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Abstract

Peter Zarrow

Textbooks are designed both to impart knowledge and to socialize the younger
generation. They are approved by political or social elites to impart cultural
continuity (collective memory and identity) and prepare the younger generation
for new challenges. In modern society, educational institutions disseminating new
knowledge often challenge existing views. One of the greatest challenges of new
knowledge is to traditional “moral knowledge” that, among its other effects, binds
together communities of memory. Although officials in the late Qing did not wish
to challenge Confucian moral views in any way, they also wished to integrate the
new knowledge with traditional moral knowledge. And politically, they sought to
shore up the monarchy with “loyalism” (zhongjun). However, official desires in
the case of the late Qing were in fact contested.

A national educational system was founded in the early twentieth century, and it
needed textbooks. The Qing government did not prescribe textbooks but allowed
individuals to author them, subject to official approval. Textbook-writers, unlike
high officials, might wish to emphasize patriotism at the expense of loyalty to
the emperor. Furthermore, the actual content of textbooks did not necessarily
represent the conscious intentions of textbook-writers any more than the goals of
officials. This paper examines both official views and the development of “self-
cultivation” (xiushen) in the curriculum. It then goes on to discuss a history
textbook, the author of which stated that he wished to instill students with
patriotism, the historical theme of the unity of the empire, and the progress of the
nation. Yet the textbook itself offered relatively little sense of political or social
progress. Its political narrative highlighted the actions of great men, but these
actions often had tragic consequences. China’s various historical emperors were
military conquerors, not exemplars of virtue. As disseminated in this textbook,
historical knowledge lost most of its moral significance and, in effect, collective

memory was simultaneously challenged and put on a new footing.
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