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Respect for Life Described in National Textbooks of Moral Education

in the People’s Republic of China

KAMIZONO Kohtaro

Summary

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) is in the process of updating its moral education textbooks. The
16 different textbooks, entitled “Morality and Life” and “Morality and Society,” are being integrated into
one national textbook, “Morality and the Rule of Law”.

This name change comes from the promulgation of a decision made by the Fourth Plenary Session of
the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China in 2014. This process of changing the name
of moral education textbooks and changing them to a national textbook will be accomplished in 2020.
However, the basic style of moral education textbooks in the PRC will not change, i.e., compilations as a
comprehensive course to teach Moral subject in integration with the subjects of Geography, History, and
Rule of Law including the core values of socialism. Meanwhile, the 2017 edition of the Standard for Regular
Higher Secondary School Thought and Politics Curriculum has not yet been changed.

This paper focuses on the theme of respect for life presented in the new Chinese national textbooks
“Morality and Rule of Law,” focusing on the first-grade textbook concerning safety and the seventh-grade
textbooks on respect for life organized as a unit. The paper also discusses respect for life in comparison with
Japanese moral education textbooks, which were also changed to a special subject in 2018 at the elementary
school level and in 2019 at the secondary school level. However, the compilation style of moral textbooks
remains geared to values education, which continues from the age of Imperial Rescript on Education,
originally issued in 1890 and abolished in 1948. But the value of respect for life newly appeared in Japan
and began to be taught in schools from 1958. It can be understood that Japan’s upholding of the value of
respect for life in moral education meant that Japan would not send its students to the battlefield again in
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response to the movement against the revival of moral education.

The description of respect for life in Chinese moral education textbooks is presented in two main ways:
dreams and heroic martyrs. The use of dreams draws on the Resolution of the 19th National Congress of
the Communist Party of China on the Revised Constitution of the Communist Party of China in 2017,while
the systematic description of heroic martyrs is based on the Law on the Protection of Heroic Martyrs, which
came into effect in 2018 and was passed at the Second Session of the Standing Committee of the 13th
National People’s Congress.

The description of respect for life in unit 4 of the seventh-grade Chinese moral education textbook titled
“Thinking about Life” begins with the topic of death. It reinforces that life is temporary and that an
individual’s everyday life can have great meaning when one’s life is connected to the destiny of other people,
societies, groups, nations, and, by extension, all human beings. The death of Lei Feng, for example, a heroic
truck driver martyr, is explained as a worthy connection of personal ideals with the development of the state,
the revival of the nation, and the community of human destiny.

National moral education textbooks of the PRC are carefully organized, and on the bases of five
characteristics: 1) question-oriented construction, 2) cooperative learning, 3) caring, especially in the first-
grade textbook, 4) psychological resilience, and 5) a national integration of moral values. Japanese moral
education textbooks, on the other hand, should focus on: 1) development of citizens who concider and judge
the future results of science and technology, such as genome research, 2) human rights, including the rights
of the child, 3) critical thinking, and 4) self-affirmative consciousness as an integrating point of moral values.

The moral education textbooks of the PRC are oriented toward pro-social and pro-national values while
discussing the care of the individual. They seek to educate individuals on how to live meaningful lives in
social and state context. In comparison, Japanese moral education textbooks incline to the individual and
focus more on the inner life and the individual’s development. A meaningful life is thus fulfilled in personal
reflection.
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