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For students, textbooks are boring and tedious. They read them to keep up their 
grades and memorize them to pass examinations. But for Peter Zarrow—the 
author of the well-acclaimed books China in War and Revolution and After 
Empire—textbooks are valuable sources through which to examine the 
socio-political changes in early twentieth-century China. In his new book, 
Educating China, Zarrow demonstrates that as China was building a nation-state 
to replace its imperial system, textbooks played an important role in producing 
civic-minded citizens. In textbooks, he contends, we find intense debates about 
the concept of the Chinese nation. 
  Educating China consists of seven chapters. In Chapter 1, Zarrow explains the 
dual process of training Chinese citizens: the founding of a national school system 
and the writing of textbooks. Whereas the former provides the locale for 
“educating China” by gathering the Chinese youths into the same buildings, the 
latter offers the content, the pedagogy, and above all, the ideology of 
nation-building. Together, these two processes molded and shaped millions of 
young Chinese, turning them from diverse individuals into an organic whole with 
a clear purpose, a distinct collective identity, and a mission to serve the nation. For 
Zarrow, primary and secondary school textbooks are particularly important for 
gauging the complexity of nation-building in China. In these textbooks, the 
ideology of nation-building was on full display when educators employed various 
measures to shape the minds and bodies of young Chinese.  

To prove his point, Zarrow devotes six chapters (Chapters 2–7) to examining 
four types of textbooks: Chinese language readers, morality and civic textbooks, 
history textbooks, and geography textbooks. Even though these four types 
represent a small fraction of the vast amount of textbooks produced in early 
twentieth-century China, Zarrow is right to consider them essential to 
understanding the Chinese concept of the nation. By analyzing these textbooks, he 
shows how a Chinese collective identity was built incrementally and systematically, 
beginning with what was near and concrete (i.e., a new language and a new code 
of behavior) and extending to what was far away and abstract (i.e., a new historical 
memory and an understanding of the global system). Through daily practices, 
endless drills and strict discipline, students were gradually transformed into citizens 
(guomin), proclaiming loyalty not to their families and clans, but to the Chinese 
nation and the party-state.  

In these six chapters, Zarrow provides fresh perspectives on the process of 
China’s nation-building. First, he shows that the process was by no means uniform 
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and univocal. Instead, during the first three decades of the twentieth century, there 
was no clear view of what a Chinese nation should look like, nor was there a 
consensus as to how to train students to serve the Chinese nation. Consequently, 
the contents of the textbooks were constantly revised and rewritten, producing a 
“multitude of voices” (p. 7). During the first three decades of the twentieth 
century, the author identifies three critical moments when a particular vision of 
China was in vogue: the “New Policies period” of the late Qing (1900–11) when a 
constitutional monarchy was promoted, the “warlord period” (1911–27) when a 
republican system with multiple political parties was advocated, and the “Nanjing 
period” (1927–37) when the Guomindang earnestly built a party-state system. 
Certainly, much has been written about these different political visions (see, for 
instance, the writings of Prasenjit Duara, John Fitzgerald, and Robert Culp). But 
Zarrow complicates the picture by reminding us that despite the different visions, 
textbooks reveal a pattern, a structure, a direction throughout the first three 
decades of the twentieth century. “The truly radical aspect of textbooks,” he 
writes, “lay in the epistemological shifts associated with social Darwinism, 
utilitarianism, and the reification of the nation-state” (p. 8). Instead of ruptures and 
false starts, he sees consistent efforts by Chinese leaders to build a nation-state. 

Second, Zarrow sees China’s nation-building as part of the global circulation of 
knowledge. More importantly, he considers the global circulation as 
multi-dimensional, including both a transcontinental encounter between China 
and the European nations, and a regional dialogue between China and Japan. Of 
course, much has been written about the networks of circulation in East Asia (see, 
for instance, Lydia Liu, Translingual Practice, and Pei-yin Lin and Weipin Tsai, 
eds. Print, Profit, and Perception). But Zarrow sheds new light on these 
cross-cultural encounters by emphasizing the long-term impact of Meiji Japan on 
China. Expanding on Douglas Reynolds’s argument in The Xinzheng Revolution 
and Japan, Zarrow sees the “New Policies period” (1900–11) as a defining moment 
in China’s nation-building when many Japanese textbooks were translated into 
Chinese for the newly established national school system. Even though the 
Japanese influence diminished substantially after WWI, Zarrow shows that 
throughout the first three decades of the twentieth century, many Chinese 
textbooks—especially the reading primers and the civic textbooks—were still 
based on the Japanese template imported earlier.  

Third, although the four types of textbooks were concerned with different 
subject matters, Zarrow is able to keep them together and compare them fairly. He 
is especially successfully in linking the four types of textbooks based on the notion 
of narrative. In the reading primers, he finds a linguistic narrative where the 
national language (based on Beijing pronunciations) displaced regional dialects 
(Chapter 2). In the civil textbooks, he discovers a moral narrative where loyalty 
was shifted from family to family-state (Chapters 3 and 4). In history textbooks, he 
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observes a historical narrative where ancient figures were transformed into “the 
fathers of the nation” (Chapters 5 and 6). In the geography textbooks, he sees a 
narrative of space where China was juxtaposed with other nation-states in 
competing for wealth and power (Chapter 7). Of course, the notion of “narrating 
the nation” comes from Homi Bhabha (see his introduction to Nation and 
Narration). But Zarrow gives this notion a concrete meaning by identifying 
differing narrative schemata in various types of textbooks. More importantly, he 
proves that these narrative schemata were effective in shaping the minds and bodies 
of young Chinese, such that “students learned to conceive of themselves as 
members of particular families, genders, schools, neighborhoods, the nation, and 
world community” (p. 248).  

All in all, Educating China breaks new ground in several respects. Not only does 
it expand the scope of the study of modern China by including textbooks as 
primary sources, it also links intellectual history to social history, showing that the 
two sub-fields of historical study are indeed intertwined. More significantly, it 
cautions us that while it makes sense for scholars nowadays to focus on 
contemporary China to understand what is happening today, it is also helpful to 
look back to the early twentieth-century if we want to have a full picture of 
nation-building in China. As shown in the four types of textbooks, many issues 
that are hotly debated in China today are similar to those in early 
twentieth-century. This similarity does not mean that nothing has changed in the 
last hundred years. Rather, it suggests that nation-building is a complicated and 
contested process because its goal—perhaps too demanding to achieve—is to 
transform millions of discrete individuals into citizens with one collective identity 
and a shared mission.  
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