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Japan's Defeat and Elementary-School Textbooks

Koji Tanaka

Abstract

From August 15, 1945 the modern Japanese system experienced a radical,
180 degree change. The education administration was no exception. This
paper examines how elementary school textbooks changed using the way in
which they handled the nativist learning (kokugaku) of Motoori Norinaga as a
benchmark. Immediately after Japan's defeat, the continuation of “national
schools” and the textbooks used there became a major issue.

First, in accordance with GHQ's four major reform directives, Japanese
language textbooks had passages redacted in two phases, and when they
were reorganized into interim textbooks, Norinaga's poetry had disappeared
from them. Next, in accordance with directives, the teaching of Japanese
history was suspended, but due to drastic reforms, the classes were able to
continue. Before and during the war, Norinaga's nativist learning was treated
as a theory promoting reverence for the emperor, but after the war, it was
treated as one of other early-modern schools of thought, together with
Confucian and Dutch learning. Third, in accordance with directives, ethics
classes were abolished, and Norinaga’s nativist learning was not taught again
in that context. The pre-war and wartime image of nativist learning in the
three subjects above was a false one that was constructed out of
misinterpretations remote from reality and ad-hoc distortions.

For Japanese language textbooks, the facts were distorted to favor one
position over others, and unrelated items were forced into interpretations.

For history textbooks, Confucianism was incorporated into nativist studies in
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a way that privileged one reading over others, and for ethics textbooks,
commentary by nativists was arbitrarily removed in a way that invited
interpretations of convenience that took it out of context. These misreadings
and distortions planted an image of nativist learning that was at odds with its
original shape. As a result, while during the war nativist learning played a
role in encouraging national prestige and raising morale, it became the target
of redaction and deletion after the war. Classes for Japanese, history, and
ethics were part of the national course in national schools, and they were
taught as subjects within the same curriculum, but after the war, they were
split into Japanese and Social Studies, and taught with completely different

curriculums.
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nativist studies misreadings and distortions
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