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Abstract  Since the early 20th century, numerous scholars have proposed 
theories and models describing, interpreting, and suggesting the development 
paths countries have taken or should take. None of these, however, can fully 
explain China’s efforts, mainly through education and citizenship education, to 
modernize itself and foster a modern citizenry since the late 19th century. This 
article traces and examines these efforts through a reflective and critical analysis 
of such public texts as official policy documents, curriculum standards, and 
related commentaries, and reveals three major findings. First, China’s leaders 
have advanced different views of and approaches to development and citizenship 
in response to changing domestic and global contexts. Second, the Chinese state 
determines China’s development course, defines its national identity and 
citizenry, and selects its nation-building curricula. Third, the Chinese state’s 
growing desire for national rejuvenation in an increasingly competitive, 
globalized world in the 21st century mandates an important education mission 
that its citizenship education be politically and ideologically open and 
accommodative, and help students develop global, national and local identities 
and function as active, responsible citizens of a multileveled, multicultural world. 
This article furthers academic understanding of how China’s education responds 
to economic, political, and social demands and shapes students’ multiple 
identities in a global age. 
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Introduction 

Since the early 20th century, scholars have proposed numerous theories and 
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models describing, interpreting, and suggesting the development paths countries 
have taken or should take, including: modernization theory, the dependency 
thesis, world-systems theory, globalization discourse, and the developmental 
state concept. None of these alone, however, fully explains China’s century of 
efforts to create, through education, a modern state and modern citizenry. This 
article examines China’s struggle to balance foreign influences, national identity, 
and cultural heritage in school curricula and general education since the late 19th 
century through a historical approach, together with a reflective and critical 
analysis of public texts, including policy documents, curriculum standards, and 
related commentaries.1 

China’s efforts to balance the economic and socio-political tasks of education 
in its modern nation-building can be traced to the late Qing dynasty’s struggles, 
under threat of foreign aggression, for modernization and national survival 
during the mid-19th and early 20th centuries. This dilemma persisted following 
the establishment of the Republic of China (ROC; 1912–1949), and the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) under Mao Zedong’s leadership (1949–1976) and then 
that of his successors. 

During these periods, the Chinese state sought to revive and modernize the 
nation, define its national identity and create a modern citizenry. The leaderships 
in each period, however, had different approaches to foreign influences and 
cultural heritage, which, in turn, were refracted into and reflected by Chinese 
education policy and curricula. These approaches included: (a) the late Qing 
state’s supplementary approach, which adopted Western methods for utility and 
maintained traditional Chinese values as the essence of knowledge; (b) 
Republican China’s synthesis approach, which embraced Western development 
methods and integrated select Chinese and Western traditions and practices; (c) 
Mao’s rejection approach, which relied on socialism, rather than capitalism and 
Chinese culture, for nation-building and fostering a modern citizenry; and (d) 
post-Mao China’s pragmatic use of market forces to revive its socialist economy, 
and of traditional Chinese values to address social transitions caused by 
globalization. 

                                                        
1 In addition to extant literatures, China’s official documents and curriculum standards were 
reviewed for this paper to enable it to examine in greater detail China’s roles and strategies for 
national development and citizenship education. These sources provided historical data and 
helped trace and compare these policy areas over different periods, as they reflected official 
views and indicated intended policy outcomes; they did not, however, necessarily reflect 
reality or represent actual outcomes. This paper acknowledges that a gap between intention 
and reality in terms of national development and citizenship education might exist in China. 
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This article argues that this progression reveals China’s ongoing 
nation-building project and its search for national identity and a modern citizenry 
to be largely state-defined and dynamic, due to the interplay between its 
leadership’s political intentions and changing domestic and global contexts. The 
more China’s state wants national rejuvenation in an increasingly competitive, 
globalized world in the 21st century, the more China needs to open to and 
interact with the world and, at the same time, to find a balance between 
contemporary developments and cultural heritage. To foster a modern Chinese 
citizenry, this mandates an important education mission in that its citizenship 
education should be politically and ideologically open and accommodative, and 
help students develop global, national and local identities and function as active, 
responsible citizens of a multileveled, multicultural world. 

The article first reviews major development theories to set a theoretical stage 
for understanding China’s approaches to development and education for 
nation-building. Next, it discusses China’s late Qing dynasty struggle between 
pursuing development and preserving cultural identity, and how it looked abroad 
for solutions. Third, it examines the ROC’s approach to this same dilemma. 
Fourth, it discusses the PRC’s “red and expert” formula and its Mao and 
post-Mao approaches. The article then discusses the implications of China’s case 
for understanding globalization, national identity and citizenship curriculum 
reform. 

Globalization, National Identity, and Education 

Since the rise of the modern nation-state and cross-border exchange activities, 
many theories and models have been proposed to describe, explain and interpret 
the development paths countries have taken or can take, and related problems 
and issues (Law, 2009), in particular the struggles between being open for 
development and preserving national identity and cultural heritage, and the roles 
of state and education in such struggles. Guibernau (2007) defined national 
identity as a collective sense of belonging to a nation and sharing features that 
distinguish it from other nations (p. 11). Smith (1991, p. 14) defined national 
identity in terms of “we” and “they,” and as marked by the collective belief in an 
agreed-upon historic homeland; shared myths and histories; a common public 
culture; shared legal rights and duties; and “a common economy with territorial 
mobility for members.” The article adopts Smith’s concept as it accommodates 
collective ethnic, cultural, and political identities, temporal and spatial continuity 
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and differentiation, and changes in political, economic, and cultural activities. 
In the 1940s and 1950s, modernization theorists divided the world into two 

sectors—the modern (the developed West) and the traditional (the Third 
World)—and argued for a unilinear path of modernization in which developing 
countries transition from agricultural to industrialized societies and adopt 
Western values and institutions (e.g., democracy and equality before the law; 
Levy, 1952; Parsons, 1951; Smelser, 1969). Education was seen as facilitating 
modernization and development, and as reinforcing Western values and practices. 
Dependency theorists divided the world into developed core countries and less 
developed peripheral areas, secondary to the core (Jenkins, 1992); these 
peripheral countries engage in unequal economic exchanges with core countries, 
leading to under-development rather than development (Frank, 1971). Education 
can reinforce these unequal relations. Modernization and dependency theories 
have been criticized as deterministic and as underplaying the developmental 
impact of nation-states and domestic cultures and values. 

World-systems theorists (e.g., Wallerstein, 1974, 1979) viewed the world 
economy as capitalist and consisting of core, semi-periphery, and periphery areas; 
nation-states possess different capacities to intervene in that economy, and can 
change their core/periphery status depending on whether they develop or regress 
(Wallerstein, 1975). Education is seen as a key to development; institutionalists 
(e.g., Meyer, Ramirez, & Soysal, 1992) contended that many countries provided 
compulsory schooling and emphasized secondary and higher education to 
enhance their human capital, while Arnove (1980, 2009) argued that 
transnational agencies (e.g., the World Bank) are global forces shaping national 
educational systems. 

In the 1990s, the discourse on globalization began to dominate the 
development and education literature and called into question the nation-state’s 
role in an increasingly globalized world. The increased pace and intensity of 
movement in capital, goods, services, people, information and images between 
and within nations has made global human activities more interconnected and 
interdependent, and competition between nation-states more keen. Globalists 
argue for the diminishing significance of nation-states and national governance in 
an increasingly borderless world, and predict globalization’s effects on areas of 
human activity ranging from the economy to culture (Fukuyama, 1992; Ohmae, 
1990, 1995; Urry, 1998). Statists or neo-statists acknowledge increasing global 
interconnectivity and interdependence, but argue for the continued or increased 
significance of nation-states and their divergent responses to globalization 
(Kennedy, 2010; Krasner, 1999). Similarly, developmental state theorists argued 
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that some East Asian societies (e.g., Japan and South Korea) industrialized 
rapidly between the 1960s and 1980s because of state direction and market 
intervention (Amsden, 1989; Castells, 1992; Johnson, 1982). 

Many nation-states share similar policy rhetoric, objectives and measures 
regarding education and curricula in response to globalization (Arnove, 2009; 
Bottery, 2006; Green, 1999), and use education to equip students with 
“globalization skills” (e.g., a broad knowledge base, IT skills, language 
proficiency, and cooperation) to facilitate lifelong learning and survival in a 
competitive, globalized world (Marginson, 1999). While accommodating these 
imperatives has made knowledge and learning more standardized and 
homogenous (Christou, 2010), nation-states differ in policy details, structures 
and processes (Green, 1999), and in how they blend local traditions and 
incentives with international developments (Priestley, 2008). 

Over time, the question of the role of the nation-state became a specific 
challenge to traditional notions of citizenship and citizenship education, which 
are nation-specific and involve state-society relationships. Citizens are 
individuals who live in a nation-state (Banks, 2008). Citizenship refers to 
people’s legal status, membership, rights and responsibilities, all of which are 
commonly prescribed by governmental bodies (Osler, 2010) and which 
determine the extent to which they can participate in civil, political, social and 
economic affairs within their common geopolitical borders (Giddens, 1993; Law, 
2011). Citizenship education is often used by the state and other stakeholders as 
an instrument of political socialization to foster among students a sense of 
collective membership, promote rights and responsibilities, and equip them with 
relevant political and civic literacy, skills and attitudes with a view to helping 
them become functioning and responsible citizens in a given polity (Banks, 
2004b). 

The power of globalization to transcend borders, however, has made human 
activities in economic, political, social and cultural domains increasingly 
interconnected and interdependent both within and between nation-states 
(Giddens, 2002). This has created a situation in which nation-states are no longer 
the exclusive source of legitimacy or the sole site of allegiance, and provided 
individuals with more opportunities to choose and determine the extent of their 
affiliation and identification with groups or communities at local, national and/or 
global levels. Despite this, in reality, citizenship, as Kennedy (2010) argued, is 
still “embedded in the nation-states” (p. 224). 

The discourse on citizenship education has made two main types of response 
to globalization. The first is to question the role of the state and state borders, and 
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to argue for a shift in focus from nation-state to individual, local, regional, or 
global identity (Arnett, 2002; Oommen, 1997; Soysal, 1994). For example, 
global education models focus mainly on the cultivation of global citizenship and 
identity by promoting universal values (e.g., human rights), global concerns, and 
transnational solidarity in the world (Pashby, 2008). The second type of 
theoretical response is the emergence of inclusive models of education for 
multiple citizenships. These include both multicultural models (e.g., Banks, 
2004a) and multileveled or multidimensional models (e.g., Kubow, Grossman, & 
Ninomiya, 2000) that embrace personal-social, local, national and global 
domains. In addition to identifying with their nation-state, people are urged “to 
live together in increasingly diverse local communities and an interdependent 
world” and foster multiple (local, national, and global) citizenships (Osler & 
Starkey, 2003, p. 243). They are also encouraged to develop multiple identities by, 
for example, sharing normative values and beliefs and developing a sense of 
identification with and attachment to local, national and global/or communities 
(Banks, 2004a). These levels or domains of citizenship or identities are 
interrelated and even intertwined, and individuals’ identities are flexible and can 
shift between global, national, and local levels (Osler, 2010). 

In practical terms, inclusive frameworks for citizenship education have 
received increasing international attention. No nation-state entirely replaces its 
national curricula with global education; indeed, many have increased their 
control over national education and curricula “to play a fundamental part in 
defining the national community and supplying a sense of continuity and 
purposes to the very existence of the nation-state” (Guibernau, 2007, p. 31). 
While encouraging students to develop global outlook, curricula, particularly 
citizenship education curricula in states such as the United States (Scott & Cogan, 
2008) and England (Andrews & Mycock, 2007) stress the importance of learning 
about national and local institutions, cultures and traditions, and how they relate 
to other countries. Some nation-states use education to preserve and perpetuate 
traditional cultures and values; Japan revamped its moral education to stress the 
importance of inheriting Japanese culture and traditions and cultivating a national 
identity and consciousness (Otsu, 2008), while South Korea used curriculum 
reform to revitalize its Confucian traditions and values (So, Kim, & Lee, 2012).  

These theories of development and education and studies on citizenship and 
citizenship education are useful to the understanding of globalization, national 
identity and citizenship education in China. They are not specific enough, 
however, to explain three particular aspects of China’s case: the struggle between 
economic development and cultural preservation; the roles of China’s state in 
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these struggles; and the strategies used by different Chinese national leaders to 
find new directions for China’s modernization and education.  

Traditional Chinese Education in Imperial China before 1911 

Before being severely challenged during the late Qing dynasty, education and 
curriculum in Imperial China were mainly state-led and Confucian-oriented, and 
focused on cultivating an obedient citizenry rather than development. Imperial 
Chinese education was integrated with state governance and Confucianism to 
foster social harmony and support for the Emperor. This undermined education’s 
development function and was severely challenged as China was confronted by 
foreign powers in the 19th century. 
 
Dominance of Confucian Education 
 
Confucius (551BCE–478BCE) was a pioneer of Chinese private education and a 
major contributor to the collection, revision, and publication of important 
classical writings, including the Five Classics (I-Ching, Poetry, Rites, Book of 
History, and Spring and Autumn Annals; You, 1993); Confucian education based 
on these classics was dominant in China for over two millennia. According to 
many scholars (e.g., Liang, 2006; Qian, 2004; Russell, 1922), Confucianism, 
Buddhism and Daoism inform core Chinese cultural values and norms shaping 
China’s national identity and Chinese people’s thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors. 

Due to the integration of Confucianism and state politics, socio-political tasks 
overshadowed development in traditional Chinese education since the Western 
Han dynasty (202BCE–9BCE). To facilitate governance and foster harmony and 
stability, Emperor Han Wu (156BCE–87BCE) officially adopted Confucianism 
as state doctrine and banned other schools of thought, promoted Confucian 
education, established the imperial college (taixue), and designated the Five 
Classics as mandatory textbooks. This integration was further strengthened in 
606CE, when the Sui dynasty tied the study of Confucian writings to 
civil-service examinations for staffing the Chinese literati bureaucracy; the Four 
Books (Great Learning, Doctrine of Mean, Analects, and Mencius) were added 
to the examination list in the Song dynasty (960CE–1279CE).  

For over two millennia, the Five Classics, Four Books and other Confucian 
writings have dominated Chinese curricular content and examinations, becoming 
the canon of the Chinese Confucian heritage. Despite their being seen as modern, 
Western products, the basic elements of the concepts of nation-state and citizenship 
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can be found in these Chinese classical texts, including: state (guo), borders, 
membership (in terms of government-people), and obligations (such as taxation 
and loyalty to the ruler and the state; Mencius, 2003). Despite dynastical changes 
and until the 1911 overthrow of the Qing dynasty, Confucian education at home 
and in schools emphasized moral cultivation for the purpose of social harmony by 
observing rites and practicing self-control over mind, word and deed (Law, 2011). 
It perpetuated Confucian cultural and socio-political values that favored 
monarchial rule (e.g., loyalty and filial piety) and fostered an obedient citizenry. 

 
Reforming the Confucian Curriculum: The Supplementary Approach 
 
In the 19th century, Confucian-oriented education and curricula were criticized as 
barriers to development and progress; at the same time, China’s national survival 
and identity were threatened by foreign military aggression. While the Industrial 
Revolution (1750–1850) spawned tremendous technological, economic, and 
social progress elsewhere, Qing dynasty China (1655–1911) continued to be 
inward-looking and to emphasize Confucian-oriented education. In the 1840s and 
1890s, military defeats forced China to cede territory to, and open ports for 
trading with foreign powers. These defeats confronted China with its economic 
and technological backwardness, shattered its Sinocentric worldview, reduced 
people’s pride in Chinese civilization (Wang, 1977), and challenged the 
relevance and usefulness of its Confucian-oriented cultural identity (Gray, 1990). 
On the other hand, these military defeats were regarded as national insults, and a 
later impetus for national rejuvenation (Lovell, 2011).  

To address external military and economic threats and revive China, the late Qing 
state expanded Chinese education’s mainly socio-political focus to include 
development. In a reform edict (collected in MacNair, 1927), Chinese Emperor 
Guangxu (1875–1908) recognized Western technological and military 
achievements and criticized China’s failure to provide practical, scientific 
education. To remedy this, the state began to establish a public school system, 
mainly modeled on Zhang Zhidong’s supplementary approach, zhongti xiyong 

 (Chinese learning as essence and Western learning for utility; You, 1993). 
The Qing state, while still emphasizing Confucian classics through its Moral 

Cultivation subject, introduced Western-style vocational and technical education, 
including arithmetic, agriculture and commerce, and science. This approach, 
which reflected the tension between preserving China’s Confucian-oriented 
cultural heritage and pursuing national development, was abandoned following 
the 1911 overthrow of the Qing dynasty. 
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The Republic of China (1912–1949): The Synthesis Approach 

The dilemma between development and the loss of national identity persisted in 
the ROC’s school curricula. Having inherited the economic and technological 
backwardness of Imperial China, and confronted with an ideological struggle 
between capitalism and communism. The ROC pursued West knowledge to 
revive China, while retaining Confucian heritage as part of its new national 
identity. Specifically, the KMT-led state upheld Sun Yat-Sen’s “Three Principles 
of the People” (nationalism, democracy, and people’s livelihood) as its guiding 
ideology and the core of Chinese identity. Sun’s (1985) principles selectively 
merged Confucian values (e.g., benevolence, righteousness, propriety, loyalty, 
and filial piety) and Western ideas (e.g., the separation of powers). 

To foster a modern citizenry, the ROC adopted a Western-style academic 
structure: six years of primary education, six of secondary, and four of university. 
The Chinese curriculum emphasized equipping students with language and 
science competences. Students were required to study Chinese from Grade 1, and 
English from Grade 7 (Ministry of Education, Republic of China, 1934), and 
were taught general science in primary school, and botany, zoology, chemistry 
and physics in Grades 7 to 9. 

The KMT-led state also stressed students’ moral and political cultivation. It 
used citizenship education to foster among students good personal ethics, a sense 
of collective responsibility for society and loyalty to the country. After the late 
1920s, curricula and textbooks were revised to reflect Sun’s “Three Principles of 
the People.” From Grade 1, students studied Sun’s principles and the KMT’s 
interpretations thereof (Culp, 2007). From Grade 7, students were taught history 
and geography that focused on China and those countries and international 
organizations that had relations with China, and citizenship education was 
expanded to include the lifestyles and cultures of select foreign countries. The 
KMT-led state also emphasized the teaching of traditional Chinese values, 
including loyalty, filial piety, benevolence, love, trustworthiness, righteousness 
and peace. It even designated four traditional Chinese values—propriety, 
righteousness, integrity, and a sense of shame—as the common motto of all ROC 
schools. At the same time, Chiang Kai-Shek opposed communism and the 
Communist Party of China (CPC), which began to take root in China. The 
KMT-led state’s efforts to make a modern citizenry, however, were interrupted by 
foreign aggression from the late 1930s onward and civil wars with the CPC 
between 1945 and 1949. 
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Mao’s China (1949–1976): The Replacement Approach 

After founding the PRC in 1949, the CPC, under the leadership of Chairman 
Mao Zedong, replaced the KMT’s curriculum with its socialist curriculum for 
nation building and construction of a new socialism-oriented national identity. 
Like the KMT, the CPC wanted to develop a new national identity for the 
Chinese people, and sought solutions from outside China; unlike the KMT, the 
CPC rejected capitalism and Western political thought as imperialist tools, 
eschewed Confucianism and downplayed China’s traditional culture as feudal. 
Instead, it adopted a replacement approach that highlighted socialism as the 
means of modernizing China, the only state-supported governance ideology, and 
the essence of a new Chinese national identity. Education in the CPC-led state 
struggled between “red and expert,” i.e., between the political task of making a 
socialist citizenry and the economic task of generating manpower for domestic 
economic development. As this and next section argue, this tension has persisted, 
with different emphases and to different extents, in China’s socialist 
modernization since 1949. 

In the 1950s, the CPC put nearly equal emphases on the economic and 
socio-political tasks of education. Its dualistic ideological framework and limited 
involvement in the world led the CPC to reform China by importing Soviet 
economic, political, and educational systems, and using the curriculum to 
inculcate Chinese students as “new socialist” persons who were both “red and 
expert” to further China’s modernization (Chen, 1969).  

This emphasis was reflected in, for example, its 1953 secondary-school 
curriculum, which stressed language proficiency and basic science literacy. 
Students spent seven and six class hours per week studying Chinese at primary 
and secondary levels, respectively (Chen & Hu, 1993), and three and four class 
hours a week at the junior- and senior-secondary levels, respectively, on a foreign 
language. Although China had severed diplomatic relations with most Western 
countries, English was still offered in secondary schools, although more schools 
offered Russian. Physics, chemistry, and biology were given more class hours 
than arts and humanities, and vocational and technical education was excluded 
(Chen & Hu, 1993). Following the Soviet model, the science curriculum was 
over-specialized; for example, biology was divided into botany, zoology, 
anatomy, and fundamental Darwinism. 

Although there were no specific political curriculum or textbooks in the early 
1950s, secondary students spent two class hours per week on the China’s 
revolutionary history, Marxist-oriented social sciences and the 1949 Common 
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Program of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (which then 
served as the PRC’s constitution and outlined its political, economic, and social 
systems; Chen & Hu, 1993). Political classes were heavily oriented towards 
Maoist socialism, promoted a dualistic worldview in which capitalist countries 
were enemies and socialist countries friends, emphasized the superiority of 
communism, and stressed the need for class struggle to build a communist China. 

In 1957, Mao (1977) reiterated the political importance of education as a 
means of equipping Chinese laborers with a socialist consciousness and culture. 
One year later, Mao specified two major political tasks for education: to serve the 
proletariat politically and to integrate education and labor for production, moving 
the Ministry of Education (MoE) (1957) to formalize political education as a 
separate subject for secondary students. Grades 7 and 8 students, in Cultivation 
of Youth, were encouraged to develop communist moral values, love the nation 
(including the CPC, government, leaders, and army), labor and science, serve the 
people and construct a socialist China. Grade 9 students, in political knowledge, 
focused on China’s socialist state structure and nation-building tasks. Grade 10 
and 11 students took knowledge of social sciences to study dialectical 
materialism and historical materialism, whereas Grade 12 students, in socialist 
construction, studied more abstract socialist concepts. The new classes absorbed 
one and two class hours per week for students in Grades 7 and 8 and Grades 9 to 
12, respectively. Beginning in 1959, the MoE required junior-secondary students 
to take political knowledge, which covered communist morality, the development 
of socialism, socialist revolution and modernization, and senior-secondary 
students to take economic knowledge and dialectical materialism, as well. 

Besides political lessons, the CPC-led state used other subjects (such as 
Chinese language and music) and examinations to transmit its political views and 
positions. For example, the 1954 college entrance examination asked students to 
translate sentences conveying explicit political messages conveying ideas and 
feelings such as the joy of meeting Chairman Mao, the importance of studying 
Marxism-Leninism, the existence of United States aggression, and the 
importance of Soviet assistance. 

After the late 1950s Sino-Soviet split, the CPC-led state began to develop its 
own socialist school curriculum, which continued to stress the “red and expert” 
formula for socialist modernization. In 1963, it promulgated new curriculum 
standards for primary and secondary schools (Chen & Hu, 1993) which, for 
economic reasons, gave more class hours to science subjects, cut arts and 
humanities by one half and dramatically increased secondary students’ class time 
for foreign languages studies; secondary students spent 412 class hours over six 
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years on politics (zhengzhi), for example, compared to 303 for history and 210 on 
geography. Moreover, Grades 6 and 9 students took two lessons per week on 
knowledge of production, while senior-primary and secondary students “labored” 
for two and four weeks per year, respectively, in social services or in factories or 
villages to learn from and work with workers and peasants. 

This balance between “red and expert” was interrupted by the Cultural 
Revolution (1966–1976), during which the economy seriously declined (Liu & 
Wu, 1986) and politics took center stage. In political lessons, students were 
compelled to study Mao’s words and to criticize others and themselves. Chinese 
traditional culture was severely attacked, knowledge was despised, intellectuals 
and teachers criticized, and schools and universities suspended. As a result, the 
economic role of education was utterly undermined, while its political role was 
pushed to an extreme. Mao’s personality cult dominated socialist China until his 
death in 1976. 

Post-Mao China since the Late 1970s: The Pragmatic 
Approach 

In the late 1970s, under Deng Xiaoping’s leadership, the PRC tried to recover 
from the disastrous Cultural Revolution by reviving its economy and restoring 
order to society and education. In 1978, Deng began to implement the policy of 
reform and opening to the world, gradually introducing a series of pragmatic 
policies and strategies for national development, including establishing 
diplomatic ties with capitalist countries and applying for membership in the 
GATTS (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade later renamed the World Trade 
Organization), emphasizing economic construction over class struggle, 
introducing market mechanisms into the economy, and letting some areas and 
people get rich first. As a result, the economy and education were opened to the 
world in the 1980s and 1990s to facilitate economic recovery and domestic 
development, and school curricula were further reformed in response to 
globalization in the 2000s; in short, the “red and expert” formula was gradually 
modified to reflect global citizenship and China’s cultural heritage. 

Before the examination of Deng’s pragmatic approach to education for nation 
re-building, it is useful to clarify some terms which might cause confusion in 
understanding citizenship education in post-Mao China. In addition to political 
education, the CPC-led state has, since the 1980s, used other terms (in CPC 
Central Committee documents, for example) to describe and implement its 
various political socialization projects or movements in school and society, and 
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to address specific social issues and problems in different periods. These include 
moral or moral character education, patriotic education and citizenship education. 
In the 1980s, moral education was promoted to fight the negative impacts of 
market-oriented economic reform, such as moral decline and extreme 
individualism (Communist Party of China Central Committee, 1988). As Lee 
(1996) observed, moral education also emphasized students’ psychological health 
and development. In the early 1990s, patriotic education was stressed as a means 
to boost patriotism among students and guard against attempts by hostile foreign 
forces to overthrow China’s socialist system (Communist Party of China Central 
Committee, 1994). In particular, in the early 2000s, after the promulgation of the 
Implementation Outline on Ethic Building for Citizens, the concepts of citizens’ 
qualities and citizenship education were used to foster Chinese people’s ethical 
qualities and to fight against the moral decline seen among its people and 
officials (Communist Party of China Central Committee, 2001). 

Despite differences in terminology, these projects were all interrelated. An 
analysis of relevant CPC’s documents, as Law (2006) demonstrated, shows that 
the relations and contents of these projects were interwoven and almost 
inseparable, and served a single purpose: to socialize people (including students) 
into the norms, values and ideologies deemed acceptable to and prescribed by the 
CPC-led state. People’s Education (2001), an official journal of the Ministry of 
Education, admitted these complicated relations, noting that patriotism is an 
important theme in the construction of ethics among citizens, and that the main 
goal of moral education is to strengthen citizens’ ethic qualities. 
 
Opening the School Curriculum to the World for Domestic Development 
between the Late 1970s and the 1990s 
 
Between the late 1970s and 1990s, Deng (1978a, 1978b) took a pragmatic 
approach to developing human capital and reforming China’s socialist education 
and curriculum, advocating the using of science and education to make China 
prosperous and “respecting knowledge and respecting trained personnel” rather 
than persecuting intellectuals (including scientists and engineers). The “red and 
expert” formula was retooled to require education to meet the demands of sange 
mianxiang  (the three orientations, modernization, the world, and the 
future) and to produce siyou xinren  (well-educated “new socialist” 
people with socialist ideals, virtues and discipline; Deng, 1983). In the 
mid-1980s, the Communist Party of China Central Committee (1985) used this 
revised formula to reform the Chinese educational system to produce 
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professionals, sub-professionals and skilled workers able to meet the challenges 
of an increasingly globalized economy. 

To that end, the CPC-led state introduced a series of major pragmatic 
education measures, including the 1977 reinstatement of the national college 
entrance examination (suspended during the Cultural Revolution); the 1977 
importation of over 2,000 foreign textbooks (including from Britain, France, 
Japan and the United States) to revise China’s curriculum (Lu, 2002); reinstating 
English as the first foreign language for all students from the junior-secondary to 
post-secondary levels; re-introducing keypoint schools in the primary- and 
secondary-education sectors to train high-calibre personnel and facilitate rapid 
economic reform; instituting nine-year compulsory schooling for children aged 6 
to 15 to meet labor market demands for a large, skilled and literate workforce; 
and expanding senior-secondary and higher education in the 1990s to meet 
high-end manpower needs. 

At the same time, the state continued to emphasize political education in 
school to create a socialist citizenry. The MoE (1978) required schools to provide 
political lessons and activities through which students could integrate learning 
with labor and learn from workers, peasants, and the army. Besides political 
lessons, upper-primary and secondary students took Laodong  (labor) and 
Laodong jishu  (labor skills), respectively, to understand the socialist 
definition of production and to master basic production knowledge and skills 
before entering the labor market. Political messages about class struggle were 
toned down, while those about, for example, the superiority of communism/ 
socialism and the CPC’s role in saving China from foreign aggression were kept. 

The CPC-led state developed a more accommodative, multileveled- 
multidimensional framework for socialist citizenship education, comprising 
global, national, local and personal-social domains. This framework was 
implicitly embedded in the citizenship curriculum, and could be revealed by 
careful analysis of the curriculum content of, for example, Thought and moral 
character courses (State Education Commission, 1986), in which primary 
students were taught about the impact of Deng’s policies on their relationship to 
the world. Students were expected to understand why China needed to 
communicate with and learn from foreign countries (including capitalist ones), 
and to learn how to show hospitality to foreigners while protecting China’s 
dignity. At the national level, the subject encouraged primary students to know 
that they are Chinese, to master basic information about China (including its 
national anthem and flag) and the CPC (including its party flag, history, and 
important leaders), and love the CPC and China fervently. Regarding the local 
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domain, it asked students to know and to love their home town or village and 
keep it harmonious. In the personal-social domain, primary students were 
encouraged to develop healthy habits and civilized manners, resist an unhealthy 
ethos, and observe laws and rules so that they could deal with new relationships 
and problems arising from China’s gradual transition to a socialist market 
economy and an increasingly pluralistic society. A similar implicit 
multileveled-multidimensional socialist citizenship education model can be 
identified in the political education curricula for junior- and senior-secondary 
students (State Education Commission, 1988a, 1988b, 1988c, 1988d).  

Despite these changes, the school curriculum was criticized for failing to equip 
students to face the challenges arising from China’s changing society and 
relationship to the world. In the late 1990s, the Communist Party of China 
Central Committee and State Council (2000) reiterated the importance of 
enhancing the quantity and quality of China’s talents in various fields of 
international competition and education’s essential role in doing so. They also 
expressed grave concerns about China lagging behind other countries in 
education, curriculum and pedagogy, and admitted education’s inability to 
develop well-rounded students of the calibre required by the 21st-century global 
economy. Some 10 years later, the CPC Central Committee and State Council 
(2010, July 30) expressed similar concerns in the Outline of China’s National 
Plan for Medium- and Long-term Education Reform and Development 
(2010–2020), which re-construed Deng’s version of “red and expert” in terms of 
“putting moral education as the first priority” and “persistence in emphasis on 
competences.” 

 
Reforming the School Curriculum for Global Competition since the 2000s 
 
In the 2000s, fearing China would lag behind other countries in an increasingly 
competitive global economy, the state twice revised its primary and 
junior-secondary curricula in an effort to turn China’s huge population into a 
national human resource asset. The MoE (2001; 2012, February 8) promulgated 
experimental curriculum standards for 19 subjects in 2001 and fine-tuned 
versions in 2011, both of which reveal the tension between education’s 
developmental and socio-political tasks, and specify basic qualities Chinese 
students need to acquire to face global challenges. Unlike the 1990s curricula, 
which focused on domestic development, both the experimental and fine-tuned 
standards emphasized preparing students for global competition by fostering 
their broad knowledge base, basic competences for lifelong learning, and global 
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consciousness. These two curriculum sets stressed socio-political tasks by 
emphasizing training students to be functioning citizens within a socialist 
framework; however, the latter were more Sino-centric, incorporating more 
elements specific to China’s traditional culture and contemporary developments. 
 
Encouraging Students to Master Basic Competences and Get Closer to the World 
 
The 2001 and 2011 school curriculum versions shared three approaches to 
preparing students to be globally competitive. First, they sought to establish a 
broad knowledge base for changing domestic and international labor markets by 
highlighting science, humanities and the social sciences. They also employed 
curriculum integration principles to group subjects into eight learning 
areas—language and literature, mathematics, humanities and social studies, 
sciences, technology, art, physical education and health, and integrated practical 
activities—and amalgamated related subjects, including the arts (music and art), 
science (physics, chemistry and biology), and history and social studies (history 
and geography). Schools could offer amalgamated subjects or their components. 

Second, the curricula sought to expand Chinese students’ learning to include 
skills and competences for a changing economy and society (as emphasized in 
the Outline of China’s National Plan for Medium- and Long-term Education 
Reform and Development (2010–2020)), including transnational skills to help 
students communicate globally, such as foreign language and information 
technology (IT). The 2001 experimental curriculum strategically extended the 
teaching of English from junior-secondary education to primary Grade 3 
nationally, and allowed junior-secondary schools to offer Japanese and Russian 
as elective secondary foreign languages. The MoE (2000a) also sought to 
popularize IT education in primary and secondary schools by 2011; compulsory 
IT courses were offered in all senior-secondary schools nationwide, in 
junior-secondary schools in medium-to-large cities by 2001 and nationally by 
2005, in primary schools in developed areas by 2005, and in over 90% of schools 
nationwide as early as possible. These courses were expected to equip students 
with basic IT knowledge and skills; develop students’ ability to search for, 
transfer and process information, and use IT; and lay the foundations for learning, 
working, and living in the future knowledge society (MoE, 2000b). 

Other state-promoted survival skills include generic skills, intended to help 
students become lifelong learners in a changing society and world. These include 
active participation and practice, critical thinking, collaborative exploration, 
searching for and processing information, acquiring new knowledge, problem 
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solving, communicating, and collaborating, and echo UNESCO’s (1996, 2000) 
four pillars of learning (learning to know, to do, to live together, and to be) and 
Marginson’s (1999) “skills of globalization” (p. 29). To help students master and 
integrate these skills, the 2001 curriculum required schools to introduce 
compulsory comprehensive practical activities from the primary to 
senior-secondary levels, including using IT, project learning, engaging in 
community services and practice, and developing labor skills and technologies. 

Third, both versions explicitly adopted a multileveled-multidimensional 
citizenship education framework to help students develop multiple—global, 
national, and local—identities. This was first seen in the experimental Grades 3 
to 6 Curriculum Standards for Moral Character and Society (MoE, 2002), which 
comprised six major spheres (individuals, family, school, community and home 
town/village, nation and the world) intersecting with three dimensions: social 
contexts (time, space, sociocultural environment, nature), social activities (daily, 
cultural, economic and political activities) and social relations (human relations, 
social norms, regulations, law and systems). The theme of the global sphere was 
“getting closer to the world,” and emphasized cultivating global awareness. 
Primary students were required to (a) master basic knowledge about the world 
and world civilizations; (b) know and respect life habits and customs from other 
countries, regions, and ethnicities; (c) develop a preliminary understanding of 
how science and technology affect people’s lives and social development; (d) 
learn about common global problems (e.g., environmental deterioration, 
population growth, and resource scarcity) and the importance of harmonious 
coexistence between people, and between humans and nature; (e) recognize the 
importance of peace and the sufferings caused by war; and (f) know which 
international organizations and covenants China had joined, and their functions.  

While the same requirements can be identified in the 2011 curriculum standards 
(MoE, 2011c), there were three changes: the theme of global citizenship was 
changed to “our common world”; primary students were taught the “increasing 
influences of China on international affairs”; and, students were urged to collect 
pictures and information on international events hosted by China. In other words, 
teaching about the world involved teaching about China in the world. 

 
Reinforcing Students’ Chinese Cultural Identity within a Socialist Framework 
 
While encouraging students to remain globally competitive, the state sought to 
reinforce their Chinese cultural identity within a socialist framework. The CPC 
Central Committee and State Council (2010, July 30) repeatedly emphasized 
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“moral education as first priority” and the urgency of making Chinese students 
“qualified socialist citizens.” To that end, the MoE infused the 2011 basic 
education curriculum with socialist values, continuing a practice that has been a 
part of Chinese curricula since 1949, particularly citizenship curricula. 
Interestingly, more emphasis was placed on cultivating in students a national 
identity oriented towards traditional Chinese culture, a change from past practice 
and one informed by China’s new policy of exploring and utilizing Chinese 
culture for nation development and revival purposes. 

After Mao’s death in 1976, the CPC-led state had begun to reverse its hostility 
towards Chinese culture and its efforts to replace Confucianism with socialism as 
the main state-supported value system; under Deng Xiaoping’s leadership, 
however, the state was more sympathetic to Chinese culture. The 1980s saw the 
selective use of Chinese culture to address social problems and issues arising 
from the transition to a socialist market economy, such as crime, corruption, 
individualism and hedonism. Classical Chinese texts and stories, such as the 
traditional tale of the greater difficulty in breaking a batch of arrows than a single 
arrow, were selectively included in school textbooks, in this instance, to illustrate 
how community is more powerful than individualism (Guangdong Provincial 
Textbook Team for Thought and Moral Character in Primary Schools, 1996). 

In the early 2000s, the CPC-led state began to officially reinstate the status of 
Chinese culture in state governance, with then-President Jiang Zemin’s “Three 
Represents” theory, which stated the CPC represents the most advanced cultural 
and production forces, and the fundamental interests of most Chinese. The theory 
was incorporated into the CPC’s charter in 2002, and China’s Constitution in 
2004. Since then, despite continued rhetorical emphasis on China’s socialist 
culture, national leaders have increasingly used classical Chinese texts and 
sayings in public speeches and governance policies, as when then-President Hu 
Jintao (2006) invoked China’s traditional “eight honours and eight shames” (ba 
rong ba chi, a set of eight dos and eight don’ts) to fight declining moral standards 
among officials and citizens. 

In the early 2010s, the development of Chinese culture became official 
national strategy with the Communist Party of China Central Committee’s (2011, 
October 26) decision to promote cultural development, strengthen China’s 
cultural systems and industries, and build a “socialist core value system.” The 
decision acknowledged the Chinese cultural value of prosperity as being of 
overriding importance to development, the first priority of governance, and 
integral to China’s revival. 

The decision can be seen as a response to Hu Jintao’s (2007) efforts to position 
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Chinese culture within the socialist framework as an important strategic “soft 
power” for domestic development and global rejuvenation. On the one hand, it 
recognizes the increasing importance of Chinese culture in four key domestic 
areas: ethnic solidarity and innovation; comprehensive national competition 
strength; socioeconomic development; and, cultivating the cultural dimension of 
people’s “spiritual life” in a prosperous society (a national development goal to 
be achieved by 2020). On the other hand, the state wanted to use Chinese culture 
to defend China’s “cultural security,” resist cultural aggression by other countries, 
increase its international cultural influence, and showcase the Chinese people’s 
spirit and China’s achievements in reform and opening to the world. To spread 
Chinese language, culture and history globally, China established, three hundred 
and fifty eight Confucius Institutes (similar to the UK’s British Council, France’s 
Alliance Française, and Germany’s Goethe-Institut) between 2004 and early 
2012 at overseas higher-education institutes, and more than 500 Confucius 
classrooms in primary and secondary schools in over 100 countries and regions 
(Wen, Zhang, & Zheng, 2012, May 24). Some countries, however, have seen this 
as a form of cultural imperialism, and as constituting a global threat. 

Having shifted from rejection to re-acceptance of Chinese culture, in the 2000s 
the CPC-led state revised its citizenship and whole school curricula to help 
students develop, within a socialist framework, a strong national identification 
rooted in Chinese culture. In the curriculum standards for Grades 3 to 6 “Moral 
Character and Society,” for example, although the experimental national 
citizenship theme, “I am a Chinese,” was changed to “Our Country” in the 
fine-tuned version (MoE, 2002, 2011c), the contents of both are almost the same. 
Both standards cover basic information about China, its development in areas 
ranging from agriculture to modern communications, and the basic rights and 
duties of its citizens. In addition, both reflect the CPC’s political positions and 
historical perspectives on such topics as Taiwan (a part of China); ethnic diversity; 
the role of foreign aggression and Chinese resistance since the 1840s; the CPC’s 
contribution to founding the PRC in 1949; and China’s achievements since 1978. 
Moreover, both standards encourage students to treasure Chinese cultural heritage, 
feel solidarity with those Chinese facing natural disasters and nurture a passion for 
China’s territories, the socialist motherland, the CPC, and the army. 

The CPC-led state also used other subjects to help students learn more about 
and identify with China’s cultural traditions and contemporary achievements. 
The 2011 curriculum is more Sino-centric than its 2001 counterpart, and stresses 
the importance of learning “excellent” Chinese cultural traditions and 
achievements and incorporating these into different subjects, in three main ways. 
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First, by enhancing students’ Chinese spoken and written language proficiency, 
which has declined due, in part, to students’ increased focus on learning English, 
the rise of internet language, and weakened Chinese language education. To 
improve students’ Chinese proficiency, the 2011 curriculum standard requires 
Grades 1 to 9 students to master Hanyu Pinyin (Romanized Chinese characters), 
know roughly 3,500 Chinese characters, read Chinese outside of class, and 
memorize 240 Chinese and translated poems and written works (MoE, 2011f). 

To cultivate students’ passion for the Chinese language, the 2011 Chinese 
language curriculum increased the number of Chinese poems and classical 
writings to be memorized from 130 to 136 (correspondingly reducing the number 
of contemporary Chinese and translated foreign writings). Moreover, Grades 1 to 
9 Chinese language students must both learn to write Chinese characters with an 
ordinary pen and take calligraphy lessons. From 2013/2014, students in Grades 3 
to 4 need to learn how to use a writing brush (rarely used in daily life) to linmo 

 (copy and trace) block style Chinese calligraphy; Grades 5 to 6 students are 
required to brush-write kaishu  (regular script) and appreciate the beauty of 
written Chinese characters; and Grades 7 to 9 students should emulate the styles 
of famous Chinese calligraphers and appreciate the aesthetics of Chinese 
calligraphy (MoE, 2013). 

Second, more Chinese elements were added to arts and humanities to expose 
students to and familiarize them with Chinese cultural traditions. The 2011 music 
curriculum, for example, features more Chinese traditional and ethnic/local 
music; Grades 1 to 9 students are expected to perform several new folk songs 
annually, while Grades 3 to 9 students must learn one Beijing or local opera 
segment each year (MoE, 2011e). The 2011 science curriculum has also undergone 
Sinification. Mathematics students are expected to know the contributions of 
Jiuzhang suanshu  (the Nine Chapters on Mathematics), one of China’s 
earliest mathematics texts, containing 246 ancient mathematics problems (MoE, 
2011d). Grades 1 to 3 students are expected to know the importance of the abacus 
in ancient China and use it to show a figure’s first three digits. 

Third, the 2011 curriculum standards emphasize pride in China’s achievements 
and advances under the CPC’s leadership. The general science curriculum, for 
example, asks junior-secondary students to observe and collect information about 
China’s achievements in astronomy, space technology and industry (MoE, 2011a), 
while the history curriculum reviews China’s achievements since the 16th CPC 
National Congress in 2002 (MoE, 2011b)—including hosting the 2008 Beijing 
Olympics, the PRC’s 60th anniversary in 2009, the CPC’s formulation of 
socialism with Chinese characteristics, and President Hu Jintao’s scientific theory 
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on development—to help students “persistently uphold” the CPC’s leadership 
and “firmly believe” in Chinese socialism (p. 22). 

Whether these additional Chinese elements will foster students’ national 
identity and pride remains to be seen. The state’s new cultural policy, however, is 
a tacit admission that it cannot rely solely on socialism for nation-building and 
that China’s national development, rejuvenation, and identity cannot be separated 
from its traditions, civilization and culture. The Chinese state has entrusted the 
new school curriculum with an important human capital development mission for 
the 21st century: to develop students’ knowledge, skills and attitudes to enable 
them cope with changing global demands and function as responsible members 
of their local, national, and international communities. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This article has traced the trajectory of China’s struggles in its education and 
citizenship curricula between accommodating global influences and preserving 
China’s national identity and cultural heritage since the late 19th century. It has 
demonstrated that, in an increasingly globalized world, China and its curricula 
must compete with other countries for economic development and withstand 
their economic, political, ideological, and cultural influences. China’s four 
historical approaches—the late Qing dynasty’s supplementary approach, the 
ROC’s synthesis approach, Mao’s rejection approach, and Deng’s post-Mao 
pragmatism—reflect the attempts of different leaderships to further China’s 
development, rejuvenate the Chinese nation, modernize its citizenry, in the ways 
they shaped the economic and socio-political domains of Chinese curricula in 
different eras. The trajectory of these approaches suggests that, since the end of 
its millennia-old imperial system in 1911, China has continued to pursue 
nation-building and a national identity. Despite this, the trajectory suggests that, 
as social constructs, China’s national identity and citizenship education are 
state-prescribed and have varied with changes of leadership and their responses 
to domestic and global contexts, and that making and fostering a modern Chinese 
citizenry in the 21st century is linked to China’s cultural heritage, contemporary 
domestic contexts, and an increasingly interconnected and interdependent world. 

Specifically, China’s trajectory reveals that its citizenship education has been 
nation-specific and is marked by three major interrelated continuities. First, 
Chinese citizenship education is state-led, rather than society-led. The state is the 
principal definer of citizenship education, which embeds the will of rulers or 
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leaders and is used to consolidate and sustain their leadership. Second, the 
political orientation of Chinese citizenship education tends to be exclusive. On 
the one hand, it favorably transmits a particular set of beliefs and ideologies for 
state governance and/or nation building that are strongly supported or advocated 
by national leaders (e.g., Confucianism in Imperial China, the Three People’s 
Principles in the ROC, and different versions of socialism adapted to the Chinese 
context at different stages in the PRC). On the other, it discourages those views 
or positions that are deemed (by national leaders) unacceptable or that threaten 
political and social stability (e.g., communism during the ROC period and 
capitalism in the Mao era). Third, with the exception of the Mao era, Chinese 
culture has always been an important element in Chinese citizenship education. It 
is not only an integral component of Chinese identity, but also has values that 
leaders can promote or co-opt to facilitate their continued leadership and 
governance, such as personal ethics, responsibility to society and the country and 
social harmony and stability. 

Despite these continuities, citizenship education in China has experienced 
three major changes. First, the state-supported value system transmitted in 
Chinese citizenship education has changed from Confucianism (which reflected 
the collective social wisdom of pre-1911 China) to systems specifically 
developed by national leaders in post-1911 China, including Sun in the ROC and 
Mao and Deng in the PRC. Second, in different times in post-1911 China, 
citizenship education has conveyed more explicitly different national leaders’ 
views, positions and policies on nation building and state governance. Third, the 
scope of citizenship education has expanded; once mainly focused on the 
cultivation of personal morals and social harmony, it now follows an explicit 
multileveled-multidimensional framework covering personal-social, local, 
national and global domains. 

China’s case has four theoretical implications for understanding globalization, 
nation building, and education for making a modern citizenry in a global age. 
The first is that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to development, 
nation-building and national identity formation. Despite the predictions of 
modernization theory, China has resisted Western political traditions and 
institutions and uses traditional Chinese culture, once considered a barrier to 
modernization, to link China to the world and address domestic social issues 
arising from modernization and urbanization. The curriculum is now used to 
preserve Chinese civilization and re-establish Chinese culture as an integral part 
of national identity. Also, contrary to dependency theories, China has not 
experienced underdevelopment, despite its increased engagement in unequal 
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economic exchanges with core countries. On the contrary, it has, since 1978, 
made remarkable economic progress, and overtaken Japan as the world’s 
second-largest economy. Despite leadership changes, Chinese citizenship 
curricula have, for over a century, propagated the state’s ideology and principles 
as an essential part of Chinese people’s collective identity, rather than reinforcing 
foreign powers’ interests in China. 

Unlike the convergence thesis of globalization, China’s case suggests the state 
continues to play a significant role in domestic and foreign affairs, resisting 
Western political models, and defending its domestic affairs against foreign 
intrusions; national sovereignty, territorial integrity, and the preservation of 
Chinese cultural identity remain important to China. As such, China’s case seems 
to support the world-systems theory and the developmental state thesis. Despite 
its zigzagging path, China has shaped its own model of development, allowing 
the coexistence of a market economy and central planning under CPC/state 
guidance (Zhang, 2012). It has demonstrated its capacity to turn unequal 
exchanges with other countries to its advantage, and has become a rising global 
economic power. China’s case supplements existing schools of thought by 
showing the importance of cultural heritage to a nation-state’s domestic 
development and of intercultural interactions between nation-states that are 
accompanied by unequal economic exchanges. China has revised its curriculum 
to prepare its students to compete globally, while still cultivating their Chinese 
identity within a socialist framework. China has also established Confucius 
Institutes around the world as an active strategy to protect its culture and promote 
it to the world. 

The second theoretical implication relates to the importance of cultural 
heritage to nation-building and national identity in a global age. Competing for 
development and striving for cultural heritage are equally important concerns, 
and traditional culture can be both an important foundation for development and 
an integral component of national identity; China’s case suggests the state can 
adjust the equilibrium between these two concerns by emphasizing one at the 
expense of the other. The state can protect or suppress domestic culture and 
traditions, and facilitate or inhibit domestic and foreign cultural interactions. Its 
four approaches to development and making a modern Chinese citizenry suggest 
China has enthusiastically learnt about economic development from other 
countries, both capitalist and socialist. The supplementary, synthesis, and 
pragmatic approaches, however, point to China’s fear of losing its cultural 
identity in face of potentially challenging or inconsistent foreign traditions and 
values. The radical (rejection) approach of the PRC under Mao attempted to 
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sever China’s traditional culture from its national identity and replace it with a 
foreign ideology (socialism) in education and the wider society, but did so in vain. 
Indeed, as time passes, the more it opens itself to the world and the more it 
develops, the more China relies on its traditional culture rather than socialist 
doctrines and principles to promote itself to the world and to address domestic 
social issues and problems. While using education to prepare its students for the 
challenges of globalization in the 21st century, post-Mao China reminds them 
that their historical and cultural roots are an integral part of their national identity, 
rather than something to renounce, and that they should take pride in the 
achievements of both contemporary and ancient China. The reinstatement of 
Chinese culture in the school curriculum is expected to provide opportunities for 
students to understand and develop both their national Chinese identity and 
local/ethnic identities, and their relations with peoples of other cultures around 
the world. 

The third theoretical implication concerns the relationship between 
development and citizenship education for training students to become active 
citizens in a globalized world in the 21st century. In an increasingly 
interconnected and interdependent world, curricula as social constructions no 
longer serve only to prepare students to meet the needs of society and the 
domestic market; they also help nations compete globally while maintaining their 
national distinctiveness in an increasingly interconnected world. China’s case 
supports the promotion of inclusive citizenship education models, rather than 
global education models. Like other countries, China has reformed its school 
curriculum to accommodate global education imperatives and has used school 
curricula, including citizenship education, to transmit CPC-prescribed socialist 
values to students and to link Chinese traditions to contemporary China under the 
CPC’s leadership. In this sense, the state functions as a principal selector of 
school curricula, choosing knowledge, skills, values and attitudes from a 
multicultural and multileveled world (including individual, local, national, and 
global levels) to be passed to future generations in response to societal and global 
changes, based on national conditions and needs. While encouraging the 
cultivation of multiple identities, Chinese citizenship education, as a state 
socialization project, promotes national identity ahead of local and global 
identities. This can be explained by Banks (2004a) who advocated that the 
multicultural model of citizenship education seeks to help students “function 
within the nation-state rather than in the global community” (p. 4). 

The fourth theoretical implication relates more to citizenship education in 
China. China’s development trajectory suggests that the more the Chinese state 
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pursues national rejuvenation in an increasingly competitive, globalized world, 
the more politically and ideologically open and accommodating its education 
(particularly citizenship education) must be, and the more its students must 
develop multiple identities and function as active and responsible citizens of a 
multileveled and multicultural world. This could be an important ongoing 
mission for Chinese education and curriculum in the 21st century. Its realization, 
however, would likely depend on the ability and willingness of China’s leaders 
and the CPC to entertain social, economic and political values and ideas that may 
contradict the tenets of Chinese socialism; to tolerate opposition voices from a 
politically active citizenry; to evaluate, objectively and honestly, the continued 
relevance of the socialist principles and values in Chinese citizenship education 
to students’ daily life; to acknowledge the pivotal role of Chinese culture in 
maintaining China’s national identity in a globalized world; to afford schools and 
teachers the autonomy to develop and implement a politically and ideologically 
open citizenship curriculum; and to treat students as autonomous persons and 
allow them the freedom to evaluate, critically, the various positions and values 
taught in citizenship education, and to freely choose the extent to which they are 
willing and able to identify with local, national, and/or international 
communities. 

To conclude, opening to the world for development and preserving national 
identity and cultural heritage for nation building and making a modern citizenry 
are not necessarily mutually exclusive in a global age. China’s struggles with this 
issue have shown that learning from and engaging with other countries is vital 
for national development in a competitive world, and that modernization and 
development based on traditional culture is both viable and sustainable. As 
principal agenda setters and selectors, nation-states like China can, in an era of 
globalization, adapt their education and citizenship curricula, not only for 
development purposes, but also to inherit and pass on their national cultural 
heritage to future generations while promoting cultural diversity in a 
multicultural world. In students’ cognitive and affective association and 
identification with their nation and the world, their nation’s cultural heritage, 
contemporary developments, institutions, and values are integral to their national 
identity and an important point of reference when forming their global identity. 
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