students’ attitudes – or at least on those expressed in questionnaire responses.
However, both the survey and interviews revealed substantial disillusionment with democracy, at least at national level. Although most students said
that they would vote in elections, most were highly sceptical of the value of
political parties – at least as currently constituted – seeing them as detached
from the concerns of ordinary people, or as instruments of organised peculation. Trust in local political representatives seemed somewhat higher,
Table 13.6 Characteristics of the good citizen: students’ views
Characteristics of a
‘good citizen’
1 Vote in elections
2 Join a political party
3 Know the history of
one’s country
4 Follow current affairs
5 Respect government
officials and elected
representatives
6 Participate in political
consultations
7 Participate in peaceful
demonstrations and
protests
8 Actively organise
public campaigns
9 Promote human rights
10 Protect nature and the
environment
11 Work hard
12 Obey laws and
regulations

Very
Important
important in general

Not so
Un-important Total %
important
(important)

41.2
8.1
81.4

39.1
22.5
15.8

12.7
44.1
1.8

7.0
25.3
1.0

80.3
30.6
97.2

15.6
23.1

33.1
41.7

33.9
24.1

17.4
11.1

48.7
64.8

16.8

28.9

38.2

16.1

45.7

14.7

26.4

30.9

28.0

41.1

48.2

35.4

12.0

4.4

83.6

76.7
88.1

20.5
8.5

1.6
1.8

1.3
1.6

97.2
96.6

75.7
81.4

18.6
14.5

3.6
2.6

2.1
1.6

94.3
95.9
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especially in rural areas, where the sense of isolation from the capital is
often intense. Sixty-five per cent of rural students professed an interest in
joining some sort of political organisation, and 84 per cent said that they
would join protests against corruption, misgovernment or other problems
in their local community. In Ulaanbaatar, students at the prestigious ‘New
Mongol High School’ (Shin Mongoru Koutou Gakkou), a private school sponsored by a Japanese foundation and attended by many children of elite
families, professed more interest in politics than those at other schools in
the capital. But there, too, suspicion of political parties was strong.
While approving the principle of peaceful protest, many students –
especially in urban areas – thought actual protests were generally motivated by selfish or illegitimate objectives. A student from Secondary School
No. 23 spoke for many: ‘There hasn’t been any demonstration that would
be useful for me. If there had been, I would definitely have joined it.’ The
events of 1 July 2008 came up repeatedly in interviews, in the context of
discussions of lack of trust in the government and politics. This may reflect
suspicions surrounding the origins of those protests or their manipulation
by political parties – and cynicism stoked by perceptions of failure on the
part of the DP administration, like its MPRP predecessor, to solve severe
social problems. Students suspected that protestors were often hired mobs
rather than spontaneous or genuine activists. They also complained that
Mongolia’s media, though ‘free’, often fail to operate responsibly and independently. Hence the apparent paradox, reflected in Table 13.7, of strong
endorsement for freedom of speech on the one hand, but support on the
other for the notion that the government should control the media ‘for the
sake of national security’.
A notable theme of the group interviews was the prevalence of a certain
nostalgia for the socialist era. This is undoubtedly related to concerns over
rising social inequality (equality ranked lowest among sources of national
pride on Table 13.5);17 environmental degradation, especially air pollution
in Ulaanbaatar (related to the city’s steep population growth and poor city
planning) (White 2013); unemployment; and problems such as alcoholism – all of which are perceived as having become considerably worse since
1990. ‘Maybe it would be better to have one strong leader, like Tsedenbal
[Mongolia’s leader between the 1950s and 1980s]’, reflected a student at
School No. 105 in Ulaanbaatar’s northern ger district, to general approval.
In Tuv Province, students at School No. 5 were more evenly divided
between those who saw the socialist period as better than today, and those
who did not – one student wanted a ‘good leader to set an example for
the people, like a father in a family’, while another opined that it might be
better to have just one political party; ‘people were together under socialism,’ stated another, ‘but now that system is gone we have to rebuild society’. Interviewees at Ulaanbaatar Central High School (the top state high
school under Communism) were also divided on this issue – but half or
more opined that socialism was better, because the city was ‘less crowded’
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Table 13.7 Students’ views on society and politics
Statements

Agree Agree to
Disagree Don’t Extent of
some extent
know agreement (%)

1 People should have the
freedom to express their
views and opinions.
2 It’s not the duty of
politicians to create
work places for citizens.
3 Companies and the
government shouldn’t
have their own media.
4 Police can detain a
suspected person
without court
permission.
5 The rights of politicians
should be respected.
6 People should have the
right to criticise the
government in public.
7 NGOs are more effective
and efficient if they are
independent of the
government.
8 All leaders must be
elected through free
elections.
9 If the law itself is unjust,
it’s right to oppose it.
10 Protest shouldn’t be
violent in nature.
11 Income disparity should
be very minimal.
12 It’s right for the
government to
control the media for
the sake of maintaining
national security.

91.5

6.2

0.3

2.1

97.7

46.0

34.5

11.7

7.8

80.5

29.4

34.0

19.7

16.9

63.4

16.4

23.2

39.2

20.9

39.6

42.5

37.7

11.1

8.4

80.2

56.2

24.9

10.1

8.5

81.1

36.9

34.0

10.9

17.9

70.9

49.0

22.4

13.8

14.6

71.4

77.4

11.9

4.7

5.7

89.3

64.3

16.9

9.1

9.4

81.2

42.4

23.2

16.4

17.7

65.6

55.1

23.6

10.9

10.4

78.7

and less polluted; people ‘worked harder’; or the rich–poor divide was less
stark. While some saw Mongolia as becoming ‘more developed’ since 1990,
one girl said, ‘It seems we are developing, but we’re not. Materially, we’re
developing, but our minds are not developing. In this sense, socialism was
better.’ More positive about the post-socialist period were students at the
elite, private, Japan-backed ‘New Mongol High School’, though even there
opinion was split. And many students, there as elsewhere, asserted that
Mongols had become more ‘selfish’, ‘lazy’ and ‘individualistic’ since 1990.
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Figure 13.7 Anti-corruption protest on Sukhbatar Square, central Ulaanbaatar
(the poster on the ger shows a many-headed monster with the faces of
prominent politicians).

Migration and the world outside Mongolia
Students evinced considerable anxiety regarding their future prospects.
Today, over half of all Mongolian youngsters are likely to progress to higher
education, with parents willing to make considerable sacrifices for this
purpose – though 65 per cent of all graduates are female (Dambajantsan
2014: 188). But graduate unemployment or underemployment is widespread, and attributed to an oversupply of social science, humanities and
law graduates, and an undersupply of engineers, scientists and agriculturalists (Dambajantsan 2014: 188) – perhaps in part reflecting the persistence
of gendered assumptions concerning the suitability of the latter areas for
female students. As a consequence, thousands of young Mongolians emigrate every year, in pursuit of more prestigious educational qualifications
or, more often, in search of remunerative employment. Meanwhile, thousands of mostly Chinese migrant workers arrive in the country, generally to
work in the mining industry.
This situation provoked very mixed sentiments among students. Threequarters asserted that it was better to be a citizen of Mongolia than of any
other country (less than 10 per cent disagreeing), but over 70 per cent stated
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that they were certain, or very likely, to emigrate. As of 2010, approximately
40,000 Mongolians were studying abroad, the majority of them in China,
Japan, South Korea and the United States (National Committee for Statistics,
2010), but statistics for the total emigrant population (for work and study)
have been put as high as 250,000 (IOM 2014). Most students, however, were
determined to return and contribute to their country, expressing sometimes strong disapproval for those who stayed abroad. Statements such as
‘someone who is married to a foreigner is not patriotic’ were not uncommon. Many ultimately aspired to work in Mongolia for foreign or multinational rather than domestic companies, and perceived that the former were
more likely to hire those with foreign qualifications. There was resentment
at the presence in the country of so many Chinese migrant workers, but
also a widespread perception that Mongolian workers were ‘lazy’ or ‘slow’
compared to foreigners. Many students thus appeared to have internalised
a deficit model of development, whereby Mongolians are seen as failing to
measure up to externally derived standards of ‘modern’ behaviour. This
was also reflected in the tendency, when discussing or making comparisons
with the outside world, to refer to the USA, Great Britain, Japan, China
and Russia, but not, for example, to other post-socialist republics in Central
Asia – with which international researchers often compare Mongolia (e.g.
Silova and Steiner-Khamsi 2008).18
But in discussions of Mongolia’s external relationships, two countries
overshadowed all others: Russia and China. In interviews, Russia was generally seen as the ‘most friendly’ country, and China as the most ‘unfriendly’ –
reflecting an awareness that modern Mongolia owed its independence to
Soviet influence, as well as the above-mentioned nostalgia for the socialist
era. While other countries come to ‘take’, Russia had actually ‘done things
to help us’, said one girl in School No. 5 (Tuv Province). Many students
expressed frustration at Mongolia’s dependence on Chinese labour and
Chinese imports, widely seen as ‘shoddy’. This situation was implicitly
linked by some to official corruption – as a girl at the ‘New Mongol High
School’ put it, ‘ordinary people don’t like China, but people in government
are very friendly with China’.
Hostility to China was clearly related to a perception that China was the
greatest threat to Mongolia’s independence, but to what extent was this in
turn related to a sense of fellow-feeling with Mongolians across the Chinese
border in Inner Mongolia? In some of the group interviews, students were
asked about their perceptions of Inner Mongolia. Many expressed sympathy for the ‘unfortunate’ plight of Mongolians under Chinese rule, while
also admiring them for having ‘kept their traditions and language’ (continuing use of the old Mongolian script, rather than using the Cyrillic script
adopted in Mongolia). A few described Inner Mongolia as a Chinese ‘colony’, and one girl cited as her reason for hating China the fact that ‘they
stole Inner Mongolia’. However, unprompted, students seldom raised the
issue of Inner Mongolia. Aspirations for pan-Mongol unity do not seem
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uppermost in the minds of young Mongolians today; most confine their
concerns to the state they are in.
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Conclusion
Han and Sim (this volume) discuss conceptions of citizenship among activist and ‘elite’ youth in Singapore – a state that at first sight appears utterly
incomparable with Mongolia. However, Singapore and Mongolia are similar
not only in population size, but also in terms of their geopolitical position –
surrounded by far larger and more populous states, though Singapore’s maritime status arguably renders it less isolated. Both states have actively sought to
bolster prosperity and security by cultivating international ties, and both have
made considerable use of foreign expertise, not least in the field of education. Indeed, Mongolia’s recent decision to follow Singaporean precedent in
contracting the Cambridge International Examinations Syndicate to devise
syllabi for public examinations was cited by one local scholar as demonstrating the ‘success’ of the state in ‘developing the education system in line with
international standards’ (Dambajantsan 2014: 189). Meanwhile, high levels
of social inequality are also a significant cause of discontent in both societies,
as is the presence of substantial populations of migrant workers.
However, Singapore’s record as a developmental state arguably owes
much to the fact that its population – composed of ethnic Chinese of various provincial backgrounds, Tamils and Malays – overwhelmingly share folk
memories of migration to the island; it is not an ancestral homeland, but
one they (or their recent ancestors) have in some sense actively chosen
and jointly created. The state’s developmentalist rhetoric implies a fundamentally instrumentalist vision of the individual, paralleled by a ‘civic
republicanism’ that stresses civic duties over rights – but a concerted focus
on building infrastructure, fostering ‘human capital’ and ensuring its gainful employment has lent this rhetoric a certain credibility. The state has
attempted to inspire identification with a concept of shared ‘Asianness’
purportedly rooted in ancestral cultures, but to be Singaporean is by definition to be ‘modern’ and ‘urban’.
By contrast, post-independence Mongolia has not been a notable success as a developmental state. This is not simply a consequence of decisions
taken (or not taken) by state elites, but must also be attributed in large part
to conditions imposed by international donors since the 1990s – requiring
a rolling back of the state and the opening of domestic markets, resulting
in the decimation of public infrastructure and employment (Rossabi 2005;
Steiner-Khamsi and Stolpe 2006). The stark vision of private affluence amid
public squalor that contemporary Ulaanbaatar presents is partly attributable to simple corruption, but also to the way in which policies pursued during the 1990s eroded state capacity. And, since the early 2000s, the bonanza
promised by the country’s mineral riches raises the danger of the kind of
‘resource curse’ that has afflicted parts of Africa.
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However, the development of the education system and achievement of universal literacy during the socialist era set Mongolians apart
in a crucial respect from many ‘developing’ states elsewhere. Mass literacy in many societies, not least in the former Soviet bloc, has been a
tool whereby governments seek to effect ‘thought reform’ (to borrow
a Chinese term) – but it is also a skill key to enabling citizens to hold
their governments to account. In other words, literacy is essential for the
purpose of transmitting propaganda, but for totalitarian regimes it has
a double-edged quality – as Soviet elites found during the 1980s. In the
post-1990 period, Mongolians young and old have been well equipped
to engage critically with the mass media deluge. In socialist times, even
before the advent of television and radio, nationally distributed newspapers – as well as school textbooks and other publications – helped to
underpin a relatively cohesive sense of shared identity among Mongolia’s
widely dispersed population.
Post-1990 governments have continued to use schooling as an instrument for fostering a particular vision of citizenship. Official policy documents have often highlighted commitments to the promotion of universal
rights – perhaps in part with a view to impressing international donors.
Expectations of government among students (and teachers), and attitudes
towards the media, the political process and the principle of peaceful protest against injustice, demonstrate a broad commitment to key elements
of liberal democracy – though the extent to which this is due to schooling
is hard to pin down. It is clear that many young people are seriously disillusioned with the performance of democracy – leading some to express a
nostalgia for the socialist era ostensibly at odds with their endorsement of
liberal-democratic principles. But what they are rejecting is perhaps not
so much liberal democracy itself, as the social and environmental consequences of the dysfunctional neoliberal form it has taken in contemporary
Mongolia.
Meanwhile, the main thrust of Civic Education in schools has been
directed not at instruction in ‘rights’, but at inculcation of ‘tradition’. In
many Asian societies, from China to Singapore to South Asia (and arguably also Japan), authoritarian populists or chauvinist nationalists have
attempted to invoke tradition, heritage and the metaphor of nation-as-family as a means of securing loyalty and reinforcing state legitimacy. But traditions invoked for this purpose are typically the selectively dissected remnants
of a dead organism now effectively confined to the museum. Tradition and
heritage, typically rooted in a romanticised notion of the village and rural
life, may remain key constituents of identity for modern city-dwellers, but as
objects of nostalgic folk memory rather than lived experience (see Kumar,
this volume). But young Mongolians – in contrast to young Singaporeans
or residents of Asia’s many ‘mega-cities’ – inhabit not only their ancestral
homeland, but also a society in which ancestral cultures have yet to be confined to the museum or school textbook. Even Ulaanbaatar, despite its
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rapid post-1990 growth, remains a small city, where the countryside is never
far away, and where thousands of notionally urban residents continue to
live in tented communities.
Nomadism and the practices and art forms associated with it thus perhaps remain a living element of identity for many young Mongolians,
to an extent that is less true of rural cultures in many other Asian societies. Nomads may have been the objects of an intense ‘civilising mission’
before 1990, but the state supported them in the continuance of their
herding lifestyle. Since 1990, nomadic ‘values’, culture and heritage –
with the figure of Chinggis Khan to the fore – have been more explicitly
celebrated in school texts, museums and elsewhere, not just as themes
of official propaganda, but as expressions of a culturally revivalist popular nationalism. As the student interviews testify, this nationalism is also
tinged with more than a hint of xenophobia, particularly with respect to
the Chinese.
Nonetheless, in contemporary Mongolia as elsewhere in Asia, many
young people are becoming increasingly detached from the rural context,
and oriented more towards the city and the world outside the national
borders. Rapid urbanisation was to some extent unwittingly forced on
society by the policies of the immediate post-1990 years, through destruction of much of the infrastructural support for nomadism. It may well
be that urbanisation would have happened anyway, albeit in a more
gradual fashion. However, the rapid and unplanned flight to the cities
appears to have brought with it many of the difficulties in adaptation to
urban modernity typically experienced by indigenous or tribal peoples
when suddenly compelled to abandon their ancestral ways of life. This is
a process that often poses a particular challenge to established notions
of masculinity (since it is typically men who hunt or follow the herd),
resulting in alcoholism, delinquency, petty crime and other social problems.19 Young Mongolians appear acutely aware of, and concerned by,
such problems.
Indeed, the students surveyed and interviewed for this study, rich or
poor, urban or rural, shared broadly similar concerns – for example over
employment prospects, environmental degradation, social inequality, political corruption and relations with China. They also exhibited a strong sense
of patriotism, alongside a firm (though not entirely unequivocal) commitment to a range of basic liberal democratic values. However, considerable
nostalgia for the socialist era, admiration for Russia and disillusionment
with the country’s democratically elected post-1990 elites, pose significant
questions regarding the country’s political future. Unless elected politicians
can use the nation’s mineral wealth to create a society in which all can feel
they have a stake, the potential may grow for the emergence of Putin-style
authoritarian populism. Hopefully, through the exercise of the civic values
they seem to espouse, today’s young Mongolians can help to ensure that
this does not happen.
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Notes
1 We gratefully acknowledge the funding from the Open Society Institute’s
‘Central Asia Research and Training Initiative’, which made this research possible.
2 As of 2013, the country’s population of 2.9 million had a median age of 22.7.
3 Lamaism first gained a hold among the Mongolian aristocracy during the thirteenth century, but it was the Altan Khan who effectively installed Yellow Hat
Lamaism as the state religion in the late sixteenth century – in part because he
wanted the Dalai Lama to reinforce his legitimacy by declaring him a reincarnation of Khubilai Khan.
4 Though they further encouraged the influence of Lamaism, seen as a pacifying
influence.
5 Lamaism was virtually eradicated, and almost all monasteries destroyed, during
the early years of Communist rule. Like the USSR, Mongolia was also subjected
to collectivisation, and experienced purges during the 1930s – under the regime
of Choibalsan (c.1936–52), sometimes referred to as Mongolia’s ‘Stalin’.
6 The UNDP was principal supporter of this national programme. In 2000, the
Government of Mongolia participated in the Millennium Summit and approved
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), establishing the National Human
Rights Commission of Mongolia the following year. Following the promulgation
of Mongolia’s MDGs in 2005, UNDP Mongolia sponsored the project ‘Support
of the Implementation of the Ninth MDG [the clause relating specifically to
human rights promotion]’, funded by the UN Democracy Fund.
7 The research was undertaken by two independent researchers. Their report
is available (in Mongolian) from the Development Information and Resource
Center of OSF, or online at www.forum.mn.
8 There is clearly some overlap between the content of Social Studies and that of
the Civic Education classes. A researcher involved in the development of the
national curriculum explained that Social Studies focuses more on the theoretical and methodological basis of the different social sciences, including ethics,
sociology, politics and economics, while Civic Education deals with human values, attitudes and dispositions. Interview with an official from the Institute of the
Educational Research, interviewed on 24 February 2013.
9 Acting on Decision #281 of the Minister of Education, Culture and Science,
on the development of the Civic Education content framework, 28 July 2011,
Ulaanbaatar.
10 Mongolia is divided into twenty-one aimags (administrative divisions, mostly
referred to as provinces) and aimags are divided into 315 soums (administrative
subdivisions).
11 A total of 81.6 per cent of students surveyed had studied Civic Education as a
compulsory subject.
12 Student opinion was fairly evenly divided on the question of whether Civic
Education classes were interesting or effective.
13 Findings also borne out by the Open Society Forum in its review of school-based
Civic Education in Mongolian Schools, 2010, p. 24.
14 Bulag (2010: 39–40) notes the Japanese obsession, evident in nationalist discourse during the Meiji era, with bloodlines and racial purity, and how myths of
descent were related to attempts to appropriate Chinggis Khan as a ‘Japanese’
national hero. Conceptions of Japan as an ethnically (even genetically) ‘pure’
nation remain prevalent to this day.
15 See also Bulag (2010: 211–12), where he cites a 1965 speech by the Inner
Mongolian leader Ulanhu trying to debunk the notion of a ‘pure Mongolian
blood pedigree’ – an effort that testifies to its entrenched nature. In fact,
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Mongolia’s ethnic make-up is far from uniform, with tensions occasionally
surfacing between the majority Khalkha Mongols and minorities such as Buryats
or Kazakhs (Rossabi 2005: 5).
A school in eastern Ulaanbaatar, established around 1975, serving children from
nearby residential blocks and some from a neighbouring ger district.
Figures for Mongolia’s Gini coefficient do not provide sufficient data to substantiate this perception: the only figure available, for 2008 (0.365), by no means
indicates an extreme level of inequality, but collecting reliable data on income
levels in Mongolia is likely to be extremely challenging. It also seems likely that
inequality has worsened considerably since 2008, as the country’s mining boom
has taken off. See the Gini data provided by the UNDP: https://data.undp.org/
dataset/Income-Gini-coefficient/36ku-rvrj (accessed 20 June 2014).
And international NGOs as well – as witnessed by the funding of this research by
the ‘Central Asia Research and Training Initiative’.
This may also help account for the relative underperformance of boys in the
Mongolian education system – 65 per cent of university graduates are female
(Dambajantsan 2014).
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14 Identifying with a “rising China”?
Overseas Chinese student nationalism

Downloaded by [University College London] at 09:02 23 February 2016

Rowena Xiaoqing He

In Japan, people like this are called fascists. In Germany, people like this are called Nazis.
In China, people like this are called patriots.
(Wang Shuo, 2012)
In contemporary China, the love of the state and the love of socialism are inseparable. Thus patriotism principally means loving the socialist motherland, advocating the
leadership of the Communist Party . . . and striving for the great revival of the Chinese
nation.
(Thought and Values, textbook for Grade 9, p. 69; cited by Vickers, 2009)

On November 2, 2013, Taiwanese singer Zhang Xuan’s packed concert
in the United Kingdom turned her from idol to enemy among mainland
Chinese fans. When Taiwanese in the audience held up a “welcome home”
banner for Zhang Xuan (previously herself a student in the UK), she
spontaneously grabbed a Taiwanese flag from a fan on the front row and
declared in English: “This is my national flag.”
“There are students here from the mainland,” a Chinese student
objected. “No politics tonight.”
“It’s not politics, it’s just a flag,” Zhang responded.
“We just want to have fun tonight,” the Chinese student shouted back.1
The student who protested was supported by other mainlanders in online
messages posted inside and outside China. Some condemned Zhang for
supporting Taiwanese or Tibetan independence; others warned that if she
wanted to make money in China, she had better watch her words.2 Her
Beijing concert scheduled for the following month was canceled.
This incident vividly illustrates the strength of Chinese student nationalism on the international stage: a Chinese student in the UK, condemning a
Taiwanese singer, addressing an online community of Chinese youth, and
ultimately (it appears) influencing events in Beijing. While claiming to want
“no politics,” the student was herself engaging in an intensely political act.
China’s emerging nationalism in the post-Tiananmen era has been
closely observed by scholars, but largely in a domestic context. Many
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contend that the rise of popular nationalism is largely the result of an
extensive “Patriotic Education Campaign,” and therefore constitutes “stateled nationalism” (Zhao, 1998). Vickers (2009) demonstrates how school
curricula have effectively abandoned socialism in favor of nationalism since
the 1990s. Explanations of contemporary Chinese student nationalism have
tended to focus either substantively on the content, themes, and implementation of the Patriotic Education Campaign, or on the broader social, political, and cultural context within China itself. However, faced with the phenomenon of nationalism among Chinese students overseas, two questions
arise. To what extent has the “patriotic” indoctrination to which students
are exposed at school survived, or perhaps been reinforced by, the experience of being confronted overseas with contradictory information and values? And what factors might explain student responses to this experience?
This chapter attempts to answer these questions, drawing on postings
submitted to online Chinese forums, interviews with students, as well as my
personal encounters on campus, in cyberspace, and in other contexts within
North America. It analyzes the behavior and views of young Chinese overseas
in relation to the values, language, and rhetoric embedded in the revised
moral education textbooks of the post-1989 period. This chapter argues that
the Patriotic Education Campaign has succeeded in tapping a widespread
willingness among students to identify with a “rising China,” tying this to
a particular understanding of the world order and China’s place within it.
This in turn has fostered support for the Beijing regime, particularly when it
is perceived as being subjected to foreign criticism.
Key elements of this officially sponsored view of their nation that strike
a chord among overseas students are (1) China’s record of suffering and
humiliation at the hands of foreign powers, who now use “universal values” to weaken and divide it; (2) the necessity of authoritarian governance
which, notwithstanding moral and political drawbacks, guarantees the
country’s unity and prosperity; (3) pride in a China whose economic and
military “rise” enables its people, for the first time since the Opium Wars,
to “raise their heads”; and finally (4) a China that glories in its cultural
traditions and status as the world’s only civilization with an unbroken history stretching back into antiquity. These ideas or tropes surface repeatedly
in the reactions of students who see themselves as defending a victimized
China against a Western conspiracy of disinformation. In this respect, the
post-1989 generation of Chinese students appears to differ markedly from
their (post-Cultural Revolution) 1980s’ predecessors, who tended to be
both more open-minded and more critical of the Beijing regime (Rosen,
1989). Rather than promoting open-mindedness and tolerance, the internet appears to have enabled Chinese students around the world to share
and reinforce each other’s nationalistic views and emotions while engaging
in “cyber-bullying” of “traitorous” dissenting voices.
This chapter begins with a review of existing literature on political socialization, focusing especially on studies of post-Tiananmen China. Next, it
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analyzes the “new” patriotism exhibited in recent years by Chinese students
studying overseas. While many see themselves as savvy, cosmopolitan, independent thinkers, analysis of their rhetorical forms and topical preoccupations clearly shows the influence of the political discourse to which they
were exposed at school. Finally, the chapter also features vignettes of several Chinese students who have come to adopt a more critical perspective
vis-à-vis mainstream patriotic discourse, highlighting the aspects of their
experience that appear to have prompted this stance.

Political socialization, identity, and citizenship
Political socialization refers to a process of identity formation by which a
junior member of a group or institution is taught its values, attitudes, and
behaviors. Through political socialization, citizens acquire a complex set
of beliefs, feelings, and information enabling them to comprehend, evaluate, and relate to the political world. Dawson and Prewitt (1969) stress that
early orientation serves as a lens through which political events and experiences later in life are refracted (p. 24). Emphasizing the importance of
experiential rather than simply textual messages, Dewey (1938) also argues
that individuals’ thinking is closely associated with the social conditions in
which they are raised, and by the institutional structure of a society. The
identity thus acquired may not be fixed, but is a powerful determinant of
the “horizon within which one is capable of taking a stand” (Taylor, 1989,
p. 27).
In modern societies, schooling is one of the primary influences on young
people’s political socialization (Hooghe, 2004). In democracies, schools typically see themselves as offering opportunities for young people to acquire
civic knowledge and values in preparation for active political engagement
(Print, 2007). Political socialization under Communist regimes tends to
take a more explicitly didactic approach, stressing the importance of order
and obedience to party leadership (Cheng, 2009).
Despite the persistence of early orientation, de-socialization and resocialization – unlearning and relearning – do happen in contexts of “reality
shock” (Direnzo, 1990, p. 37). An orientation constructed through political socialization can be undermined through lapses in “congruence” and
“consistency”; “when political orientations acquired during one period
(childhood, for example) are not congruent with the characteristics and
expectations of political roles during another (adulthood)” (Dawson and
Prewitt, 1969, p. 82); or when there is inconsistency in the messages conveyed by different agents of political learning. In authoritarian contexts, it
is often difficult for citizens to gain the information necessary to critique
political orthodoxy. Yet, as China’s Communist elites concluded from the
collapse of the Soviet Union, ideological inconsistency can prove extremely
damaging to the legitimacy even of a regime possessing all the instruments
of totalitarian repression.
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Political socialization in post-Tiananmen China
Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), political socialization processes have been tightly controlled by the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP). As Yang Jisheng, author of Tombstone: The Great
Famine has emphasized, the Party is the power center, truth center, and
information center. Deviation from core official messages is banned and
dissenting voices are liable to be silenced. Youths of each generation are
exposed to a consistent program of indoctrination reflecting the regime’s
contemporary political concerns. This pattern of intra-generational consistency of values, and divides between generations, inspired the concept
of “generational thinking.” Barmé (1999) observes that while in former
Communist Eastern Europe middle-aged dissidents were able to convey to
the young some sense of an oppositional tradition and a broader intellectual heritage, student protesters in late 1980s’ China tended to be ignorant
of the activism of previous generations (even the Democracy Wall of the
late 1970s). The post-Tiananmen generation likewise knows little about the
events of 1989 (He, 2014).
Well aware of the delegitimizing effects of the 1989 military crackdown on
the Communist Party, the post-Tiananmen leadership launched a vigorous
‘Patriotic Education Campaign’ to restore regime authority. Schools, from
kindergarten to university, turned their classrooms into forums for patriotic
education (Meyer, 1990; Price, 1992; Rosen, 1993). Top party organs promulgated various documents,3 including the “Outline on the implementation
of patriotic education” drafted by the Propaganda Department of the CCP’s
Central Committee (1994). Politics and history textbooks were significantly
revised (Hughes, 2006), to emphasize China’s victimhood at the hands of
the West and Japan. Meanwhile, state propaganda has selectively commemorated past national glories, traumas, and humiliations (He, 2007; Wang,
2012). Professor Yuan Weishi of Zhongshan University, criticizing the use of
history to foster blind nationalism and blinkered xenophobia, has described
the younger generation as “sheep raised on wolf’s milk” (2006). Research
in one Chinese middle school found that teachers believed that patriotic
students should “uphold national dignity, as did those students . . . who
protested at a foreign teacher’s display of a map showing Tibet as an independent country” (Fairbrother, 2004, p. 161). During the 1990s, patriotism
became central to the party’s ideological platform (Lee, 1996), displacing
or overshadowing socialist rhetoric and terminology increasingly incongruent with the realities of contemporary China.
The Patriotic Education Campaign intersects with popular discourse
through film, television, the print media, patriotic education sites (such as
museums and memorials), theme parks, and red tourism (see the chapter
by Jiang and Vickers in this volume). Popular nationalism became increasingly evident during the late 1990s, with demonstrations against Japan and
the United States, and books such as China Can Say No, Behind Demonizing
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China, and Unrestricted Warfare: China’s Master Plan to Destroy America,
portraying the West in general, and the US and Japan in particular, as inveterately hostile to China (Gries, 2004). The exuberant vulgarity of many such
books appeared effective in arousing nationalistic sentiment, and was tacitly supported by the party-state (Cheng, 2005). In his essay “Bellicose and
thuggish: The roots of Chinese ‘patriotism’ at the dawn of the twenty-first
century,” Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Liu Xiaobo (2012) listed seven conditions related to the development of what he called “bellicose expansionist
patriotism” (p. 74), emphasizing the centrality of a dictatorial monopoly
over the dissemination of information. His list echoes the major themes in
the 1994 “Outline on the implementation of patriotic education”:
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

A history of feelings of disdain for the world and a powerful feeling of
vanity that the Son of Heaven once ruled All Under Heaven.
A long history of having suffered humiliation at the hands of foreigners and the buildup of popular sentiment for revenge and settling
scores.
Pressure on people’s livelihood because of an extremely large population and natural resources that are insufficient to support it.
Rising diplomatic and military power in the present day.
A solid record over an extended time of education-for-hatred in school
curricula and the misleading of public opinion in controlled media.
A national psychology that regularly alternates between extreme
self-abasement and extreme chauvinism, based on the above
conditions.
A dictatorial regime that can manipulate all of the above.
(Liu, 2012, p. 74)

Revised textbooks for moral education in the post-Tiananmen period
In his analysis of textbooks for the junior high Thought and Values (Sixiang
Pinde) and senior high Thought and Politics (Sixiang Zhengzhi) courses, Vickers
(2009) describes how, since the early 1990s, the curriculum has largely abandoned orthodox Marxism in favor of a modernizing, developmentalist nationalism, in effect redefining “socialism.” Patriotism centered on state and party
now functions, he argues, as “a fundamental source in itself of other values
and aspirations upon which social harmony and progress depend” (p. 69).
The table of contents for the Grade 7 Thought and Values (Sixiang Pinde)
text, listed below, suggests an essentially apolitical emphasis on personal
morality:4
•
•
•
•

Unit One: Be a person of self-respect and self-confidence.
Unit Two: Be a person of self-reliance and self-improvement.
Unit Three: Be a person of strong will.
Unit Four: Be a person that knows the law and respects the law.
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However, the examples used to illustrate particular moral values typically
involve stories or parables calculated to appeal to, or inflame, patriotic sentiment. Civic values and personal “quality” are explicitly linked to nationalist views, sentiments, and behavior.
But the actual impact on popular consciousness of this constant invocation of patriotic themes is hard to pin down. Gries (2004) ascribes outbursts
of popular patriotic indignation during the 1990s, such as the 1999 demonstrations in response to the bombing of China’s Belgrade Embassy, largely
to the intensified official focus on national “humiliation” at the hands of
Western powers. Fong (2004) also sees contemporary students as imbued
with “filial nationalism,” reflecting the strong association of patriotic loyalty
with familial metaphors in school curricula and propaganda. However, others are more skeptical regarding the indoctrinating effects of schooling.
Comparing the values and attitudes of Hong Kong and mainland students,
Fairbrother (2003) concludes that crude indoctrination provokes critical
responses. And following fieldwork in three elite Beijing universities, Zhao
(2002) found that anti-US nationalism was not especially prevalent in the
aftermath of the Belgrade bombing.
The answer perhaps is that the strength of nationalist sentiment – and
the resonance of ‘patriotic’ messages – varies according to individual circumstances, and the issues involved. Recent research by Sinkkonen (2013)
into nationalism among university students suggests that those from rural
backgrounds and (unsurprisingly) Party members are more likely to display
pride in the nation and uncritical loyalty to the Communist state, whereas
those from urban backgrounds (especially non-Party members) are apt to
be more critical. Urban students, like urban residents more broadly, daily
confront the realities of rising pollution, gridlock, overcrowding, and growing competition for employment, education, and housing – experiences liable to prompt skepticism regarding official triumphalism over the nation’s
developmental success. But Sinkkonen found all students, regardless of
background, adamantly opposed to Taiwanese independence (no questions
about Tibet or Xinjiang were posed), and near-unanimous in backing military action to prevent it. Within China, then, students may hold different
opinions regarding the efficacy or wisdom of the Party’s overall developmental strategy, and its implications for their individual prospects. However, they
seem easily convinced of the illegitimacy of aspirations for independence
among peoples on the national periphery – aspirations officially portrayed
as the product of foreign machinations, especially by America. The remainder of this chapter examines how such beliefs appear to be challenged or
reinforced by the experience of overseas study in North America itself.

Standing up for a “rising China”
The year 2008 witnessed an unprecedented global display of Chinese
patriotism, with thousands of flag-waving “China-defenders” rallying to the
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defence of China’s Olympics, protesting against a Western “smear campaign distorting China,” and cursing the Dalai Lama. In April, a student
at Duke University, Grace Wang, was deluged with obscenities and threats
after attempting to mediate between rival groups of Chinese and Tibetan
exile demonstrators. In online forums she was dubbed a “national traitor”
and Chinese netizens undertook a “human flesh search” (renrou sousuo) for
her personal information (Wang, 2008). They posted online her Chinese
name, ID number, and contact information, as well as directions to her
parents’ apartment in Qingdao. After a pot of human feces was dumped
outside her parents’ door, they fled for their safety.
This incident occurred following the unrest in Tibet during March 2008.
Chinese students perceived (admittedly sloppy) reporting by the Western
media as a conscious campaign to distort the facts. A YouTube video entitled (in English) Tibet WAS, IS, and ALWAYS WILL BE a part of China (capitals in the original) was widely circulated among overseas Chinese students
(indeed, it could only be viewed overseas, since YouTube is blocked by
China’s “Great Firewall”):5
This is a video made by an overseas student. Support our motherland
and the central government, and legally and justly denounce all crimes
of splitting our motherland and splitting Tibet!
Chinese netizens were urged to assume responsibility for enlightening
Westerners regarding the real “truth”:
If your blood boils, be sure to leave some English comments on YouTube . . . In the past few days, the blood of many overseas students
has been boiling. They have been expressing in their comments that
the people of the 56 ethnic groups live happily in harmony in China.
Where does oppression of minority groups come from?! [Students leaving comments] tell the true history of China as they know it and use
historical facts to show how, a half century ago, the People’s Liberation Army saved the Tibetan people from the enslavement and brutality
under the Dalai Lama . . . The so-called fair and transparent Western
media has sent people to delete in extraordinary speed the English
comments that tell the truth on YouTube . . . because they only want
the uninformed masses in the West to hear or see distorted facts, accept
the distorted “facts,” not the truth. This is their so-called freedom and
fairness of news media!!
This outburst of nationalist outrage was not entirely unprecedented. Several
North American universities had previously witnessed protests from Chinese students offended at what they saw as the “anti-China” tone of scholarly discussions. In March 2006, MIT professors John Dower and Shigeru
Miyagawa were attacked for their “Visualizing Cultures” project, an online
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archive, because of the inclusion of images of war atrocities inflicted upon
Chinese by the Japanese army. Miyagawa received “a large number of hate
mail and death threat messages.”6 The project was awarded a prize from the
National Endowment for the Humanities, but a “hostile email campaign”
was started, claiming that the project:
insulted all Chinese students, that it failed to recognize the tremendous
suffering of the Chinese people, that foreigners had no right to claim
superior authority over the interpretation of Chinese history, and that
MIT had no business exposing the painful side of Asian history before
the world.
(Perdue, 2006)
Others demanded disciplinary action or worse against Professors Dower
and Miyagawa. The MIT Chinese Student and Scholar Association (CSSA)
stated that this protest was “not about censorship,” but “cultural sensitivity,”
arguing that they were concerned about how the offending images would
“be interpreted” by “a wide audience.” Perdue concluded that “it is very difficult to understand how an educational project dedicated to overcoming
the destructive effects of war, racism, and violence could be seen as doing
just the opposite.”
Protesting students invariably asserted their spontaneity, denying they
were in any sense the tools or dupes of official propaganda. Many perceived
it as their duty, as relatively well-educated and privileged young Chinese, to
defend their country’s honor on the international stage. But if they were
relatively free from direct official manipulation, they were certainly subject to immense peer pressure: online discussions quickly degenerated into
attacks on the “loyalty” or “patriotism” of any discussants daring to query the
orthodox line. Such individuals risked being branded as “national traitors,”
collaborating with “anti-China forces” to “maliciously slander” the motherland. The following section analyzes two instances of online commentary by
outraged student patriots, highlighting the consonance between the values,
languages, and rhetoric embedded in these postings and the conflation of
personal morals and patriotic sentiments in Chinese school texts.
Condemning “national traitors” – and “prostitutes”
In March 2006, during a presentation at the University of Toronto discussing social problems in contemporary China, the presenter, a Chinese
scholar called Wu, was repeatedly interrupted by a group of Chinese students asking “Are you Chinese?” Questioning someone’s “Chineseness”
implies that he or she has betrayed the country and thus is politically disqualified from talking about China. Having never heard of the problems of
prostitution and corruption to which Wu referred, the students claimed she
was lying. After the conference, over 400 messages were posted on Chinese
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student online forums, some calling Wu “a shameless bitch trying to please
Western professors,” labeling her presentation a “Western conspiracy,” or
threatening to “kill this national traitor.”7 The hostility was so intense that
Wu took to writing down the phone number of the university police on the
blackboard before the start of her classes.
In 2008, I was interviewed on the BBC Chinese service regarding the
impact of the Patriotic Education Campaign on student nationalism in postTiananmen China. Overnight, thousands of messages appeared on online
forums worldwide calling me a “national traitor” criticizing China to get
money from “the West.” A posting appeared on the anti-CNN website (run
by Chinese students in China unable to watch CCN) threatening to launch
a “human flesh search” against me, as had previously happened to Grace
Wang at Duke University. Whereas she had been cursed in online messages
as a national traitor who “could only marry a lama now,” I was described as
a traitor whose “body was full of smells of Western men’s sperms.”8
Indeed, the abuse directed at three Chinese women – myself, Wang,
and Wu – was frequently of a crudely sexual nature. Chinese nationalist
discourse, like nationalist discourse more generally, is intensely masculine.
The nation itself is often represented in stereotypically feminine terms as
a “pure,” “innocent,” and vulnerable entity requiring the protection of
stalwart (usually male) patriots (Edwards, 2013). Chinese women seen as
sullying this idealized “motherland,” while also transgressing norms of feminine political passivity, thus face charges of “prostituting” themselves and
their nation to malevolent foreigners. Many responses to my BBC interview
reflected the special venom reserved for a woman perceived as “selling out”
the motherland:
Calgary Immigration Teahouse:
This little woman is pretty. What a waste!9
German Hotline:
There are always so-called elites in foreign countries who insult their
motherland in exchange for a few bones. The only difference this time
is that this is a bitch.10
Anti-CNN:11
I can see that you are nothing but a prostitute fucked by whites in America all the time.
The most detestable people in this world are not Americans, nor Japanese, but Chinese traitors.
“Tangtang zhengzheng”: self-respect vs. national pride
Immediately after the University of Toronto incident, The World Journal, a
Chinese newspaper with offices across North America, published an article
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subtitled “University of Toronto scholar insults China, angry audience
fights back.”12 It said:
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A female Chinese student was so upset that she walked out in
tears . . . Many Chinese students interrogated Wu. Some said that she
was not worthy of her Ph.D. title . . . , while others asked her if she was
indeed Chinese.
In a later interview, Wu told me that she was puzzled as to why students
had taken her discussion of social problems so personally. One student followed Wu in tears after the presentation, accusing her of insulting her, her
mother, China, and the Chinese people.13
However, the habit of associating personal qualities, morals, or sentiments with feelings for one’s nation is something that schooling in China
attempts to inculcate from an early age. For example, the conflation of
self-respect with national pride is evident in a recent Thought and Values
(Sixiang Pinde) text, where “the happiness of self-respect” is illustrated
through an account of patriotic rejoicing at Hong Kong’s return to Chinese
rule in 1997. At this moment, students are told, “Every Chinese person felt
an incomparable sense of dignity and happiness” (cited in Vickers, 2009,
p. 70). The lesson continues with a summary emphasizing the relationship
between self-respect and collective approval: “We are happy when others
show approval and when communities and societies praise us because our
needs for self-respect are satisfied.”14
Students who attacked Wu were clearly inclined to take personally her
perceived slights to national dignity:
Whatever problems our country has, . . . Wu’s mockery of the land that
has nurtured her is nothing but a betrayal of her ancestors. How can
anyone defend someone who harms her own country and has no sense
of national dignity?15
Wu was further described as the reverse of the ideal of an upright and dignified (tangtang zhengzheng) Chinese person:
We must be upright and dignified as Chinese. Such devious behaviors
have never been tolerated in our civilization of five thousand years.
What Wu does is block developments and [is] therefore anti-China.
Since you are all patriots, why do you need to care about your relationships with a traitor?16
This term “upright and dignified” appears repeatedly in online condemnations of “national traitors.” It also features in the Thought and Values text, in
a chapter entitled “Let’s choose determination.” This tells the story of a lazy
student who is awakened to his error while reading a book on the Opium
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Wars, when he is “struck by a sentence: ‘Not studying leads to backwardness,
and backwardness leads to getting beaten’.” He then resolves “to study hard
in order to become a dignified and imposing (tangtang zhengzheng) Chinese
person who would never submit to foreign bullying” (cited in Vickers, 2009,
p. 70).
Wu’s lecture was interpreted in various postings as evidence of a
broader Western conspiracy against China. These often reflect a deep
skepticism regarding the vaunted “freedom” of the American media, suggesting that many students perceive Western reporting on China through
the prism of their experience of state-controlled media back home. They
are quite aware that China’s media, and their high school textbooks, present a distorted picture of the world (and of China itself). However, when
confronted with Western reporting that, on certain China-related issues,
appears to follow a uniform line diametrically opposed to Communist
orthodoxy, many are inclined to see this as the outcome of some insidious program aimed at undermining China itself. Far from home in an
alien society, confronted with overwhelmingly negative portrayals of
their country, and primed with resentment of national “humiliation” at
Western hands, many seemingly feel driven to rally to the defense of what
they know to be a flawed regime:
Chairman Mao said, either the east wind prevails over the west wind,
or the west wind prevails over the east wind. The Western mainstream
has never stopped slandering Chinese culture; it also put those slanders
into textbooks so as to inculcate them in young Western minds.17
In her published response to The World Journal report, Wu pointed out
that the materials she had cited were all officially published within China,
and that she had meant to conclude her talk by observing that the CCP
leadership was determined to crack down on corruption, but that she had
been prevented from making this point due to the furor caused by her earlier remarks.18 One Chinese student who attended Wu’s talk commented
to me that, after witnessing the tirade to which Wu was subjected, “I told
myself that I will never criticize China again. I don’t want to be thought of
as unpatriotic.”
“Progress and strength”: self-confidence vs. national achievements
The postings condemning me after my BBC interview were similar to those
attacking Wu, but much more numerous, coming from as far afield as New
Zealand, Germany, and China itself. The internet functioned as a virtual
space where students within China and across the world could gather to
affirm each other’s “patriotism.” The China-based Anti-CNN website, set
up in 2008 following the Tibet uprising and Olympic torch protests, epitomizes this function. Although official media controls ironically meant that
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students within China had little or no actual access to CNN, they created a
website to fight against CNN’s “twisted reporting.” It quickly gained popularity as a platform on which Chinese students worldwide could fulminate
against Western malevolence and hypocrisy, and against “traitors” siding
with the nation’s enemies. For China’s “angry youth” (fenqing), CNN came
to symbolize the existence of a coordinated anti-China plot by the West,
whose leaders manipulated their media to maliciously slander China.
I was labeled a national traitor on several online forums, where my
treachery was ascribed to various motives: money, degrees, fame, and social
status. The following postings are a representative sample (of a total of
thousands):19
BBC Chinese:
Ms He Xiaoqing, I understand that, because of your position and your
sponsor, that’s all that you can say. But have you ever considered why
so many overseas Chinese students who have been “educated” by the
Western media nonetheless oppose the Western media?20
German Hotline:21
Just another selling her own nation for career development. Western
proverbs always say, after one sells his soul to the devil, his desires will
be satisfied. She is this kind of person.
If she doesn’t say things like this, how could she graduate?
How could she get funding without writing this way?
Anti-CNN:
I would like to ask this doctor what, in her eyes, is more important than
one’s nation and one’s native country. Scum like her sell their Chinese
identity for bread in foreign land and criticize China in exchange for
fame. I hope your dream comes true!22
The fact that most of these students chose to study in Western universities
might suggest some recognition of the relationship between institutional
“quality” and academic freedom. However, at least when it came to Chinarelated issues, student netizens seemed reluctant to accept that academics
should discuss and analyze social and political problems, rather than simply
identify, celebrate, and replicate “achievements.” Their perception of Western academia, as of the media, appeared to be refracted through the prism
of their experience in China, where scholars frequently act as mouthpieces
for Party-approved messages. And their acute sensitivity to perceived Western “insults” (and associated Chinese “treachery”) again echoes messages
prominent in official media and the school curriculum.
The Thought and Values (Sixiang Pinde) texts afford a prime example, in
the form of a lesson entitled Be a Self-Confident Chinese Person, whose very title
encourages students to comprehend self-confidence in an ethno-national
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context. The lesson cites the experience of Dong Di-Zhou, a well-known
Chinese scientist who studied in Belgium. Humiliated by a Western student’s remark that China was poor because the Chinese were “stupid,”
Dong retorts “I can’t allow you to insult my compatriots and my motherland!” He challenged the student to a competition to see who would get
their Ph.D. first, and he won. The story is followed by an assigned question:
“In today’s society, how are we going to demonstrate the self-confidence of
Chinese?” The lesson then concludes with a summary that intertwines selfconfidence, a personal quality, with China’s achievements and rising status
on the international stage:
Only when we unite individual destiny with the development of our
motherland can our own self-confidence rest on a solid foundation.
Individual self-confidence without national confidence has no value
and no significance. Since the establishment of New China, especially
since the Reform and Opening period, our country has become daily
more prosperous. This has given every one of us Chinese unprecedented pride and confidence on the international stage.23
In the same unit, a lesson entitled Singing Loudly a Song of Self-Confidence
emphasizes the importance of Noticing Progress and Strength, declaring that:
As long as we are doing better than yesterday, that’s achievement. That
shows that we have progressed. Isn’t that true? As long as we pay attention we will feel that we are making progress every day.24
Many students respond to criticisms of China’s government by arguing that
national achievements – the country’s progress and strength – should be
emphasized in Western media reports and scholarly works about China.
Many were inclined to interpret discussion of China’s social and political
problems as evidence of a continuing imperialist plot to demonize China
and stymie the nation’s rise, seeing my work as complicit in this conspiracy:
Anti-CNN:
She targeted us AC [Anti-CNN], which proves that those of us against
CNN hit the tender spot of the anti-China forces.25
BBC Chinese:
A self-righteous overseas student who doesn’t even realize that she was
brainwashed by anti-China thoughts!
If you tell Americans that the U.S. is the most hegemonic and inhuman and so on, the Americans would definitely rape you and then kill
you . . . Chairman Mao was right: the imperialists’ wish for our death
never dies.26

Overseas Chinese student nationalism 327
A number of students defended the record of the CCP regime with reference
to its “economic achievements” and its protection of the nation against a
malevolent West – an enterprise demanding the patriotic commitment of
all Chinese youth:
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BBC Chinese:
Without the Communist Party, China would not have had the economic
achievement everybody is praising today. If the Chinese Communist
Party doesn’t represent China, who does? Traitors like you?27
German Hotline:
The Chinese government represents the interests of the great majority
of the Chinese population. Its legitimacy is indisputable. It is Western
governments that call themselves legitimate while what they do is like
hanging out a sheep’s head but selling dog-meat.28
In response to my comments that students inside China were not wellinformed, many students took to cyberspace to angrily dismiss my observations, again claiming to spot a Western conspiracy at work:
Anti-CNN:
With the development of the internet, Chinese youths today . . . can
learn of everything historical, domestic, or international. So, it is just
nonsense to say that the post-1989 generation is deprived of the right
to be informed.29
German Hotline:
I only feel that the majority of overseas students nowadays have a much
clearer mind than Dr He. Our patriotism is based on our objective and
comprehensive understanding of history with no self-interest involved.30
“Guoqing”: self-improvement vs. national setbacks
Many students, while acknowledging the existence of unspecified “problems,” invoked the filial imperative to trust, love, and defend the CCP
regime as one would one’s parents:
German Hotline:
You won’t stop loving your dad and your mom simply because they
quarrel and beat each other.31
While dwelling on the depredations of nineteenth-century imperialism as if
they had taken place only yesterday, many students dismissed the relevance
of more recent calamities such as the ‘Great Leap’ Famine, the Cultural
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Revolution or the suppression of the 1989 Student Movement to discussions
of contemporary China:
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Anti-CNN:
This author talks nonsense! I have heard of 1989. As for the Cultural
Revolution, it is on TV and in history books. Who wouldn’t know? This
has nothing to do with patriotism. What is past is past.32
German Hotline:
Who said we don’t know the Cultural Revolution? Even if it is not in
our textbooks, teachers and parents will talk about it. That was an age
of insanity. But internal contradictions among the people are different
from conflicts among nations. They are two different things.33
These comments suggest not total dismissal of the relevance of the past
(after all, China’s claim to Tibet very definitely rests on a particular view of
history), nor an ignorance of the less glorious episodes of CCP rule; they
indicate a strong objection to ‘washing China’s dirty linen’ before a Western audience – an objection grounded in the absolute conviction of Western malevolence.
The language in which students urge a “forward-looking” perspective,
portraying CCP-instigated disasters as unfortunate but ultimately minor
blips in an upwards trajectory of progress and improvement, is again readily identifiable in school textbooks. A Thought and Values lesson on selfimprovement, featuring pictures of figures from Chinese history “who
never stopped improving themselves” states that:
Self-improvement is a national spirit that our nation developed over
thousands of years. It is exactly because of such a spirit that the Chinese
nation has been able to thrive despite all its ups and downs; we have
become stronger as a result of our difficulties, so that we are now able
to stand proudly before the world as a self-reliant nation.34
Once again, the assigned exercise reflects the conflation of national experience with that of individual citizens. Students are asked to provide examples of self-improving behavior on the part of their peers, family members,
and themselves. Worth noting here is the explicit assumption that an individual’s behavior is subject to collective judgment, and that the individual
should take note of these judgments in assessing his or her own behavior.
This assumption is clearly reflected in the online barrage of criticism to
which individuals such as myself and Dr Wu have been subjected.
A lesson entitled Let Setbacks Enrich Our Lives explains that “setbacks may
arise from a number of causes, including, commonly, unpredictable and
unpreventable natural disasters.”35 The man-made Great Famine of 1958–62
is described in the textbook as the result of “Three Years’ of Natural Disasters.”
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The 2008 Sichuan Earthquake is likewise described as an example of a natural
calamity, despite the fact that many of the schoolchildren killed by the quake
died as the result of shoddily constructed school buildings (Ramzy, 2008).
The Chinese student netizens cited here see themselves as independent
thinkers spontaneously rallying to the defense of their nation, yet analysis of their rhetorical forms and topical preoccupations clearly suggests
that official programs of political socialization, whether delivered through
schooling or other media, play a significant role in framing their vision of
China and its place in the world. But messages critical of the Chinese government are not absent on such online forums, even if they are typically
overwhelmed by a deluge of nationalist vituperation. And online comments
often make the valid point that contemporary Chinese nationalism is not
simply the product of Communist Party-instigated “brainwashing.” Chinese
nationalism has indeed been a popular force for at least a century, as far
back as the May Fourth Movement, especially among university students
and educated urban “intellectuals.” Rather than creating nationalist sentiment out of thin air, the CCP has successfully sought to identify itself with
nationalism, manipulating it for its own ends as it did during the anti-Japan
War (1937–45) (Mitter, 2013; Vickers, 2013).
Still, it is striking that such strident rhetoric, redolent of Red Guard
hyperbole, should issue from privileged members of a generation that has
experienced rapid economic development, increased openness to the outside world, heightened rights consciousness within Chinese society (Pei,
2003), and a concomitant – albeit constrained – growth in civic activism
(Kelly, 2006). Moreover, the student comments cited here (selected from
among thousands of similar ones) suggest that the opportunity to study on
a cosmopolitan campus in the democratic West is by no means guaranteed
to prompt greater political tolerance, broad-mindedness, and self-criticism.
It is of course also possible that some students adopt a patriotic posture as
a kind of performance, designed to gain precisely that kind of peer approval
alluded to in the foregoing textbook extract. A study conducted ten years
after the crushing of the Student Movement (Chan, 1999) found that compared to their more politically active 1980s’ predecessors, the post-1989
cohort appeared more pragmatic and, in some respects, cynical. It is possible
that patriotic posturing may have been undertaken, at least by some, more as
an apolitically motivated attempt to “fit in” with a Chinese peer-group – an
impulse perhaps reinforced by the alarming novelty of living far from home
in an alien environment – rather than as the expression of any deep-seated
political beliefs. However, it is hard to regard the often hysterical outbursts
cited above merely as instances of cynical “acting out.”

Cases of de-socialization and re-socialization
Just as it is important to acknowledge that not all Chinese students subscribe with equal vehemence to the patriotic orthodoxy, and the varying
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motivations of those who do so, it must also be noted that some do come
to question and reject the messages ingrained through prior socialization.
De-socialization and re-socialization can occur when a person is prompted
to confront incongruities between his or her orientation and observable
political and social reality, or inconsistencies among the messages of different agents. Drawing on interviews and discussions with overseas Chinese students, this section illustrates how, in certain circumstances, this can occur.
Peers
Ling36 was a young doctoral student in the natural sciences. Once when
we were discussing Tibet, she told me that she used to volunteer to “throw
shoes” at the Dalai Lama. “I used to believe that he was a bad guy. That’s
what we were taught,” she told me with some embarrassment.
“What do you mean by ‘throw shoes’?” I asked.
“When we heard that he was coming to speak, I volunteered to hit him
with shoes to protest. I wasn’t the only student who wanted to do that.
I thought that was “patriotic.”
“What made you change?”
“My boyfriend. When the topic of Tibet was first brought up, we had a
terrible argument. I thought he had been brainwashed by the West –
his parents were from China but he was born and grew up in the US.
He told me the Dalai Lama was not a bad guy. If someone else had
told me this, I would have assumed they were trying to brainwash me.
But since I trusted my boyfriend and I knew that he loved me and he
would not lie to me, I started to listen. Gradually I learned that many
of the things I used to take as ‘truth’ were not true at all. It was I who
had been brainwashed.”
“Do you think that you would have changed if someone like me, another
Chinese, had tried to tell you what your boyfriend told you?”
“Probably not. I would probably have thought that you were a ‘national
traitor’!”
Another doctoral student in the field of education told an almost identical
story – relating how she had almost split up with her boyfriend following an
argument over Tibet, but had been persuaded to listen to him.
But romance was not always sufficient to overcome “patriotism.” Deng,
a doctoral student in the natural sciences, supplied a counter-example. He
had begun dating a Taiwanese student, but recalled being concerned from
an early stage that their relationship might not last due to the girl’s “wrong
attitude” regarding Taiwan’s status:
She disagreed with me when I told her that Taiwan was part of China, and
that if they ever try to be independent, we should bomb them . . . She
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made it sound as if I was bullying her, but she had to understand the
bigger principle of national interest. We are Chinese and we should do
what is best for our country. For the sake of national sovereignty, Taiwan should return to China. She was not a selfish person in daily life,
but it drove me crazy to see her selfishness in defending Taiwan and
forgetting that she was Chinese.
Deng eventually ended the relationship – although, some years later, after
graduating and taking a job in a large company (based in North America),
he confessed that he sometimes regretted this decision.
Teachers
Following my BBC interview, when I was receiving floods of hate mail, Rong
was one of very few Chinese friends who told me that he agreed with me
and shared the same concerns. Some time later, after he attended a talk of
mine on the 1989 Tiananmen movement, he explained what it was that had
made him sympathetic to my position.
“1989 was the turning point of my life,” Rong said to me, after everyone
else had left.
“I thought you were just a young kid then,” I replied.
“Yes, I was. And for many years, I just believed what I was told – June
4 was a riot and the students were used by foreign forces. That was
what everyone said – my parents, teachers, school-friends, and neighbours . . . But when I was at college, one year on June 4, my professor
told us about his own experience at that time. He was a professor I
respected and trusted. He was very emotional. We were all shocked.
That was the turning point in my life. If it had not been for that professor, I wouldn’t have been here at your talk today.”
But Rong is perhaps among a minority who experience this sort of Pauline
conversion on being confronted with an account of the Tiananmen events
at variance with the official one. Han, a post-doctoral fellow, was older than
students mentioned above, but young enough to have been exposed to
the post-Tiananmen Patriotic Education Campaign during the 1990s. She
told me that, during her doctoral studies in the US, when her professor
mentioned Tiananmen in class, she was at first completely incredulous.
“I went home and Googled the topic and saw those horrible pictures and
videos. I cried,” she recalled. Nonetheless, she still insists that the students
should not have challenged the government in 1989; that given China’s
special conditions (or guoqing), the regime needs time to change the country; and that the Party can claim credit for considerable achievements and
progress. These arguments closely echo those typically deployed by the
Party itself.
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Often Chinese students tell me that their views of Chinese history and
politics are largely based on what they have heard from parents or other
older relatives. A doctoral student of history once commented to me:
I don’t understand why those students didn’t go to the library and read
some books before they repeated what their parents and the Chinese
government told them. Can’t they just read a few books before they
talk? I never have patience debating with these people.
Jie was a high school student from Beijing who took my summer school
seminar on the Tiananmen Massacre. “My parents told me that, as a Chinese, I have to learn what happened in 1989,” she told the class. The week
after we finished readings on the military crackdown, instead of justifying
the regime’s actions as other Chinese students had often done, she got
emotional in class: “How come I didn’t know anything about this all these
years? Those were the streets I walked every day. Such a horrible thing happened in my city and I didn’t know anything about it!”
Qian was an undergraduate student from China who had learned about
the Tiananmen Massacre before coming to Harvard. “My dad told me about
the massacre when I was in high school,” she told me:
But my mother was unhappy that my father told me political stuff
because she was worried that I would say incorrect things in school and
would get into trouble. My mother thought I should focus on my studies and avoid politics. But my father talked about politics at dinner. I
came from a small town and from a non-elite school. If it had not been
for my father, I would have known nothing.
However, like Han, Qian also thought that the students in 1989 shouldn’t
have upset the government in the first place. I have observed that there are
two layers of the effect of the Patriotic Education Campaign: facts and values. Students have been fed an official version of key historical episodes, for
example of the Great Famine as a “three-year natural disaster.” It is comparatively easy to challenge their detailed knowledge of particular events, but far
more difficult to prompt them to reconsider issues of causation and consequence. Even after coming to accept previously unknown details concerning
the nature of the 1989 protests and the brutality of their suppression, most
students continue to insist that, were it not for the military crackdown, China
would not have come to enjoy the stability and prosperity it has today.
The internet and access to information
Heng was a natural science student at a Canadian university. He told me that
he had come a long way from “being extremely nationalistic and resentful
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of anti-China forces in the West” – believing, for example, that “national
unity” should be achieved at whatever cost, including military force. Heng
described the impact on him of the Patriotic Education Campaign as qian
yi mo hua – meaning that it had taken a gradual hold over his consciousness
over such a long period that he could not say when the process had begun.
Not only his lessons, but various rituals and activities such as flag-raising,
watching patriotic movies, and visiting the tombs of revolutionary martyrs,
had taught him two things: to love the country, and to hate its enemies. He
listed five stories he remembered from his textbooks about how overseas
Chinese had fought against foreign bullying to maintain national pride.
Relentless exposure to accounts in textbooks and in newspapers aimed
at youth (Xiaoxuesheng Xuexi Bao, Xiao Zhuren Bao, Zhongguo Shaonian Bao) of
various instances of foreign “bullying” of China, and of the role of the CCP in
restoring national strength and pride, had made a deep impression on Heng.
He remembered being especially struck by essays by children of his own age,
featured in such youth publications, denouncing those intent on “splitting”
China. He came to believe that America was the reason that China couldn’t
take back (shoufu) Taiwan; for him, the United States came to embody evil:
After the US bombing of the Chinese embassy in Yugoslavia, newspapers and TV news were full of stories of how the families of the three
Chinese journalists had been destroyed. There were student demonstrations but we as primary school students didn’t take part. We participated
in signing a petition to the General Secretary of the United Nations.
The essay topic for the National Exam that year was If Memory Could be
Transplanted. One student wrote his essay as a letter to the President of
the United States, saying that he wanted to transplant the memories of
the family members of the three Chinese journalists to the American
President. That article really made me feel a surge of emotions. America
became the biggest enemy in my mind. Anyone who was against the
US became my hero, including Saddam Hussein, Gaddafi, Castro, and
Che Guevara . . . When I entered junior high school, we learned about
the hypocrisy of the American election system and the superiority of
our country’s political system. When 9/11 happened, we celebrated and
considered it a great pity that the White House had not been hit.
The real change didn’t happen until my later years at college, when I
learned how to “scale the wall,” and to use Google and Wikipedia instead
of Baidu and Baidu encyclopedia. I started to read lots of books and articles that I had not been able to read before, including those by young
people of my age who were reflecting on problems in China. I think my
transformation from an extreme nationalist to anti-nationalism happened
because of three conditions: first, the official propaganda was too different from the reality; two, independent critical thinking; third, and most
important, access to information via the internet outside the firewall.
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Like Heng, Zhan was another student who told me that free access to
information was the key to his change in attitude:
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Since I lived near Hong Kong, I was able to have comparatively more
access to information when I grew up. For example, I had participated
in the candlelight vigil at Victoria Park [in Hong Kong] three times.
After learning about what happened on June 4, I no longer believed
what the Party told us.
Now every summer when I return to China, my friends inside the country assume that overseas Chinese students are more open-minded and
free-minded, but based on my experience, I tell them that the opposite
is the case. I think the education we receive in China builds an internal
wall within each of us. If we want to grow into a normal citizen, we have
to learn how to “break the wall” [this was the English expression he
used]. It is a pity that many Chinese students don’t try to break this wall
after they leave China; instead, when seeing others trying to do so, they
try to maintain it. I don’t know why they do that. Maybe because they
are beneficiaries of the system inside the country, or maybe because
they want to attach themselves to state power, or for reasons of pride.
But no matter what, unless they are triggered by something, they will
not consciously try to break the wall, it won’t fall down of its own accord.
Immunity to indoctrination
Unlike most of those who claimed in their online postings to be immune to
“indoctrination,” some students genuinely do seem to have become inoculated against patriotic education, perhaps as a result of experiences that
set them apart from the majority of their peers, overwhelmingly from the
relatively prosperous, urban middle classes. In the cases of Wan and Lang,
their rural background perhaps set them apart. Wan was born and grew up
in a village, and was the only child from his area who managed to go to college. He even made it on to the Ph.D. program. He remembered growing
up in an environment where few paid much attention to politics. All that
he did was to try to get into a high school so as to make it out of his village
and then to college:
I started to read lots of books in college and participated in discussion groups and seminars. Coming to the US was really a turning point.
I started to get to know stories about dissidents such as Ai Weiwei. I
was able to follow news on social media and learned the price dissidents have been paying and had to pay to make a difference. I feel that
nobody, including myself, can be free from the trap of the authoritarian society. I think we just need to use our common sense when we
consider what is important. I am not sure what I can do. I want to live in
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truth, as Havel put it, both for my personal life and my academic life. I
hope Chinese can live a life with dignity. Without personal dignity and
rule of law, what’s the point of having the so-called national sovereignty
and unity as the propaganda preaches?
Lang was also born and raised in a village, but was prompted to question
political orthodoxy when she went to work as a journalist after graduating
from college. Through this work, she became well informed about the sorts
of people and incidents that Wan didn’t get to learn about until after he
had left the country.
Wan and Lang’s background and experience appeared to render them
more predisposed to question the official orthodoxy than the common run
of overseas students – although Sinkkonen’s research (2013) indicates that,
on university campuses within China, students with rural backgrounds are
generally more “nationalistic” than their urban counterparts. It is impossible to generalize from two cases, but it may be that rural students, who
typically have to struggle much harder to climb the ladder of academic success, and who confront widespread urban prejudice against “peasants,” are
somewhat less susceptible to peer pressure. Within China, this may manifest
itself in a tendency to identify their own considerable achievement in reaching college with the achievements of the Chinese nation, as well as a defiant
assertion of a “Chinese” identity that, at least notionally, places them on an
equal footing with the privileged urban sophisticates who predominate on
university campuses. In the overseas Chinese student community, where
rural students find themselves even more outnumbered by wealthy urban
elites, a reluctance among some to be dragooned into an elite-dominated
peer group may manifest itself in a distancing from the mass hysteria of
anti-Western nationalism, and a greater openness to new ideas. But such
speculative hypothesizing requires testing through further research.

Discussion
It might be expected that the opportunity to study abroad, affording as it
does access to a more open media and a wider range of information, would
prompt overseas students to adopt a more critical stance on international
and Chinese affairs. However, the experiences recounted here suggest
that this is by no means necessarily the case; indeed, in many instances the
opposite is true. Moreover, the current cohort of overseas Chinese students
seems, overall, far less critically inclined, and more self-consciously “patriotic,” than their 1980s predecessors. Why is this so?
The parallels drawn here between the language deployed by students in
online blogs and official discourse on patriotism and personal virtue – as
manifested in school textbooks – suggests that part of the explanation lies
in the ongoing “Patriotic Education Campaign,” now more than two decades old. This has sought, through schooling and the broader media, to
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drum into every student the vision of a China at once triumphantly resurgent and imperiled by the machinations of its old “imperialist” foes. In
the 1980s, the Chinese students who made it to the West were often older
individuals on scholarships, with direct experience of persecution during
the Cultural Revolution. Tempered by poverty and hardship, and acutely
conscious of China’s “backwardness,” they were perhaps largely inoculated
against the blandishments of official propagandists. Of the far larger number of overseas Chinese students studying today,37 a far greater proportion
are in their early or mid-twenties – the spoilt scions of one-child urban
households affluent even by Western standards, with little experience of life
outside the school or college classroom. Intelligent enough to realize that
the media – in the West as in China – are susceptible to political manipulation, and primed to expect Western hostility, many react with petulant
dogmatism when, as they see it, this hostility reveals itself. Privileged beneficiaries of China’s “rise,” often unwilling to contemplate the costs this has
incurred among less privileged groups within their own society, many students take it upon themselves to defend the honor of the Motherland and
to lecture ignorant Westerners on the realities of China’s guoqing (“national
conditions”).
The patriotism with which young Chinese are inculcated is underlain by
a powerful emphasis on collectivism, with textbooks preaching the gospel
of “one for all and all for one” (Vickers, 2009, p. 73). But this is combined
with an intensely competitive ethos – epitomized by the college entrance
examinations (the gaokao), and reinforced by other rituals and practices
of schooling (Kipnis, 2011). The tensions thus generated help to explain
the extremely high reported prevalence of cyber-bullying among Chinese
schoolchildren (Bhat et al., 2013), a habit that, if the instances cited here
are any guide, students in North America appear to have brought with them
from home.
How, then, can we characterize the vision of citizenship revealed in the
actions and words of overseas students? The need for collective approval –
the regard for the opinion of their peers – is, as we have seen, something that
schooling explicitly seeks to reinforce in Chinese students, while emphasizing the importance of patriotism as the ultimate standard of approval.
Finding themselves, usually for the first time, a minority in a purportedly
hostile foreign land, though among numerous fellow-nationals in a similar predicament, a laager mentality sets in. The extent to which Chinese
student life on foreign campuses is actively, if surreptitiously, policed by
agents of the Chinese state is beyond the scope of this study, though it cannot be discounted. However, their socialization appears to have successfully
implanted in the minds of many students a thought policeman – often a
thuggish one – constantly on the alert for manifestations of disloyalty to the
national collectivity. The consequences are disturbing for those who find
themselves on the receiving end of nationalist abuse, but perhaps more so
for China itself.
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Notes
1 The protesting student wrote a journal about the incident and posted it online:
www.douban.com/note/314298921/. The link still works (as of February 23,
2014), but public access to the journal has now been blocked by the author.
2 See reflections on the Zhang Xuan incident: www.zhihu.com/question/21981183/answer/19930439.
3 For example, Chinese Communist Party Central Committee, “Aiguozhuyi jiaoyu
shishi gangyao (Outline on the implementation of patriotic education),” in Q.
Guo (ed.) Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo jiaoyu fa quanshu (Complete Education Laws
of the People’s Republic of China), Beijing: Beijing Broadcasting Institute Press,
1994, pp. 117–22; State Education Commission of the People’s Republic of
China, Zhongxue deyu gangyao (Secondary Education Moral Education Guidelines),
Shanghai: Shanghai Education Press, 1995; State Education Commission of
the People’s Republic of China, Xiaoxue deyu gangyao (Primary Education Moral
Education Guidelines), Shanghai: Shanghai Education Press, 1993.
4 Sixiangpide QiNianji Xiace (2008, 3rd edition), Beijing: Renmin Jiaoyu Chubanshe
(Beijing: People’s Education Publisher). My translation.
5 Tibet Belongs to China. Retrieved February 20, 2014 from www.youtube.com/
watch?v=cwzutCFYcbM.
6 Gleltzman, B. The Tech, April 28, 2006, volume 126, number 21. Front page.
7 BBS messages respectively on Care-free Canada (Jiaguo Wuyou, www.51.ca),
March 29, 2006; Chinese Undergraduates Association University of Toronto
(CUAUT), April 2, 2006; and CUAUT, March 30, 2006.
8 Kacheng Chaguan Jiaxi Luntan (Calgary Immigration Teahouse Free Board).
Message posted by Qiutian de Caomu on December 11, 2008. Retrieved February
21, 2014 from www.calgarychinese.com/china8863/cgi-bin/topic.cgi?forum=67
&topic=24970&start=10&show=.
9 Ibid.
10 BBS messages posted on Deguo Rexian (German Hotline) by “resignedBuddha1” on December 12, 2008. Retrieved December 22, 2008 from www.dolc.de/
forum/viewthread.php?tid=859231&extra=page%3D1&page=8.
11 BBS messages posted on April Youth Community, Anti-CCN website, on
December 17, 2008. Link no longer available.
12 Ma Yue, “First U of T China Conference: Specialists all agree ‘China Rising’
provides the best business opportunities that shouldn’t be missed,” The World
Journal, March 26, 2006.
13 This is based on my interview with Wu about the incident.
14 Sixiangpide QiNianji XiacCe (2008, 3rd edition), Beijing: Renmin Jiaoyu
Chubanshe (Beijing: People’s Education Publisher), p. 4. My translation.
15 BBS message on Chinese Undergraduates Association University of Toronto (CUAUT),
March 30, 2006.
16 BBS message on CUAUT, posted by Hardcore on March 28, 2006.
17 BBS message on CUAUT, posted by Hardcore on April 2, 2006.
18 Wu Xiaoyan, “In response to the World Journal Report,” The World Journal, April
15, 2006.
19 Most of the messages below are translations from Chinese. Some of the links are
no longer active/available.
20 Comment on BBC Chinese under my interview report. Posting date not indicated. Retrieved on February 22, 2014 from http://news.bbc.co.uk/chinese/
simp/hi/newsid_7770000/newsid_7777700/7777739.stm.
21 BBS messages posted on Deguo Rexian (German Hotline) on December 12,
2008. Retrieved December 22, 2008 from www.dolc.de/forum/viewthread.php?
tid=859231&extra=page%3D1&page=1.
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22 BBS message posted on April Youth Community, Anti-CNN website, on
December 17, 2008. Link no longer available.
23 Sixiangpide Qinianji XiacCe (2008, 3rd edition), Beijing: Renmin Jiaoyu
Chubanshe (Beijing: People’s Education Publisher), p. 30. My translation.
24 Ibid., p. 27.
25 BBS message posted on April Youth Community, Anti-CNN website, on
December 17, 2008. Link no longer available.
26 Comments on BBC Chinese under my interview report. Posting date not indicated. Retrieved February 22, 2014 from http://news.bbc.co.uk/chinese/simp/
hi/newsid_7770000/newsid_7777700/7777739.stm.
27 Ibid.
28 BBS messages posted on Deguo Rexian (German Hotline) by “resignedBuddha1” on December 12, 2008. Retrieved December 22, 2008 from www.dolc.de/
forum/viewthread.php?tid=859231&extra=page%3D1&page=2.
29 Ibid.
30 BBS messages posted on Deguo Rexian (German Hotline) on December 12,
2008. Link no longer available.
31 Ibid., message posted by “lulumilly” on December 12, 2008. Retrieved on
December 22, 2008 from www.dolc.de/forum/viewthread.php?tid=859231&ex
tra=page%3D1&page=8. Link no longer active.
32 BBS messages posted on April Youth Community, Anti-CNN website, on
December 17, 2008. Link no longer available.
33 BBS messages posted on Deguo Rexian (German Hotline) on December 13,
2008. Link no longer available.
34 Sixiangpide Qinianji Xiace (2008, 3rd edition), Beijing: Renmin Jiaoyu Chubanshe
(Beijing: People’s Education Publisher), p. 48. My translation.
35 Ibid., p. 61.
36 Names of students have been changed.
37 Chinese students account for 29 percent of international students studying in
the US in 2012–13. This is the largest contingent of foreign students in the US.
See Institute of International Education, Open Doors Data. Retrieved February
22, 2014 from www.iie.org/en/Research-and-Publications/Open-Doors/Data/
International-Students.
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