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Abstract

The evolution of elementary and high school textbooks in early modern
China underwent five stages: the embryonic phase (1840—1896) , the in-
itial phase (1897—1911), the mature phase (1912—1919) , the phase
of radical changes (1920—1926), and the phase of transition (1927—
1936). As an embodiment of cultural choices at the particular historical
age, the progress of the textbooks revealed the social changes and the cul-
tural path of early modern China. They emerged and developed in the very
historical context of China, thus getting deeply involved in the rebuilding
and recreation of early modern Chinese civilization. At the same time, the
political environment, social context, cultural atmosphere and business
practices of modern China made it possible for these textbooks to “rebuild
Chinese civilization” .

This dissertation will regard the contents of the early modern elemen-
tary and high school textbooks in China as “text” or “expression” pro-
duced by authors out of historical needs, will analyze how a nation and a
state selected, organized and retold their “past” with the purpose of crea-
ting a cultural tradition to be shared by the whole nation and state and rec-
reating a civilization of its own. In this study of early modern Chinese text-
books, the research methods of literature study, content-analysis, case-

study and inference are adopted to conduct quantitative and qualitative a-
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nalysis.

Based on a systematic and comprehensive analysis of the elementary
and high school textbooks in early modern China, this study concludes that
the above mentioned textbooks played a significant part in the development
of modern China. By selecting and spreading early modern Chinese and
Western cultures, they contributed to the birth and improvement of a mod-
ern system of academic disciplines, introduced and developed the terms
used in many fields of modern sciences, instilled scientific methods and
rational thinking in the Chinese people, disseminated rich and brand-new
modern scientific knowledge in China, and rebuilt the cognitive horizons of
modern Chinese people. Faced with the conflicts between the old and the
new worldviews, these early modern textbooks, with its patriotic ethos,
nurtured a strong sense of patriotism among Chinese. They brought about
an education of personal cultivation and citizenship, which freed Chinese
people from the control of traditional ethics, defined by the Confucian ide-
as of “the three cardinal guides and the five constant virtues” , and moved
them toward a modern concept of citizenship founded on a sense of rights,
obligation and social contribution. Promoting humanism and modern eth-
ics, the textbooks enlightened Chinese people, encouraged and nurtured
personal independence and liberation of personality, and awakened their
dormant self-awareness. The early Modern textbooks, by introducing per-
sonalized learning and aesthetic education into China, filled the gaps in
traditional Chinese education and broke the bonds that traditional educa-
tion had imposed on human emotions, freed students from expressing their
inner feelings and emotions, and thus contributing greatly to Chinese
people’s character-building, intellectual development, emotion and person-

ality cultivation. In a word, they recast the value system of Chinese peo-
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ple. In the historical context of constant regime changes, these textbooks
disseminated western concept of politics, which is defined by the ideas of
democracy and republic, and thereby changed and reshaped the political
consciousness of many young people, and consequently paved the way for
the major political transformations. When faced with invasions from foreign
countries, early modern textbooks promoted the idea of national independ-
ence and spirits of nationalism, as well as civil rights, which contributed
to the development and maturation of modern ideology of nation and civil
rights in China, reshaped and reinforced Chinese people’s national con-
sciousness and understanding of civil rights. The law textbooks in modern
China promoted the idea of democracy, freedom, equality, rule of law,
freedom of contract, checks and balances, and independence of judiciary
system, brought about a major change in people’s understanding of and at-
titude toward law, exerted great influence on the legal awareness and daily
habits of people from all walks of life, which in turn impacted on the socio-
political development of modern China. With the radical changes taking
place in the daily life of modern Chinese people, early modern textbooks
encouraged Chinese to change their superstitious, ignorant and unscientific
way of life, and advocated and cultivated healthy daily life habits as well
as the proper manners of getting along with people and handling daily life,
especially with respect to physical exercise and personal health. With the
introduction of new knowledge and under the influence of habits and atti-
tudes in these aspects, Chinese people began to evaluate their life and so-
ciety from a new perspective of health and civility.

The rebuilding of Chinese civilization is not only a historically-set goal
of early modern elementary and high school textbooks, but also a cultural

pursuit of many textbooks editors. In their historic attempt to rebuild civili-
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zation, modern textbooks made a major historical contribution in spreading
new knowledge, promoting scientific and rational spirit, reshaping ethics,
remolding character, disseminating the spirit of democracy, introducing
new concepts of politics, improving the quality of education and nurturing
generations of talents.

It is instructive to compare the purity of people-oriented education as
is reflected from the development of elementary and high school textbooks
in early modern China with today’s textbook industry, which is plagued by
the problems of being examination-oriented , over-politicized and over-com-

mercialized.

Key words: textbooks; Editing and publishing; Rebuilding Civiliza-

tion
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