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NATIONAL TEXTBOOK CONTROVERSIES 
IN A GLOBALIZING WORLD

Susanne Popp

I.
Whether international textbook controversies have been occurring 
more frequently and whether they have aroused public interest more 
violently in recent times it is difficult to judge. Yet; following the end 
of the Cold War, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the bankruptcy 
of communist doctrine many events seem to point in that direction: 
there has been a strong tendency towards the revitalization of “na
tional memory” and “national historic identity”, mostly combined 
with fundamental reinterpretations of national historical events or 
periods. The academic deconstruction of familiar national “master 
narratives” has also advanced further, the same thing has happened 
with large-scale revisionist interpretations in many fields. These de
velopments can lead to a contested past and furthermore to a funda
mental change in national history textbooks turning them into ele
ments of a political battle about die valid interpretation of national 
history, the true historic reflection of die people, and the national and 
cultural identity of society.1

Even though it is hard to judge the impact of the textbook con
troversies in absolute terms, one can be certain that global awareness 
about national and international textbook controversies is rising 
sharply. This is not only the case with experts and scientists but also 
among a widespread intellectual audience. The Internet adds to this 
by spreading current controversies from all around die globe, utiliz
ing a universal “lingua franca”. Controversies that would otherwise 
have received only local attention, now receive attention on a global 
scale. For example, this is the case in the ongoing Greek conflict 
regarding a history textbook sponsored by the European Union,2 an 
example of a national conflict where conservatives together with 
representatives of the Greek Orthodox Church fight against a new 
more liberal view of the Ottoman or Turkish history in Greek collec
tive memory. Then there is the case of the East Asian controversies 
dealing mosdy with Japanese textbooks. These debates have been 
carried on for many decades. They show a national as well as an in-
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temational level o f  conflict.3 There are many other cases — for exam
ple Australia,4 postcolonial India,5  the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,6 
and textbook battles in the United States concerning the National 
Standards o f  (World) History7  or the attacks o f  “intelligent design” 
against evolution biology8 . O n another level but not less exciting is 
die debate on  the international efforts undertaken to combat any 
state regulations that dictate historical views for the use in the class
room, and prohibit the free discussion o f  scientists about contro
versial historical topics.9 One famous example is the French “Loi 
n°2005-158 du 23 février 2005 portant reconnaissance de la Nation et 
contribution nationale en faveur des Français rapatriés”, a law on 
colonialism which required high-school (lycée) teachers to teach the 
“positive values” o f  French colonialism to their students (cf. article 
4). The law created a public uproar, and was finally repealed by Presi
dent Jacques Chirac early in 2006. This whole debate about the right 
of the state to prescribe historical opinions to teachers or even to the 
scientific community is to be seen in the context of, on  the one hand, 
an increasing prosecution o f  crimes against humanity and, on the 
other hand, o f  compensatory payments for victims o f  political vio
lence; both needs legal bases which also include historical interpreta
tions. Apart from that, this whole complex has didactically seeing 
such a great importance because it touches the laws prohibiting die 
denial o f die Holocaust that are required in many countries.10

II.
Before dealing with questions o f  if and how  current textbook con
troversies and die effects o f  the globalizing world are (possibly) con
nected in die main part o f  this paper (IV), and also before asking 
what other factors contribute to the current increase o f  history text
book controversies in the part following this (III), I would like to 
point out one more thing that seems important The general public, 
interested in this history textbook matter, is currently not exclusively 
paying attention to prominent textbook controversies. Rather than 
doing so, the public also often pays attention to successful bi- and 
multilateral textbook co-operation. Such joint-venture projects are 
being carried out very often by countries with troubled relationships. 
They prove that the resolution o f  each other’s historical prejudices 
and national stereotypes is possible, even if  those prejudices and 
stereotypes are rooted deep within the national experience and his
torical rendition and even if they have caused wounds which are far
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from being healed. Projects such as the German-French,11 the Israeli- 
Palestinian12 or the East Asian joint-venture texthook (China, Japan, 
Korea)13 exemplify how national history lessons can achieve two 
important goals: to teach national identity and, at the same time, 
teach peacefulness, empathy and the ability to change perspective. 
All these projects originate from the vision o f  a national identity that 
is strengthened rather than weakened by an equal and peaceful dia
logue o f  mutual understanding.

Although the use o f  these joint-venture schoolbooks is usually 
not widespread in the participating countries, their importance and 
their influence can hardly be overestimated because they represent a 
tremendous compromise. The solutions found in these joint-venture 
textbooks influence public consciousness, even though they are occa
sionally fiercely criticized and rejected. Most o f  the time, however, 
they provide a strong impulse for the mid-term modification o f  text
books. Furthermore, these projects develop an immense momentum 
on an international scale. The experiences and the success o f  these 
ventures in one country serve as a model and incentive for other 
countries. For example, projects currently in development profit 
from the experience gained from previously completed projects. This 
is true for many current projects, such as the German-Polish,14 the 
Central Asian,15 the Indo-Pakistani joint history textbook and the 
Bangladesh-Pakistani schoolbook16 or the schoolbook for countries 
bordering the Mediterranean17 .

III.
Occasionally, when history textbook controversies receive great at
tention from the international press, the question arises why school 
books have this potential to anger the public. The first response to 
this should be that events like the ones described should be consid
ered absolutely normal in a democratic society. After all, history text
books do not only transmit historic knowledge and methodical skills 
to the next generation, they also carry over the ‘cultural memory’ — 
meaning the knowledge that is shared by a society and that supports 
its concepts o f  unity (integrating function) and individuality (identity- 
creating function)18. Ever since their ‘invention’ and implementation, 
history as a school subject and also history textbooks themselves 
have been geared towards the task o f  teaching national culture to 
young people politically through history education. All analyses o f  the 
“subtext” o f  official teaching aims show  that teaching the basics o f
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the history o f  a nation is always done with — among other things — 
the aim to develop a patriotic identity in young people and with the 
aim o f  justifying the government’s demand for national loyalty. The 
points o f  reference in history education were and always will be the 
identity and integration o f  the political system that is responsible for 
this education.

I f  history textbooks represent the afore-mentioned historical and 
political identity that government and society provide for handing on 
to the next generation, it seems self-evident that competing political 
forces argue over the contents o f  new history textbooks and curric
ula. This is especially true in pluralistic and democratic societies, and 
it is also especially the case when these political forces have different 
or even controversial views. Because books spread quickly through 
schools, all political forces take historical textbooks seriously, regard
less o f  whether students really understand their textbooks or even 
read them carefully. After all, textbooks reach virtually every student 
and often have a strong influence on how  classes are taught; they 
shape the “hidden curricula” o f  the school system.

Fierce history textbook controversies often occur in democratic 
nations with a “difficult” history. These are nations that are unable to 
find a way to deal with their troubled past that is acceptable to all 
This troubled past burdens their “national memory” and “collective 
identity”. Examples for this are memories o f  colonialism and imperi
alism, slavery and forced labor, wars o f  aggression and crimes o f  
violence committed by the military, but also cultural and religious 
discrimination and genocide o f  certain ethnic groups, often minori
ties, on a national or international scale.

In cases like these, it is often not only the political parties o f  a na
tion that are tom  by the issue, but also the entire society itself. The 
dividing question is: what kind o f national history should be taught 
through history education? Most o f  the time, conservative m ove
ments demand that an almost totally positive version o f  national 
history be taught through history education. For one thing, they usu
ally argue that youth has the right to be “proud” o f  its own nation 
and its history. Furthermore, they claim that in times o f  accelerated, 
dynamic social and economic change, the social integration o f  society 
can only be assured efficiently, if  one offers the socially deprived 
groups a prestigious “collective memory” as compensation for their 
precarious social identity. In contexts like these, it is often immigrants 
and ethnic minorities that are portrayed as a threat to the national
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identity. Certain movements argue that in order to be protected 
against this threat, social awareness and affiliation have to be re
enforced throughout the entire population by emphasizing the im
portance o f  a strong national identity and a glorious national history. 
The representatives of the liberal spectrum usually advocate a differ
ent concept o f national identity and strength. According to them, the 
historical pride o f a nation is based solely on the effort that it makes 
to accept its historical responsibility, especially if this nation has a 
“difficult” past They argue that instead of suppressing the past or 
denying it one has to take responsibility in the present for the crimes 
and suffering committed by one’s own nation in the past This fol
lows not only from moral standards, but also from the notion of 
justice for the descendants o f the victims, for example the descen
dants of original inhabitants (indigenous people) whose rights and 
territories were violated or the descendants of colonial inhabitants 
who were exploited or present neighboring nations that were at
tacked in the past The liberal view is that history textbooks have a 
duty to enable the younger generation to feel empathy and to change 
perspective. Above all, textbooks have to show young people their 
national history in a way that makes them realize their historical re
sponsibility and accept it willingly.

When asking about the causes of public history textbooks contro
versies, one encounters very different responses; most o f  them have 
only to do to with the nation state and ignore globalization. A  com
mon situation is that opposite and deeply rooted, emotionally 
charged opinions exist in society about how to deal with a difficult 
national past. These opposing opinions escalate when dealing with a 
potentially controversial new history schoolbook However, there is 
more to it than meets the eye. For example, a comparison between 
the Japanese and the German cases — both nations have to deal with 
a very troublesome national history — shows that controversies that 
are reported worldwide regularly occur in Japan, but not in Germany. 
To a certain extent this is a result of the different schoolbook admis
sion procedures. Once every four years Japan, which has 127 million 
citizens, authorizes a very limited number of history textbooks for 
the entire school system. This procedure promotes public focus and 
scrutiny on this recurring event and thereby creates very favorable 
conditions for angry public debate, in part orchestrated by the mass 
media since the Japanese political culture contains two parties which 
have opposing views on how to deal with the troublesome national
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history. The ways o f  coping with the national past represent in a 
symbolic way the difference o f  political identities and values. In the 
federal German system on the other hand, the opinions o f  the politi
cal parties about the nation’s history are not defined in such a clear- 
cut way. Furthermore, there are no fewer than 16 states19 that con
tinuously authorize schoolbooks in a very heterogeneous educational 
environment Without wanting to overestimate the importance o f  
these processes, it has to be said that the complexity o f  the uncoordi
nated local procedures in Germany does not help to attract public 
attention. So the German public is less likely to be fixated on the 
authorization o f new history textbooks and on history textbooks 
controversies than the Japanese public.

Regardless o f  the effects o f  globalization which will be discussed 
in the next part o f  this paper, there seems to be a typical potential in 
history textbooks for “national scandals” orchestrated by the mass 
media. Textbooks serve as a context or justification for a fight over 
national identity and discrimination between “inside and outside”. 
This subject can also receive great public attention because contrary 
to research literature published by historians, discussions about his
tory textbooks are comparatively easy to follow and therefore have a 
low entry-threshold. This means that almost every citizen thinks o f  
himself or herself as fully competent to participate in the discussion 
and to reach a judgment

Furthermore, history textbooks are considered to be o f  vital im
portance to everybody, the history education that is taught is often 
considered to be nothing less than the “future o f  the nation” and the 
identity o f  society itself Finally, this subject draws additional emo
tional force from the immediate pressure to act: when “innocent 
children” are at stake and when there is the risk o f  “great harm” — 
from whatever political angle — one absolutely must act immediately! 
The popularity o f  topics that concern the shaping o f  a national iden
tity through history education is rising because it is a field where it is 
easy to generate public uproar. And this result is welcome to national 
politicians in the course o f  globalization, because to many, national 
history education appears to be one o f  the rare domains where the 
power o f  the national government is still comparatively intact

IV.
In our view, history textbook controversies do not come as a surprise 
in democratic nation states — they are to be expected. There are,
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however, a number o f  very characteristic factors which typically fa
vour the rise o f  textbook controversies in our globalizing world. First 
and foremost, there is the increase o f  the number o f  democratic 
systems in the wake o f  the collapse o f the Soviet Union and o f  the 
end o f  both the apartheid regime in South Africa and o f  various 
dictatorial regimes in Latin America at the close o f  the twentieth 
century. In combination with these political initiatives and with the 
politics o f  reform, o f  decentralization and o f  liberalization in other 
systems such as the People's Republic o f  China, this new democratic 
spirit has been a major reason why nowadays we have considerably 
more public history textbook controversies than we used to have 
before 1990.

This is closely connected to a second aspect Since the end o f  the 
Cold War many new and many old nation states have had to define 
again their concepts o f national identity and o f collective memory or 
to re-define existing ones, for example by replacing the concept o f 
economic classes by those o f  ethnic or religious identities. It goes 
without saying that this kind o f  upheaval is also reflected in history 
textbooks. With hitherto unknown frequency, many countries began 
to introduce new and different history textbooks which — and for 
many this was yet another novelty — had to compete with others in a 
market for textbooks. N ot infrequently did and do these books pre
sent fundamentally new national master narratives with radically 
revised assessments o f  the past of the state, the society and the na
tion. O f course, such profound processes o f  reassessment or recon
struction o f  collective memory can cause intense political irritation 
leading to conflicts about the content o f history textbooks.

Thirdly, we have to bear in mind that there has also been a sharp 
rise in international standards for politically correct recognition o f 
historical responsibility within the bounds o f  human and civic rights; 
these standards are also observed more and more frequently all over 
the world. This development began in the 1970’s with the various 
movements for emancipation and civic and human rights. With the 
end o f  the Cold War system o f  two superpower blocs this develop
ment gathered new momentum and has now become a constitutive 
part o f  the globalizing world. For by now, any democratic country or 
any global player enterprise which wishes to maintain its reputation 
or any globally acting N G O  would come close to political suicide by 
aligning itself with partners who do not handle their “difficult” pasts 
in a politically correct and appropriate way, for example by publicly
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acknowledging the perpetration o f  acts o f  violence by the state,20 by 
trying to compensate the victims and — last but not least — by an 
appropriate revision o f  their national narrative in general and o f  their 
history textbooks in particular. It is an unsurprising side effect o f  this 
process that in many countries nationalist demagogues are up in arms 
against the world wide acceptance o f  these standards and that they 
are causing a furor o f  excited history textbook controversies over 
such seemingly “masochistic versions o f  history” (this is the Japanese 
catchphrase).

Fourth, we further want to underline very definitely the well- 
known feet that the age o f  globalization and the geo-political re
structuring o f  spaces and regions constitutes an enormous challenge 
for the nation state and traditional national identity. More than ever 
the nation state strives for national integration, since for the large 
majority o f  its population the nation state continues to represent the 
decisive point o f reference for everyday life and political discourse. It 
is to the nation state that people look for protection within and with
out, for social welfare and economic success, international competi
tiveness and participation in a prestigious collective identity.

Accordingly, any recognizable sign o f  the weakening o f  a nation 
state easily results in unsettling its people — and it is just as easy for 
the mass media to  play on such fears: signs such as the superior eco
nomic power o f global player enterprises, the increased global com 
petition for jobs, the increase in global migration, the growing influ
ence o f  supranational institutions and organizations o f  national poli
tics and — last but not least — as far as Europe is concerned, the 
gradual merging o f  the nation state into a supranational state, the 
European Union (1992).

In the face o f  the interrelatedness o f  the nation state, history edu
cation and national identity we have, on the one hand, an increasing 
tendency among politicians and legislators to regulate discussions o f  
history by law in order to contain internal political conflicts. O n the 
other hand, there is an increasing openness for public history text
book controversies even in countries which until recently were 
wholly unfamiliar with that kind o f  debate because their national 
identities and collective memories were based on a broad consensus 
— such as in the Netherlands, for example.21 Their quarrels over their 
new history textbooks and the question o f  whether or not these 
served to instill Dutch history with sufficient intensity into the collec
tive memory o f  the young can easily be identified as the expression o f



N ationa/ Textbook Controversies in a  Globakgng World 117

— genuine or media-hyped — worries about their national identity 
which, according to conservative publicists, is threatened from three 
sides, by immigration, by globalization and by European integration.

Fifth, the current textbook controversies discussed over the world 
are also closely connected to significant developments in our aca
demic discipline, which in turn also reflect our globalizing world. 
First o f  all in this context, as mentioned before, we have to name the 
Internet itself: in contrast to former times, the Internet makes sure 
that any instance o f national or international history textbook con
troversy, however remote it may be, is communicated comprehen
sively all across the world wide web in a global “lingua franca”. Fur
thermore, international organizations nowadays much more fre
quently promote highly attractive research and cooperation pro
grammes in the areas o f  “historical consciousness”, “historical cul
ture”, “national identity”, “collective memory”, “national heritage”, 
or the “perception o f the self and o f the other”. And more and more 
often history textbooks become an integral part o f  this research.

In addition, it is highly relevant for history textbook disputes that 
in many countries historians and historical studies have begun to 
deconstruct familiar national master narratives in a professional way, 
which may also be linked to a generational change. In any case, this 
leads to a new plurality o f  historical discourse which may result in 
unsettling parts o f  the general public. One frequent response is the 
conservative or revisionist demand for a reinforcement o f traditional 
national history in textbooks; sometimes this even triggers national 
history textbook controversies. An audience that may shun debates 
with academic experts often shows little inhibition concerning text
books for schools.

Furthermore, the didactics o f  history as a discipline participates in 
all those scientific developments which are pertinent to the analysis 
o f textbook controversies. Therefore it has gained a higher and 
higher profile in research, has secured its place within the universities 
and has formed international networks. Thus it functions as an im
portant soundingboard for all cases o f  history textbook controversies 
which it frequently refers to and discusses in conferences all over the 
world, thus also contributing to its increased popularity.

In addition, one has to point out a further aspect, which may be 
less striking but is nonetheless very important. As we all know, his
tory education should not be a subject dedicated to the perpetuation 
o f  pre-established nationalist beliefs or received opinions. On the
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contrary, all over the world history didactics as an academic discipline 
is committed to a concept o f  history education which aims at em
powering pupils to  think in historical terms and concepts, to apply 
the principles o f multiple perspectives and o f  historical source analy
sis, and to scrutinize historical interpretations and judgments. In 
many countries this commitment has resulted in new standards for 
teacher training and for die teaching o f  history but it has also caused 
reservation and even aversion among national-conservative and reli
gious elites. N ot only do they object to the precedence given to criti
cal scrutiny over loyal beliefs, but they also object to the tendency 
towards formal education. Formal education implies that to the de
gree in which m odem  history education aims at formal historical 
competencies and skills, the specifically local character o f  the content 
o f the national narratives begins to disappear. Content elements in
creasingly become mere examples which are selected primarily for 
their relevance for the everyday world o f  the pupils or something like 
that. In any case, the procedures o f  iconic source analysis for instance 
can easily be demonstrated, using examples which do not refer to 
national history; teaching formal historical competencies and skills 
does not necessarily need the national historical narrative.

As far as scientific developments are concerned, however, the 
most important change can be said to be the interdisciplinary broad
ening o f  scientific interest in history textbooks and textbook contro
versies. In the wake o f  the “linguistic turn” and the “cultural turn” a 
number o f  historical and political disciplines have com e to discover 
history textbooks as an interesting source for the analysis o f  historical 
identities, memories, mental attitudes and the perception o f  the self 
and the other. Again, this reflects the age o f  globalization, as many 
contemporary studies o f  history textbooks ■which come from outside 
the fields o f  didactics o f  history or the educational sciences are part 
o f research projects on global history or on comparative area studies.

The sixth (and last but one) point o f  this survey refers to the fact 
that all over the world there is a growing interest in the commercial 
marketing o f  history. Therefore the rise o f  a textbook dispute widely 
covered by the media may well be due to a publisher's attempt to 
turn the history textbook in question into a bestseller on the book  
market Examples o f this can be found in the Netherlands and in 
Japan. And, o f  course, well-staged schoolbook scandals are also more 
than welcome for a rise in publishing or viewing statistics o f  the mass 
media. What is m ost important for us here, however, is that the



National Textbook Controversies in a  Globalitjng W orld 119

commercialization o f history contributes to the high degree of plural
ity in historical discourse. In certain groups in society, this may rein
force the desire to define binding canons, interpretations and evalua
tions for the representation of national history in history textbooks in 
order to safeguard the national collective memory and thus the cohe
sion o f the nation. It goes without saying that this also provides ex
cellent ground for the rise o f national and international textbooks 
disputes.

If one analyzes spectacular history textbook controversies, one al
ways has to ask to what extent the interest shown by the mass media 
actually reflects the political importance o f  the problem at hand or to 
what extent this is a case o f the so-called CNN-effect, which is to say 
the dispute has been generated primarily for and by the media. One 
also has to clarify to what extent this is a case o f  a deliberately pro
voked “history war” which uses the history textbook (or a curricu
lum) to provoke a “scandal” -which serves primarily to push the bor
ders of acceptable public discourse to the right or to the left (depend
ing on the wishes o f the instigators). For whenever anyone stirs up a 
public dispute over highly provocative political positions, even 
though he may seem to be damned and crushed by the critical reac
tion of the public, he can also count on the “scandalous” view be
coming just a little more popular. The fight o f the proponents of 
“Intelligent Design” for an ideological revision o f textbooks offers an 
excellent example o f  this kind o f tactics.

V.
Let us conclude our deliberation by referring to Pierre Nora's analysis 
of the so called “age of memoralism” 22 because this emphasizes 
overarching developments which are of vital importance for under
standing the potential links between current history textbook contro
versies and the transformations of a globalizing world. Nora de
scribes the past two or three decades as the “age of memoralism” 
because o f  the unprecedented world-wide boom of collective identi
ties, of national commemoration, and of the question of the self and 
the other. Amongst other effects, this has resulted, Nora believes, in 
an increased number o f  textbook controversies. It is not only the 
collapse o f the Soviet Union, and the fundamental change of familiar 
systems of bipolar political order which account for this “age of 
memoralism”. In fact, Nora recognizes an over-arching trend to
wards the democratization of history which undermines firm belief in
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the unquestionable validity o f  traditional national narratives. This is, 
according to Nora, partly due to the movements for political emanci
pation and liberation which defined their own historical identities and 
specific collective memories as one aspect o f  their struggle for eman
cipation, which in turn deconstructed the official national history. But 
for Nora the increasing commercialization o f  history is also a consti
tutive part o f  this process o f  the democratization o f  history as is and 
— what is particularly pertinent to our subject — the strong tendency 
to undermine the monopoly o f interpreting the past which profes
sional historians used to enjoy. According to Nora, today it is not 
only academics who decide on the “truth” o f  history, but more and 
more frequently it is politicians, legislators and judges, as well as eye
witnesses and the media.

This development is reinforced by what Nora — in turn referring 
back to Halevy23 — calls the “acceleration o f  history”. According to 
Nora, the realization that the only permanent element in the past, the 
present and the future is continual change has now  become a collec
tive experience. This results not only in feelings o f  uncertainty and 
fear about the future, but, one may add, also in a growing trend for 
future “history wars” and history textbook controversies.

All the elements named above cover potential challenges for fu
ture research on textbook controversies and “history wars”. Since no 
single one o f  these factors is sufficient in itself, each case must be 
recognized as having many causes and much complexity, and it must 
be studied in the context o f  national and international comparisons.
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