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Abstract The practice of integrating songs into educational research is seen as
an emerging phenomenon, focusing on students’ existential situation from the
perspective of culture. This paper explores the connections between the songs
selected and children’s life experiences in different periods between the 1950s
and the present. There exist numerous songs involving the theme of schoolbags
over the past 70 years. In 14 typical popular songs, the cultural implications of
schoolbags roughly fall into four categories, namely political, emotional, playful,
and visionary, each respectively reflecting different degrees of weight captured
by the song originators. Accompanied by the diversity of musical rhythms and
melodies, the musical images of schoolbags may vary in terms of
phenomenology and schooling culture. The nature of schoolbags in songs keeps
changing, closely related to the micro-political experiences of the singers.
Therefore, as a teaching resource outside the classroom, popular songs exert a

greater influence on students’ spiritual cultivation than formal knowledge.
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Introduction

Currently, there exist three main routes to conducting research on students’
schooling experiences in China: (1) as a disciplinary investigation in the name of
education philosophy or foundational education theory; (2) as a purely
phenomenological inquiry, defined in terms of stories of individual growth; and
(3) as a cultural study, defined in terms of diverse subject matters in and out of
school. Examples of the third path include the research of Prof. Ding Gang'
(2015, 2016, 2017) who has been studying children’s schooling experiences as a
way of drawing history, and papers by Prof. Zhou Yong (2015, 2017) who has
published on popular culture from the perspectives of movies and music. This
article has a motive of approaching to children’s schooling experiences,
borrowing the topic of popular music studies and the method of phenomenology.
We admit “that both laymen and critics often describe music in extra-musical
aesthetic terms: music can be lively and spirited, beautiful, serene, sad, joyful,
and so on” (Packalén, 2008. p. 41). Therefore, according to such aesthetic terms,
we have tended to classify popular songs over the past 70 years into different
types, and have selected the most typical songs as our objects of analysis.

Philosophical analysis of children’s schooling experiences seems to be
problematic, as it has produced many universal notions in theory but failed to
effectively explain and solve everyday problems in practice. As we set out to
address problems with which we have confronted, we were struck by the aptness
of Wittgenstein’s (1976) observation that “a philosopher’s treatment of a question
is like the treatment of an illness” (p. 225). We certainly have no ambition to cure
the illness schools suffer, but we attempt to explain pathological mechanisms of
schooling cultures through an analysis of the songs selected.

As an important father of cultural studies, Hoggart wrote The Uses of Literacy
that “marked the point at which post-Leavisite culturalism decisively shifted
emphasis from ‘literature’ to ‘culture’” (Milner & Browitt, 2002, p. 33).
Following the tradition of the Birmingham school, cultural studies around the
globe mainly focus on popular culture including public media, commerce
advertisements, movies, music, and so forth. It is well known that the themes of
contemporary cultural studies are much closer to the truth of social existence. In

'Prof. Ding Gang as an infrastructuralist of educational culture studies in China, has built or organized
programmes and centers, journals and book series, courses and curriculum, conferences and associations,
listservs and websites.
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studying schooling, instead of asking why students value popular songs, let us
ask: Why do people seem to have such affinity for experiences and activities that
are, in some way or other, musical? Or “Why is music essential for all humans?”
(Bowman, 2002). This question is also what this article tries to address for all
students.

The question of schooling culture has been of special interest to educational
researchers, and it is an analysis of how students can be influenced in
comprehensive cultural contexts that has driven educational researchers to
explore the functions of children’s songs, of symbolic systems in school, of
corporal phenomena and informal communication, namely of culture. For a long
time, in fact, many researchers have spent time exploring a false question: that of
the weight of schoolbags in connection with the student’s burden. We, however,
prefer to see the schoolbag as a cultural phenomenon rather than thinking of it as
a scientific fact. That is why we regard the schoolbag in songs as a mirror of
educational transformation rather than as evidence of educational development.

In China over the past few decades, there have been numerous mainstream
analyses of schooling and its alienation mechanisms. However, the so-called
scientific research outcomes seem to have failed to solve practical problems, or
effectively explain cultural phenomena in schools. For instance, to alleviate
students’ burdens has been an issue, but educators from different social groups
have failed to meet people’s needs. As a result, the schoolbag is often mistaken to
be an available way out, that is to say, to control the weight of the schoolbag may
help to reach a possible goal, the alleviation of students’ burdens. Conversely, it
turns out to be an illusion when we examine songs related to schoolbags in
different times. In reality, students’ academic burdens, a consequence of overall
life experience, have almost nothing to do with schoolbags as a tool. Obviously,
most researchers stress the importance of students’ biological bodies rather than
their cultural and phenomenological embodiment.

This paper also attempts to reexamine what real education is, what mechanism
makes students undergo popular acculturation in children’s songs, and how
educators should re-understand the relationship between schooling and culture.
Our purpose is to rejuvenate the pedagogical imagination from the cultural
perspective of students’ existential contexts, and more specifically, to expand our
research fields from themes of knowledge teaching inside the classroom to those
of daily life outside the classroom.
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We employ the concept of embodiment from “cultural studies” and
“corporality theories” to unfold this paper. We prefer the notion of “embodiment”
to that of “body,” because we intend to show that the corporeal existence of
students at school is a complicated process that changes throughout intertwined
invisible life experiences, rather than being static visible phenomena. We need to
recognize that embodiment takes place within the cultural world rather than in
educational regulations. We derive the notions “embodiment” and “corporality”
from music philosophy and the theory of phenomenology.

When it comes to materialism, schoolbags, an especially ordinary object in
students’ life, is a daily object students carry that is used to hold books, exercise
books and stationery. From the stance of culturalism, for students in various
living circumstances in different eras, the weight sense of schoolbags they
experience must be very different. Such differences in their lived experiences can
be apparently conveyed in songs. Here we intend to analyze the implications of
the weight of schoolbags in the sense of popular culture and body
phenomenology, and reveal the cultural nature of variation in the weight of
schoolbags. According to the attributes the example songs convey, we distinguish
14 Chinese songs meticulously assigned four types which respectively reflect
different schooling cultures over the past 70 years.

Theoretical Assumption and Foundation

To set up a specific standard of experience through disciplinary universality is
increasingly proving to be a theoretical illusion, rooted as it is in totalitarian
thinking, and grounded on the assumption that society is a single unity. In fact,
this assumption excludes marginal or non-systematic lives in education, which,
however, are seen as an academic emphasis on which cultural exploration lays.
Our approach to corporality and its embodiment in music cultivation diverges
largely from such universal epistemology of construction.

Whereas universal theory has been concerned with problematizing the body by
examining a typical physiology that explains the body with scientific parameters,
we are more concerned with the kind of body phenomenology that originates
from Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Hermann Schmitz. They share an attempt to
repave the road to existential truth with new phenomenology. In a word, we
attempt to grasp the essence of embodiment in a broad cultural sense, rather than
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in a narrow school space. Cultural studies tend to shift their emphasis from
“inside the classroom” to “outside the classroom,” and even to social
surroundings in their entirety, which include all kinds of popular culture, such as
new media, campus songs and architecture, etc., all implying special moral
meanings and values.

In order to obtain access to the truth of students’ existential situations and
distinguish different kinds of misunderstandings of what students learn inside the
classroom, it is necessary to adopt multiple perspectives on educational research,
and to look out beyond the school to hear voices in the society, including those of
students themselves. Nowadays, cultural studies are obviously seen as an
emerging research pattern in exploring students’ lived experiences in growing up.
It has been devolved and dissolved into a series of related fields, for example,
spatial studies, symbolic studies and media studies. The schoolbag is not merely
a schooling instrument for students to use, but an important symbol of identity
for them. It can be thought of as a niche to explore the truth of the current
education regime academically. Schoolbags in popular song can demonstrate
clues to the transformation of school culture. The songs we meticulously selected,
as a type of new research material, can undoubtedly provide a possibility for
cultural studies and a descriptive way to get close to students’ life situations.
With lyrics combined with rhymes, popular songs can obviously touch the
essence of existence more accurately than phrases in verbal systems alone. In
other words, lived experiences that value life in a comprehensive way are always
prior to abstract ideas of logical reasoning and regular norms. If popular songs
involving schoolbags can approach students’ existential situations, they can be
made available for cultural analysis of schooling experiences.

Four Types of Schoolbags in Popular Songs

Schoolbags, as a symbol of the physical image of students’ daily life and convey
the basic characteristics of school education in different eras. The formation of
students’ learning habits and even their beliefs in school education are in some
way or other related to schoolbags. From the technical point of view, the history
of schoolbags carries students’ childhood memories of going to school and the
details of changes in school culture. It is because of their symbolic significance
in educational culture that schoolbags are often taken as an important element in
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school art and children’s songs. For more than 70 years, a variety of songs have
appeared related to the schoolbag, and they can be categorized as political,
emotional, playful, and visionary in nature.

The Political Type

Songs of this type mainly embody the theme of politics: loving the motherland,
loving the people, and loving learning. Songs belonging to this type include Little
School Boy (Dushu lang 1Z4585) with lyrics and music by Song Yang, Going to
School (Shangxue ge k) with lyrics and music composed collectively by
Beijing Primary School Song-Singing Teaching and Research Group, Little
Schoolbag (Xiao shubao /N51) with lyrics and music by Wang Xiaodong, My
Little Schoolbag (Wo de xiao shubao F&H/N542) with lyrics by Ling Daxin and
music by Ou Bo, I Love My Little Schoolbag (Wo ai wo de xiao shubao 3&Z3& )
/M54) with lyrics by Li Yan and music by Zhang Zhulun. In these songs, the
composers display the relaxing lightness of schoolbags through brisk and
bouncing rhythms and melodies. The artistic conception behind the music of the
songs make it easy for people to see a kind of magical power embodied in
schoolbags, and the wonderful combination of lyrics and melodies creates a
spiritual image of children on their way to school.

Take Little School Boy as an example. In 1944, thanks to constant victories of
the revolution in liberated areas, children of poor families obtained a hard-won
opportunity to attend school and receive an education, and so schoolbags became
a solid symbol of the right of “little school boys” all over the liberated areas to
receive schooling. On their way to school, little school boys felt their schoolbags
particularly relaxing and light, despite the fact that they might be exposed to
severe weather such as blazing sunlight or fierce storms. What is important was
not what was carried in the schoolbags, but that these school boys had the
opportunity to shoulder their schoolbags, to go to school and to receive schooling.
In Going to School created in the early 1950s, the sun was depicted as mild
against a background of little birds and flowers. Under the clear sky, the sun,
birds and flowers served as clear proof of existential being with mutual and tacit
inter-subjectivity, and witnesses to the bright prospects and cheerful mood of
children on “my” way to school. “I” felt the schoolbag small, which could be
seen even by the little birds, asking me “Why are you carrying a small
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schoolbag?” (Ni weishenme beishang xiao shubao? R M43 F/h1541?). The
cheerful mood of “myself” on “my” way to school even affected the roadside
flowers: “The flowers are smiling at me” (Huaer dui wo xiao 1£)L¥F5). Of
course, the smallness and lightness of the schoolbag was not the reason that “I”
felt happy, and “my” brisk pace on the way to school was not simply about trying
not to be late for school, but about achieving “my” grand ultimate goal of
“making a contribution to the people” (wei renmin li gonglao 3 N\ R 7.3155).

Obviously, the schoolbag has a unique meaning in politics. Take the schoolbag
in the song Little School Boy as an example, here it implies class struggle, and
served as a declaration of the right for children to go to school and a symbol of
the process of educational democracy. While the schoolbag in the song Going to
School hones in on the political task of cultivating the spirit of serving the people.
Similar styles of children’s songs related to school days were sung up until the
1980s, when things began to change.

In Little Schoolbag, the composer achieved the physical and phenomenological
unity of the value of the schoolbag, by handling the relationship between large
and small by generating strange spiritual images in the lyrics. Small as the
schoolbag was, it could hold the sun and its seven colors; small as the schoolbag
was, it could carry its owner’s great dreams. The size, shape and capacity in
function of the schoolbag went far beyond the range of materialistic dialectics.
Each page of the book emitted a charming smell of printing ink. It was the
schoolbag that provided “me” with a pair of powerful wings and enabled “me” to
swim freely in the ocean of knowledge. In My Little Schoolbag, a mother’s
reminders before “I” left home for school and the rich gains when school was

bl

over were all included in “my” small schoolbag, so that the schoolbag was
always full yet felt light, for “I” always, “bounced vivaciously to school”
(bengbeng-tiaotiao dao xuexiao BiBiBkBkE]2#4) and “ran into mother’s arms”
(toujin mama de huaibao I AGHIE) when come back home in a relaxed
manner. Mother, teacher, and the grandfatherly sun were all “my” guardians on
“my” way to school and on “my” way back home, jointly constituting a solid
defensive line of education politics. / Love My Little Schoolbag upgraded and
functioned even more outstandingly than the miracle described in Little
Schoolbag and My Little Schoolbag, in which the schoolbag not only transcended
the width and depth of materialistic dialectical interpretation, but further turned
qualitatively into an all-encompassing artifact. Things of pedagogical, biological,

99 ¢,

physical, ethical, and political significance including “colorful sunshine,” “spring
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stories,” “mother’s smile,” “teacher’s reminders,” “fragrance of flowers,” “album
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of paintings,” “pastoral flute,” “dreams,” “the grandfatherly sun,” “singing
larks,” and “the waving red scarf” were all carried in “my” lovely little
schoolbag. What is inexplicable was that, all-encompassing as it was, the
schoolbag was so small and light that its owner, carrying it, could not only run
but even “fly” lightly to school. The schoolbag and its owner “flew” to school to
attend classes together and grow up together.

The above five songs of the political type shared a common feature: The
schoolbags were small in shape and light in weight. How large or small, heavy or
light the bags were, resulted from their owners’ lived experiences of liberation on
their way through school (as mutually performed of the composers of the lyrics

and music and the singers of the songs).
The Emotional Type

This type of songs mostly involves the themes of family ethics, kinship and
friendship, occasionally concerning grateful elements. Songs falling into this
type include Mother (Mugin +}:3£) sung by military singer Yan Weiwen, with
lyrics by Zhang Junyi and Che Hang and music by Qi Jianbo, Konoha Sound
Drifting (Muye shengsheng piao Kt M), a folk song sung by Song Zuying,
with lyrics by Jiang Fan and music by Wu lJiaji, and My Schoolbag (Wo de
shubao FKM4541) with lyrics and music composed by Yang Xiu, in which the
schoolbags looked a bit heavy, for they were employed as the starting point of
the ethical narration, filled with kinship metaphors.

Take the weight sense of the schoolbag in the song Mother as an example.
Although the schoolbag was mentioned in the first line of the lyrics, the song as a
whole had little to do with the theme of attending school, for what the song
stressed was mother’s daily ethical behavior. It created for the listeners a
circumstance in which mother was sending her young son to school, holding the
schoolbag in one hand, and leading her son’s little hand in another. It was close
to a type of street behavioral art combining family education with schooling. The
heaviness of the schoolbag was highlighted to show how great and noble Mother
could be through the deep and melodious music of the song, in addition to singer
Yan Weiwen’s voice of high acoustic quality. In effect, the heaviness here was
experienced as a kind of ethical kinship, having nothing to do with the burden of
school work.
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There existed similar expressions in Konoha Sound Drifting, though it was not
a popular song, but rather a folk song of the Miao minority living in mountain
villages. Nor did it convey the kinship between mother and son, but rather the
affection of a couple of young man and woman aroused by means of the
schoolbag. The night in the mountain village should have been a private time for
the love-struck young couple to express their mutual passion and affection. The
sweet and romantic circumstances constructed in such lyrics as “The mountain
village is silent with just the drifting sound of konoha, in the jumping lamplight
on the table, A-Mei becomes red-faced, ready to let out intimate words”
(Shanzhai jingqiaoqiao, muye shengsheng piao, zhuoshang dengguang tiao,
A-mei lian’er hongle, zhixin hua’er tiao \IZEFRHETY, ARSI, S AT, BT
I LLL T, 400l JLIM), eventually ended with the line, “A-Mei takes up her
new schoolbag” (4-Mei beigi xin hubao BTk EHi1541). Through the medium
of the schoolbag, the romantic circumstance turned into a knowledge-seeking
one, “When the moon shines upon the small bridge on a quiet evening, A-Mei is
on her way to the evening school, accompanied by the drifting sound of the
konoha” (Yueguang a sa xiaoqiao, tian ye jingqgiaoqiao lo, A-Mei ganlu
shangyexiao J1 W/, KALERAE NS M, Pl E % F & 4). The schoolbag
represented life-altering knowledge and a courageous up-and-coming spirit. It
has been a cultural representation of the quiet spreading of the modern system of
school education in mountainous minority areas since the 1980s. Under the
condition of lacking higher education resources, it is a normal educational state
of the multi-dimensional development of China’s higher education to raise the
cultural quality of the whole Chinese nation for young people to obtain college
diplomas via going to evening universities, correspondence universities, TV
universities, as well as taking self-study examinations. In their spare time after
work, when darkness fell, it was a particular romantic ideal for young men and
women to go to evening school together, carrying their schoolbags, chatting
about poetry and literature.

The schoolbag in Yang Xiu’s children’s song My Schoolbag was something
that a student might love and hate ambivalently. The common thing in a student’s
life was that each student had a schoolbag. But the song started with “Being too
young in age to bear such a big schoolbag” (Sui shuo wo de nianji xiao, wo you
vi ge da shubao BULFKMFL/, A —1K1541), and went on with “the
schoolbag being so heavy from too many books that I became stooped from the
heaviness” (shu you duo lai bao you zhong, yade wo tuobei you wanyao 13X %k
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WY E, JEARETY LA ). The child singer was not so much singing as
pouring out his dissatisfaction with the schoolbag as well as the school, and
dreaming that the schoolbag would become smaller, “The big schoolbag keeps
getting smaller, turning into a little light schoolbag” (Da shubao ya bian bian
bian, biancheng ge gingqing-songsong de xiao shubao KFtUNFALAAR | AR AN
BRI /NBAD). My Schoolbag not only demonstrated the physical weight of
the schoolbag, namely the bulky contents consisting of books and cumbrous
other stationery it held, but also the phenomenological weight its owner
experienced, that is, the negative emotion brought about by an overload of
schoolwork, like “walking unsteadily,” “becoming stooped,” and “sighing and
groaning.”

In a word, since China started with its reform and opening up policy in 1978,
the genre of songs created for children gradually evolved from the political type
to the emotional type, in which people ventured to express their individual
feelings via songs. The same is true for songs related to schoolbags. The
schoolbag in the song Mother has a strong air of ethical concern, and that in the
folk song Konoha Sound Drifting is the connection of affection between two
young lovers.

The Playful Type

During the period beginning in the late 1990s to the year 2010, with a boom in
the schoolbag market, it was rare to see parents hand-sew schoolbags for their
children, and thus schoolbags lost the political and ethical air they held in the
past. What is more, students’ overloaded schoolwork has come to be a prominent
educational problem. On the internet appeared large numbers of online songs
related to schoolbags, depicting schoolbags as objects of a “sinful” nature, in
which students of primary schools and middle schools would subvert the
traditional values of schoolbags in an “anti-school” way.

Typical examples of such songs include Bombing the School (Zha xuexiao ¥f2¢
1) recomposed from Going to School by Jin Yang, Taking Away the Weight of
the Schoolbag (Gei shubao jianfei % 15418E) with lyrics composed by Zhou
Xiangjun and the music by Zhang Weidong, and I Am a Big Schoolbag (Wo shi yi
ge da shubao FZE—AKA34) composed by an anonymous online composer
(the lyricist’s online name being “Nuo Xiaoqi”). These songs try to deconstruct
or even overturn the ontological identity, function and value of the schoolbag
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with jocular and humorous lyrics, fast-paced melodies of talking and singing
style, in addition to some jazz elements (instrumental music and singing
techniques) working together. Jazz advocates exerting singers’ creativity and
subjectivity while they immerse themselves in the melodies and rhythms.
Therefore, musical improvisation emerges as a source of genuine musical
experiences and a core means for the creation of communities of practice,
dialogue, and reflection (Kanellopoulos, 2007). As non-mainstream musicians,
internet singers are often accepted by audiences because of their unique popular
culture pose.

Undoubtedly, the function of the schoolbag in Bombing the School changed
utterly. The lyrics of the song so went, “How distressed I am to go to school, the
heavy schoolbag presses me stooped, I have to get up early and stay up late, for
there is too much schoolwork to complete everyday” (Shangxue duo tongku,
shubao ya wan yao, qi de zao, shui de wan, meitian zuoye tai duo le 122557,
PAERSE, A5, AN, BREWVKZT). It is not hard to imagine: A
student filled with resentment for school and unwillingness to go to school is on
his or her way to school, the sun seems dim, flowers look withered, little birds
appear serious, for what they see on “my” shoulder is not a schoolbag but an
explosive package, a consequence of the heteromorphism of the heavy schoolbag.
What is in the student’s mind on his or her way to school? This is a problem so
deep in the mind that only the person who experiences it himsecf or her self can
possibly detect its secrecy.

Taking away Weight for the Schoolbag directly sings that “The schoolbag on
the shoulder is indeed too heavy, so that it lays great pressure on me and makes
me very, very tired” (Jianshang de shubao shizai tai zhong le, ya de wo hao lei,
hao lei, hao lei J§ FBEAERE T, EEREFER, HR, FR). Therefore, the
lyricist went on with a strong appeal to reducing weight for the schoolbag: “Who
can take away weight for the schoolbag, and set me free to fly breezily like a
bird” (Shui gei shubao jianfei, rang wo xiang xiaoniao yiyang qingsong de qu fei
WA PBARIE, ERAR/NG R 25 K). Apart from the schoolbag, the core
element, teacher, little birds, and dreams were peripheral elements related with
the theme of schoolbag in online songs. The teacher in Bombing the School was
not aware of the state of a student’s academic burdens, as a result, the schoolbag
turned into an explosive package on the verge of exploding, and eventually blew
up the school. The teacher in Reducing the Weight of the Schoolbag repeatedly
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said, “the outside world is beautiful” (waimian de shijie hen mei AN [ FAR ),
as though the beautiful world had nothing to do with “me,” and was at most an
illusory mirage that could only be dreamed of. While the schoolbag in I am a Big
Schoolbag was in a personified first person, that is, “I” was the schoolbag, and
“you” were the owner of the schoolbag, namely the student bearing it. It was
evident that the schoolbag was very heavy: “Being filled with thick books, I bear
significant responsibility and so work hard wearilessly” (Yinwei manzaizhe
houshu, jianfu zhongze qinli yong bu yanjuan N Ni#RE IR, B HRETTE AR
JR#%). The song constructed a close and caring mutual relationship between the
schoolbag and its owner through melody and lyrics, “On happy sunny days, with
a smile frequently on your face, you go running and jumping to school with me
on your shoulder” (Yukuai de ginglang tian, ni shichang daizhe weixiao, you
beizhe wo qu pao qu tiao FtRINIEIIK, VREFE T EME, X5 &R LM IEE).
The schoolbag hopes that its owner would not dislike and avoid it due to its
bigness and heaviness, rather, it would like to be his or her intimate friend and
help dispel his or her trouble from the heavy academic burdens faced.

The Visionary Type

Around the year 2010, with the withdrawal of the playful wave of online songs,
schoolbags in children’s songs regained their serious nature. The melody of such
songs came to be joyful, bright, and also a bit mysterious. Typical works of this
type include Beloved Little Schoolbag (Xin’ai de xiao shubao U>%/N i)
with lyrics and music composed by Zhu Jiju and Jin Yueling, Small Schoolbag
Filled with the Elegance of Books (Xiaoxiao shubao zhuang shuxiang /NN 503&
F54F), with lyrics composed by Zhao Daguo and the music composed by Zhu
Ruowu, and 4 String of Schoolbags Hung from the Tree (Shushang guazhe yi
chuan xiao shubao B % —5/N1i41) with lyrics composed by Huang Shuzi
and music by Wang Zhengrong. In the lyrics of this type of children’s songs,
quite a lot of new elements of the era, such as cartoons, transformers, and the
rubik’s cubes are added, while use of the usual elements such as the sun, stars,
and birds, remains constant.

The schoolbags in these three children’s songs share characteristics in common:
being small, cute and visionary, rich in content but not heavy. For example, lines
such as “I have a little schoolbag, beautiful, filled with dreams of fairy tales, with
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cartoons, with a radar gun, with transformers in various shapes and sizes” (Wo
you yi zhi meili de xiao shubao, zhuangman le tonghua de mengxiang, zhuangzhe
katonghua, zhuangzhe leidagiang, zhuangzhe gianzi-baitai de bianxingjingang 3%
A— REmA/N B4, BN T B, RE R, RE RS, BETEAR
DAL 4:N) are included in the lyrics of Beloved Little Schoolbag. “Small as
the schoolbag is, it is filled with the elegance of books, with children’s folks and
cartoons, attractive and fascinating; small as the schoolbag is, it brings elegance
to the soul, enlightens wisdom, and lights dreams” (Xiaoxiao shubao, zhuangman
shuxiang, tongyao manhua, youren shenwang. Xiaoxiao shubao, xiang zai
xinshang, qidi zhihui, dianliang mengxiang /WAL, B35, HEILRE, A
MTE. VB4, FAEC b, s, S5e84H) are among the lines in the lyrics
of Small Schoolbag Filled with Elegance of Books. Obviously, compared with
those in the other three types of children’s songs, the schoolbags in this type of
children’s songs, created with themes mainly focusing on the relationship
between schoolbags and dreams, have undergone a fundamental change in the
context of material culture.

The specific information about these typical songs mentioned above is
described from different dimensions in Table 1.

Table 1 Fourteen Typical Songs

. . . . . Trait of
Time Type Song name in English Song name in Chinese schoolbag
Little School Boy Dushu lang
Going to School Shangxue ge
. Little Schoolbag Xiao shubao Little, light,
19501980 Political My Little Schoolbag Wo de xiao shubao and relaxing
I Love My Little Wo ai wo de xiao
Schoolbag shubao
Konoha Sound Drifting Muye shengsheng piao D h
1980-2000 Emotional ~ Mother Mugin cep, heavy,
and ethic
My Schoolbag Wo de shubao
Bombing School Zha xuexiao
. Taking away Weight for . .. . Big, weighty,
2000-2010 Playful the Schoolbag Gei shubao jianfei and bulky
1 Am a Big Schoolbag Wo shi yi ge da shubao
Beloved Little Schoolbag  Xin'ai de xiao shubao
Sma{thchhozllbag Filled Xiao xiao shubao man ~ Small, cute,
2010-current  Visionary 1;)11‘ kt e Elegance of shuxiang and
ooks

‘ . visionary
A String of Schoolbags Shushang guazhe yi

Hung from The Tree chuan xiao shubao
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The Weight Transformation of Schoolbags in Songs

Similar to the senses of light, warmth, taste, and uneasiness, the sense of weight
is a result of the holistic perception of the physical phenomena a person feels.
Although the weight of a schoolbag of a primary or secondary school student
should observe national standards and not exceed 10% of the student’s body
weight, the weight sense of a schoolbag a student may feel is his or her own
experience after carrying it on the shoulder. It is in this sense that the academic
burden is closely related with a student’s lived experience, as a representation of
the student’s present state of existence, without any physical or administrative
standards. From the perspective of body-phenomenology, the “present” is the
most basic state of fact of a person’s existence and experience. In the state of
primordial “corporality,” it does not matter as to what are the elements of the
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state of fact, for various elements are all dissociated from “present” “corporality.”
In other words, “the state of fact is an integral whole, without differentiating the
subject and object or highlighting the individual differences” (Pang, 2000. p. 12).
Because of their artistry, such as the rich variations in rhythm and melody and
the poetic nature of the lyrics, songs have unique advantages in featuring the
weight sense and “corporality” of schoolbags. Here comes an analysis of the
body phenomenological implications of the weight sense of schoolbags in the
three types of songs, taking Little School Boy, Mother, and Bombing the School
as representatives.

The creation of a classical song is often the result of the collision of the
creator’s artistic inspiration and destiny in life, which is in a sense occasional and
unrepeatable. Little School Boy probably falls into this type. In the autumn of
1944, Song Yang was wounded when performing on the frontier against the
enemy in Guangxi province, and was soon transferred to Guizhou province to
receive treatment in Anshun Hospital. This accidental event of medical treatment
directly contributed to the creation of Little School Boy. Lying in his hospital bed,
Song Yang saw outside the ward elementary students skipping and jumping to
school everyday. The scene appeared repeatedly in his mind so that one day his
musical inspiration flowed like a spring. He composed both the lyrics and music
of Little School Boy practically overnight. Later on, the song was sung all over
the liberated areas, throughout China, overseas, and even today. Classical songs
are not a result of simply deducing or speculating based on musical logic, but a
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real portraiture of the musical temperament of life itself.

In terms of the lyrics, adverse weather such as scorching summer days, violent
wind and driving rain were basic meteorological conditions a little school boy
might encounter on his way to school, but compared with the arduousness,
complexity and chronicity of the revolution, it obviously could not form any
obstacle blocking the little school boy going to school. What the little schoolboy
feared was his teacher’s scoldings, and what he worried about was how to learn
well so as to meet his parents’ expectations. In terms of the melody, swinging
with a brisk and tight rhythm and strong musicality, Little School Boy
demonstrated the situation in which naive and lively children went bouncing and
capering to school carrying their schoolbags. It sounded as if the schoolbags
were very light with such a rhythm and melody. In addition to the blazing sun
and violent storms, the schoolbags actually contained a lot more for their owners,
stern teachers, expectant parents, the desire not to be bullied any longer but to
stand up and become masters of their own lives. Nevertheless, the opportunity
for poor children to attend school due to the liberating revolution and the infinite
dream of “changing the fate through schooling” meant the schoolboy considered
his schoolbag light. This was a typical alteration of the body-phenomenological
principle of body kinematics to the principle of physiological kinematics, and a
consequence the little schoolboy directly experienced in a good state of mind.

However, the schoolbag in Mother was heavy, attached with a lot of ethical
feelings. Mother mentioned the basic function of the schoolbag in a person’s
destiny. Comparatively speaking, the context of the schoolbag had fundamentally
changed. In Little School Boy, the schoolbag was also related to parents:
“ashamed to face my parents if not learning well,” a kind of eager expectation of
“changing fate through schooling” and gratitude to the achievement of the
revolution for obtaining the opportunity to receive schooling. In Mother, the
schoolbag was also related to gratitude, this time to the mother. It was the mother
who elaborately selected or personally sewed the schoolbag and who always
prepared it for the son on the way sending him to school, “There is a person
who’d take your new schoolbag for you when you start to go to school” (Ni
ruxue de xin shubao, you ren gei ni na R N*#WH AL, A AGRE). It is thus
clear that, in comparison with the weak boy just old enough to start school, the
schoolbag might be a bit too heavy in a physical sense. But in the lyrics, the
schoolbag, the flowery folding umbrella (a metaphor for keeping out wind and
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rain), and dumplings with San Xian stuffing (sanxian xian —#¥/#, a metaphor
for the ethicality of gustation) jointly constituted an artistic conception of ethical
phenomenology. This song said it did not matter whether the schoolbag was
heavy or not, or how many books and learning materials it might hold, because
what was important was having someone who would love to take it for you, and
this person was one’s mother.

With rich and flexible rhythms, with a melody deep and tactfully touching in
parts and resounding and powerful in others, Mother as a whole could easily
move listeners and recall in them the experience of deep love between mother
and son. What is interesting is that the school was assumed to be the starting
point from which a person stepped out of the family and into the society, and the
schoolbag the starting point of ethical care and the link between the parent-child
relationship and the body-phenomenological experience. After “taking the
schoolbag” came derivative parenting behaviors such as “wiping away tears,”
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“making tea,” “shedding tears,” and eventually reaching “family” and “life,” a
stance on which the narration of the ethical experience of the song fell. This
construction of parent-child ethical activities triggered by the schoolbag
transcended power and wealth, “however high your official rank” (buguan ni
guan duo da RNEIRE %K) and “however wealthy you can be” (buguan ni duo
Sfuyou ANEVRZ EA) distilled as the theme of the song. The schoolbag did not
manifest the student identity of the little school boy, but highlighted the mother’s
ethical feelings.

In terms of the communication of the songs, Little School Boy, both a campus
song and a children’s song, was publicized and guided by the media related to the
system of school education, the popular song Mother was spread and promoted
by relevant mainstream media, while playful songs such as Bombing the School
by the singer Jin Yang, spread rapidly and came into vogue online. In music
theory, online songs were keen on overturning the values of mainstream music,
with rapping, funny and humorous lyrics, short of the compact logic of narration,
and in cheerful and relaxing rhythm.

Bombing the School mercilessly revised Going to School, by adding musical
elements of jazz like improvisation, swing, roaring, and even the harsh sound of
an explosion at the ending of the song, with a singing style tending to be more
free and easy, applying a hip rhythm and melody. What the song conveyed was
the resentment of a little school boy unwilling to go to school for his school and
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schoolbag. Out of the instantaneity of singing, the lyrics were under constant
revisions, but surrounding no more than the experience of sensing the size and
weight of the schoolbag. The schoolbag has never been portrayed in such an evil
as in Bombing the School. In the constantly revised lyrics of this online song, the
sun remained in its a priori position in human life: “The sun shines above”
(Taiyang dangkong zhao KBH475 1), after which it fell into heteromorphism
along with the schoolbag. Flowers turned into zombies, and little birds turned
into skeletons. On his way to school, flowers no longer smiled but smelled of
death like zombies; little birds no longer sang but looked hideous like skeletons;
the child on his way to school no longer bounced or jumped for joy like the little
school boy under Song Yang’s pen. Like the forms of destiny of the protagonist
in Kafka’s novel The Metamorphosis in the version of a song, meanwhile with
surrealistic supernatural elements and mystic colors, a series of deformed species
on the child’s way to school reflected his complicated inner world and deep
psychological mechanisms with regard to the schoolbag and school.

The Nature of Schoolbags and Their Cultural Implications

In essentialism, the essence is the one and only reliable entity, or reality, while
phenomena are as unreliable as passing clouds. But in the context of
body-phenomenology, phenomena are nature itself. The phenomena a subject
experiences come out of the holistic consciousness of his or her body, namely the
“corporality” and “sense of meaning” of existence that the subject obtains
through his or her body. A schoolbag, a container in which a student puts his or
her books, exercise-books and daily stationery when attending school, naturally
has a physical weight if it is not in a vacuum state. However, the weight of a
schoolbag is quite another matter, not in a one-to-one correspondent relationship
with the physical scale in the sense of essentialism, but closely related with the
subject’s experience of existence. Therefore, the sense of weight of a schoolbag
is not unique, but can change along with the circumstances at different times and
with the existential states different subjects may experience.

The above 14 songs relate to the sense of weight of schoolbags. Be they of the
political, emotional, playful or visionary type, all went far beyond the
fundamental doctrine concerning the phenomenon-essence relationship of
materialistic dialectics. The songs already transcended the interpretative
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categories of materialistic dialectics, and dispelled the problem of “students
suffering from too heavy an academic burden” by means of an artistic effect.

In demonstrating a person’s physical experience, song-singing, which is closer
to phenomenological description, can work in a way that is much stronger, more
real, and richer than language. Wittgenstein, as a linguist, strongly believed that
there existed a phenomenological language based on daily language, a
non-scientific and sensible language resulting from daily life. Later, however, he
realized it was impossible to express a person’s lived experience in pure
phenomenological daily language, for “any attempts to reproduce direct
experience will inevitably involve the presentation of physical language, and this
involvement is at the expense of sacrificing the independence of
phenomenological language” (as cited in Xu, 2004. p. 82). It is undeniable that
the scientific and positive nature and logical construction in grammar of ordinary
language can do tremendous harm to phenomenological language. In contrast,
the sense of music, rhythm, and melody in a song can better convey the lived
experience of a subject, and thus get closer to the phenomenological description.
For instance, the schoolbag appeared extremely light and relaxing on the
shoulder of “the little school boy” in Little School Boy, through its brisk and
lively rhythm and melody; it appeared a bit heavier on the shoulder of “the son”
in Mother, through its understated and dignified temperament and singing style;
and on “my” shoulder in Bombing the School, it not only appeared heavy, but
severely changed in function even into a symbol with which the student
expressed his bitter hatred and anger toward school. The description from the
body-phenomenological perspective can make the “corporality” of the subject
burst forth in phenomenological language, “the educational phenomena and the
phenomenological language interlace with each other, so that without the latter,
the former will not exist, that is, the educational circumstances in which we stay
will not exist” (Xiong, 2014, p. 40). Appropriate phenomenological language, not
in the scientific lineage of everyday language, but rooted in the musical nervous
system of the human brain, enjoys the a priori representation of life experience.

In songs of different styles, rather than merely as a container holding books
and stationery, the schoolbag, growing inherently in the student’s body with its
corporality, is actually a part of the body of its owner, the student. To put it
another way, by shouldering the schoolbag, the student experiences the result of
whether or not school education is meaningful and with property of life, and the
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corporality is a fundamental dimension to demonstrate if the student is emotional
about school education. According to a German neo-phenomenologist Hermann
Schmitz, emotion is “the primordial quivering state of emotion shown by the
dynamic motion of the body (as cited in Pang, 2000. p. 9). Different emotions
held by students for their schoolbags may produce different mental states, and
thus reflect different value standpoints and attitudes students as the subjects of
experiences may take for school education. It is the diverse value standpoints and
attitudes that form the multi-cultural ecology and the complicated social structure
of thinking among students, parents, and schools.

It is not hard to see that nearly all the songs related to schoolbags include
descriptions of the weather, for instance, fearlessness of sun tanning, dog days;
the flowery folding umbrella “I” held, rainy days; the sun shining above, sunny
days, which is a commonly applied means of forming a body-phenomenological
description. In essence, the weightedness of schoolbags is closely related to
emotional meteorology. A person’s sense of space and the sense of weight of
body appendages can be affected by meteorological conditions. The
interpretative mechanism of the weight of the schoolbag is mainly physical and
physiological, if the schoolbag is simply taken as an objective and instrumental
appendage of a student. However, in the specific conditions of mental existence,
body appendages are inseparable from the body itself, for they are an integral
whole, like the schoolbag being part of the student’s body. No doubt, the feeling
of the weather, amply participating in the feelings of every ordinary person, is
fundamentally ignored in physiology in such a peculiar manner that it never
appears in the feelings at all (Schmitz, 2019). If the weight of the schoolbag is
simply considered from a physical and physiological perspective, it can be
interpreted from the model of power that the object poses on the muscles of the
shoulder or hand. But in specific conditions of humanity and meteorology, the
student’s present experience of the schoolbag-body relationship in the mental
state of existence is the basic condition under which the schoolbag obtains its
sense of weight.

Conclusion and Discussion

The time span of the creation of the above-cited songs involving schoolbags

covers over 70 years. Up till now, they refract the cultural ecology and its
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vicissitudes of the school system in China from a subtle and unimpressive
perspective. It is hard to find any solid nature of the weight of the schoolbags in
these songs. In other words, the nature of the weight of schoolbags is fluid,
related to the living circumstances of specific times and experiencing subjects. It
is in this sense that the weight of schoolbags cannot function as a criterion of
judging academic burden, and the wish to reach the aim of reducing students’
academic burden by lightening the weight of the schoolbag is nothing but an
imaginary illusion of educational administration management.

Compared to classroom songs, as a music course in a regular curriculum,
popular songs, as a type of socialized music, conveniently approach not only the
singers’ authentic existent context, but also a cultural ecology of song. Because
the basis of heard properties consists of such structural basic properties as sound,
rhythm and harmony, it is difficult to formulate laws connecting basic properties,
aroused feelings and expressed emotion (Packalén, 2008). There are fundamental
differences between both. Extreme importance should be attached to the
subjectivity of singers’ recreation according to the temporally mental state.
Alternatively, this is seen as an essential element if music education is to
emphasize innovation, agency and dissent (Schmidt, 2012).

Schoolbags in popular songs provide a unique mirror that is often ignored in
studies on the traditional culture of education. The so-called institutionalized
elites tend to discipline the masses with official frames of theories and with their
stable, planned scholarship agendas. However, like Williams and Hoggart, Stuart
Hall and Paddy Whannel were concerned with rescuing what was valuable and
creative in “popular art” from being denigrated as “mass” culture (Milner &
Browitt, 2002). Our argument is that cultural analysis from the standpoint of
popular songs exerts an inter- and trans-disciplinary method by means of which
the researchers, as institutional educators as well, can regain their original
concerns with students’ everyday life and embodied experiences. We need to
establish effective connections in and out of school that can facilitate multiple
understanding of large-scale educational processes, and to shape students’
knowledge constructions, psychological traits, and growing experiences.
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