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Public History in China: The State of the Field

Na Li
Thirty years after Arizona State University hosted a National Endowment for the

Humanities (NEH) Summer Institute on Teaching Public History in 1984, a similar
summer institute took place in China. From July 18 to 30, 2014, sixteen participants
from colleges and universities around China gathered in Shanghai for the First
Public History Faculty Training Program, funded by the Center for Public History
at Shanghai Normal University. The key objective was to introduce participants to
public history, conceptually, practically, and pedagogically. The second part of the
program, in collaboration with Princeton University, became a bold cross-cultural
experiment in teaching public history.

Introduction

As in many countries, history is thriving outside the academy in China. In early 2013

when I returned to China as a visiting scholar, after almost a decade away, I saw that
the history landscape had changed enormously. Emerging social media and new
technologies provided Chinese people with access to information that previously
seemed inaccessible. Consequently, the Chinese public could reflect upon and
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react to the historically single-voiced dominant narrative more critically. In China,
as elsewhere, the public cares about history, but in ways different from academics.
Public history in China is a field, an attitude, a movement, and a popular culture.
Within this new and emergent public history movement in China, who should
lead, scholars or practitioners?

For public history to develop in China, it needs, rather urgently, some kind of
theoretical approach that will help scholars and practitioners understand how the
field’s different sectors are related. To avoid becoming a passing fad, like many
academic fields transplanted mainly from English-speaking countries, public his-
tory needs a sustaining intellectual rigor, a corresponding infrastructure, and an
engaged community built around intellectual ideas and ideals. We need to ground
public history in scholarship, while conversing with related fields with a genuine
receptivity.

Public history in China needs to be defined with a greater precision, or it will
slip into either ‘‘everything’’ or ‘‘nothing’’ worthy the name. Chinese journals have
published many articles about public history over the past few years, suggesting
that, in the never-ending definitional games, everyone is trying to break new
ground. Most, however, simply invoke the term without defining it.1 As a result,
misunderstandings take hold. The most glaring one is that public history is popular,
and therefore cheap and entertaining, so ‘‘everyone’’ can be his own historian.
Another popular myth comes from a tug of war between public and academic
history. In a still inward-looking history profession, public historians, seen as
publicity-seeking academics, find it difficult to gain a steady footing among their
intellectual colleagues who are trained to speak in an objective and scientific voice.
Academic historians, confronted by an engaged public, feel their professional
values being threatened.

Against this background, the First Public History Faculty Training Program,
designed to train the first generation of university-based public historians, tried
to demonstrate how public history actually works, and how some of the character-
istics and the intellectual missions of the field are connected with a defined purpose
and a revitalized public. This grand goal broke into four aspects: first, history and its
audiences; second, public history as a process by which the past is constructed into
history;2 third, public history as local and practical, involving people as well as
communities in the creation of their own histories; and fourth, public history as
political. Ethical compromises seem an inescapable and intrinsic element of prac-
ticing of history in the public setting, as working in a value-charged situation often
affects one’s approach to problems. The four aspects coincide with a call for
democratization of historical information and scholarship, much as in Britain,
where public history has flourished under the name of ‘‘people’s history’’ with
strong working-class sympathy. History, with its capacity ‘‘to surprise, to stimulate,

1 A growing number of articles have appeared in Chinese scholarly journals in the past ten years.
2 Hilda Kean and Paul Martin, The Public History Reader (London: Routledge, 2013), xiv.
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and to provoke,’’3 as John Tosh argues, is not the sole prerogative of historians. If
academics do not assume their responsibility when history becomes part of citizen
education and public culture, others will.

Origin of the Program

The origin of the training program can be traced back to two crucial events in 2013,
both of which responded to the active public history practices that had spread
across China. Within the Chinese academy, a scholarly need arose to reflect upon
the rapid emergence of this new field, to identify and bring together various voices,
and to discuss its future implications. On May 23 and 24, 2013, a newly established
Institute for Advanced Studies in Humanities and Social Sciences at Chongqing
University hosted a National Public History Seminar. Thirteen participants, includ-
ing scholars and professionals from both within and outside of the academy, met to
share their understanding of public history.4 The discussions focused on defini-
tional and disciplinary issues, such as what public history is, how history is inter-
preted and disseminated in the public sphere, and the concept of sharing authority.
A range of practices such as documentary filmmaking, history and memory as
practiced in museums and historic sites, and the use of public history in urban
preservation, received, somewhat belatedly, a considerable amount of attention.
Because of the lack of public history programs in mainland China, the seminar
devoted a half-day session to the teaching of public history, focused mainly on
curriculum design and program development. The nearest model that scholars
could look to was a master’s program in Comparative and Public History at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK). Professor Ma Muk Chi, the CUHK
program supervisor, shared in a fairly candid manner how their program was
structured and developed and the lessons that schools in mainland China, despite
the different political culture and history, could borrow for setting up public
history programs.

One major theme emerged from this conference: in China, public history prac-
tices have outpaced theory, and the academy has responded slowly, and rather
reluctantly. Public historians and academic historians operate with different sets of
research questions and challenges, and work within different intellectual land-
scapes. How might scholars react and respond to the pulsating energy of history
practiced outside of their sometimes self-imposed disciplinary contours? British
historian Raphael Samuel argues, ‘‘History, in the hands of the professional historian,
is apt to present itself as an esoteric form of knowledge. It fetishizes archive-based
research, as it has done ever since the Rankean revolution—or counter-revolution—
in scholarship.’’5 Although the overall tone of the May 2013 seminar seemed cautious,

3 John Tosh, Why History Matters (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 139.
4 The professional backgrounds of those outside of the academy included documentary film-

makers, journalists, and oral historians.
5 Raphael Samuel, Theatres of Memory (London: Verso, 1994), 3.
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as the first scholarly discussion on public history in China, it was groundbreaking.
The participants of this seminar represented the types of people who would later
work together to develop this new field in China.

One of the practical outcomes of the Chongqing seminar was a national public
history conference held later that year to broaden the discussion and to include
more scholars in shaping the field in China. From November 13 to 15, 2013, the First
National Conference on Public History, a collaboration between New History
Cooperative (NHC), an omnimedia history platform dedicated to various historical
products, and the fledging Center for Public History at Shanghai Normal Univer-
sity, took place in Suzhou. Designed as ‘‘a scholarly component’’ of History Car-
nival, China’s biggest public history festival,6 this conference brought together
scholars and practitioners in history, media, economics, and various neighboring
‘‘fields’’ of public history. I planned the conference and proposed a number of key
themes including the origin and concept of public history, teaching and pedagogy,
public history and media, family history and genealogy, public history in the
digital age, public history and urban landscapes, the development of public his-
tory in different countries, and civic engagement. About sixty scholars from all
over China engaged in open conversations, exploring public history from a variety
of perspectives.

I also planned to continue the discussions on the teaching of public history and
to initiate a program to educate the educators. Right after the Chongqing seminar,
I started to consult my American colleagues for advice on a faculty training pro-
gram. The National Council on Public History (NCPH) was a tremendous source
of help. John Dichtl, then executive director of the NCPH, sent me detailed
information on the first summer institute on teaching public history in the United
States. Professors Marla Miller and David Glassberg from the University of Mas-
sachusetts Amherst, director and former director of a public history program
widely recognized for being intellectually challenging and practically focused,
helped me with the program design. The International Federation for Public
History (IFPH) provided me with information, including course syllabi, on public
history programs outside the United States. I brought a draft program to Suzhou
and organized a half-day roundtable seminar on teaching public history, inviting
input from those who later became key players in the faculty training program.
We discussed the ways in which teaching public history requires particular skills
and talents, challenges some of the structures embedded in current history edu-
cation, and embodies a potential for cultivating independent-minded citizens.
And we concurred that the ultimate goal of training public historians is to train
professionals with a special set of knowledge, skills, and qualities. Curricula and
programs should be designed around this purpose.

6 History Carnival, a weeklong public history festival, is sponsored by New History Coopera-
tive. With multiple media forms, such as salons, exhibitions, oral history testimony, performance,
reenactment, and others, the festival invites the general public to actively participate in all sorts of
history activities. History Carnival 2013 was in Suzhou.
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Compared to the Chongqing seminar, the November 2013 Suzhou conference
provoked a much broader and livelier debate on public history, not only as an
academic field, but also a social movement. This conference confirmed, once
again, that public history practices in China are far ahead of academic under-
standing of the field: history outside of the academy is thriving, and the public is
passionate about history. Scholars are facing a large, thinking audience of engaged
participants, not merely passive listeners. Participation from the public, or more
precisely, from these ‘‘outside’’ history-makers, often at a grassroots level, is often
raw, interesting, and interested. Public history is, indeed, ‘‘a house with many
rooms.’’7

In January 2014, Martha (Marni) Sandweiss, a historian at Princeton Univer-
sity, contacted me about a potential collaboration. Princeton University had
started an initiative to explore issues related to Chinese urban culture, and she
was interested in exploring how public history worked in China. She had already
made a scouting trip to Shanghai in October 2013 and developed a preliminary
understanding of how museums and historic sites work in the Chinese context.
As some of the themes I had developed in the initial program overlapped with
Marni’s interests, we started to think seriously about a collaborative project. In
the subsequent five months, Marni and I spent many hours communicating and
adjusting the program. Time differences, institutional bureaucracies, and plan-
ning and organizational issues all made the process challenging.8 The final pro-
gram, which we nailed down in May 2014, featured a series of lectures, seminars,
workshops, and field trips, all exploring different aspects of public history in
China.

The Program Highlights

Who Is Making Public History in China?

The First Public History Faculty Training Program took place in Shanghai, July
18–30, 2014. During the first week of the program, July 18–25, designed solely for
Chinese faculty, we explored key issues in public history, such as defining public
history; theory and practice; the study of memory; oral history methodology;
new media and digital history; and program design and curriculum development.
During the second week of the program, July 26–30, in tandem with the Princeton
group, we focused on specific issues in a cross-cultural context, such as public
history and archives; history, trauma, and museums; the city as a site for public
history; history and art museums; and public history through international

7 Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton, History at the Crossroads: Australians and the Past (Ultimo,
Australia: Halstead Press, 2010), 8; Benjamin Filene, ‘‘Passionate Histories: ‘Outsider’ History-Makers
and What They Teach Us,’’ The Public Historian 34 no. 1 (Winter 2012): 11–33

8 During the five-month preparation, Marni was in the eastern United States, and I was in China,
a twelve-hour time difference.
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collaborations. We also arranged field trips, as an extension of lectures and semi-
nars, for the afternoons of the second week.

The thirty sessions fell into three key strands: first, reports on public history
projects done by university-based historians; second, examinations of public his-
tory practiced outside the academy; third, visits to local sites of public history.
Many veteran academic historians in China have already engaged in public history
projects, though sometimes employing a slightly different terminology, and dis-
cussion of these comprised the first aspect of the program.9 One prominent exam-
ple is the Comfort Women Project. This twenty-year-long project, led by the
eminent historian Su Zhi Liang at Shanghai Normal University, interprets one of
the most politically sensitive and difficult chapters in Chinese history. From 1937 to
1945, the Japanese government and its army enslaved thousands of women at
‘‘comfort stations’’ as military sex slaves. The trauma is still painfully felt today.
The project was initiated by Professor Su in the 1990s, but was largely frowned
upon by scholars at the time. Driven by a dogged pursuit for truth, he pursued it
anyway. He diligently collected materials from a variety of sources, including
archives, newspapers, war artifacts, memoires, testimonies, and oral histories, to
bring alive the sense of, in his own words, ‘‘being there.’’ He also became, over the
course of the research, a strong advocate for public engagement and for the pres-
ervation of the comfort stations. He saved the first comfort station, Daiyichi Salon,
from demolition and helped it become a designated heritage site. He is now
working to save another station, located at Liji Alley in Nanjing, recently burned
in a fire. To better present this traumatic history to a wider public, Su participated in
Twenty-Two, a documentary based on the oral histories of the victims and witnesses
he has collected over the years. The number twenty-two refers to the number of
remaining comfort stations survivors from across China.

Only in recent years has the project started to connect with national memory
and identity-building, winning generous support from the government, and a few
surviving comfort stations are now on the way to becoming part of a world heritage
site. The project has gained national and international attention. From a public
history perspective, the project, based on rigorous research, exhibits the core skills,
qualities, habits of mind, and character of public history. It demonstrates the
significance of fieldwork skills and methods; citizen participation; public and offi-
cial history participation in national commemoration; public presentations in a vari-
ety of ways such as exhibitions, memorials, documentaries, and museums; and oral
history as a path to social justice. On a larger scale, it raises issues about how to deal
with sensitive or controversial history in the public sphere, how to communicate
scholarly findings to a lay audience, how to consider the role and responsibility of
academic historians, and how democratization of historical information comes at
a gradual pace, and it demonstrates that public history projects require tenacity,

9 Public history is translated variously in Chinese languages as popular history, citizen history,
and heritage studies, to name but a few.
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patience, and funding. All the above elements were further explored later in the
program.

Professor Su’s lecture, the first session in the program, demonstrated that public
history involves social responsibility. One of the participants reflected, ‘‘I was really
impressed with Professor Su’s research about the comfort women. For 20 years, he
has painstakingly interviewed the survivors, and tried to present their history to the
public. This project . . . shows the kind of responsibility that we, as historians,
should share. As someone from northeast China, I feel especially obligated to take
up . . . a mission, a national identity, and a humanistic endeavor.’’10 Another partic-
ipant expressed a similar sense of obligation, stating, ‘‘I see how history comes from
below. It is natural that history goes back to the public. If academics do not share
the responsibility in this process, others will.’’

The program also foregrounded practical experience, and the second aspect of
the program focused on public histories done by practitioners. The public speaks
a different language than that of academics and develops a different appreciation
for history. One participant observed, ‘‘Public history, applied as a methodology,
a way of thinking, quite honestly, is an ancient approach. It draws history closer to
the public and civilian needs, which should become part of the citizen education,
and is good for formation of national identity.’’ The public cares about history, and
some people actively seek advice and opportunities for dialogues with academic
scholars. The pressing question is whose history has been written, and whose has
not. To answer this, historians have to acknowledge that what actually happened,
what people remember, what historians select, and what authorities wish the public
to remember, are often in conflict.

NHC, for example, is China’s first omnimedia company to focus on historical
and cultural themes. It provides a platform for people who are interested in and
devoted to recording and disseminating historical knowledge and specializes in the
creation of public historical products. Its young and innovative employees are
dedicated to producing personal and family histories in the form of magazines,
books, or documentaries. Additionally, they have set up on- and offline public
platforms for historical resources by building up libraries and hosting theme activ-
ities. Privately funded and collaborative, NHC takes pride in sharing authority with
thousands of ordinary people, as shown in its slogan: ‘‘We care about history. We
are dedicated to communication. We strive for historical truth. We look for answers.
We reflect upon the past. We look into the future.’’

Actively engaging new media and crowdsourcing, NHC has created a series of
products unified under the brand name ‘‘Our History.’’ These include materials
focused on diverse themes and projects such as: memory and the national grand
ceremony, local libraries, history carnivals, citizens writing history, contests for

10 All quotations from participants come from program evaluations, and are used with
permission.
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middle-school students writing history, unofficial histories and memories, and oral
history and video-documentary plans for college students. In these programs,
history becomes a cultural production, with the evidence open to public scrutiny.
Public histories become ‘‘interested’’ and relevant histories, and public historians
engage in all sorts of dialogues with an animated public.

To provide participants first-hand experience, the program also featured field
trips to local sites of public history, the third aspect of the summer program. About
two-thirds of those trips were done in conjunction with Princeton’s ‘‘History,
Memory, and the Urban Future’’ workshop, so participants from both cultures
could engage in direct conversations. These field trips were designed to demon-
strate the skills and qualities that help public historians succeed in the field: the
dedication to a rigorous search for truth in challenging situations; openness to the
unexpected; willingness to engage the public with a clear writing and speaking
style; and willingness to embrace authority-sharing. We observed that successful
public historians must also manage budgets, meet schedules, and satisfy employer
demands, all while meeting the highest ethical standards of the profession. Tradi-
tional history education in China does not impart these skills. The seminar parti-
cipants would first need to consciously acquire them before they could teach their
students.

One participant said, ‘‘Educating professionals in museums and public media
has to go hand-in-hand with urban development. In traditional classrooms, stu-
dents are usually being fed, instead of taking a pro-active role. Public history bears
particular significance for local normal colleges and universities. It widens the
professional horizon, for sure, but it also helps us think about how to train
a particular type of professional beyond the academy. Public history challenges
the traditional pedagogy. Instead of feeding students with book-knowledge, we
need practical knowing as well. It is also important to provide grounds for candid
debates, and space for alternative perspectives. Of course, it will expand their
career opportunities as well.’’ Another participant reflected upon the nature of
historic evidence: ‘‘The idea of sharing authority, and the methodology involved
in public history is really helpful in my current teaching and research. As my
research focuses primarily on modern urban history in Suzhou, fieldwork skills,
especially collecting oral history, provides fresh perspectives to what constitutes
‘historic evidence.’ I would also like to integrate public history into the current
survey course.’’

With these field trips, we also tried to locate public history in a quintessentially
Chinese setting, with attention to such issues as ancient wisdom in historical
traditions in China, or how history might be applied to today’s business practices.
We also raised issues such as how and why certain versions of the past become
viewed as official history and then practiced and reinforced in the public domain.
These inquiries may not provide a definitive answer to ‘‘what is public history,’’ but
the appropriate tentativeness at a practical level shows that to grasp the field, we
need to paint a palette with many colors.
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Interested History, Passionate History: When History Goes to the Market

In an emerging market economy, when history goes public, it may also go to the
market. The commercial use of history raises a number of issues: what if the needs
of the client conflict with the findings of the historian? How should one resolve
issues between paying clients and objective scholarship? Is there an objective
history? Who controls the product of a contract history? What responsibilities do
historians have to their clients or agencies? Ultimately, what is the role of ethics in
all public history projects?

In the United States, many subfields of public history have developed their own
ethical guidelines, suggesting that public history requires a specific set of profes-
sional ethics.11 The American Association of Museums issued its code of ethics
early, in 1925; the Oral History Association issued a set of goals and guidelines,
generally known as the Wingspread report, in 1968; and the Society of Professional
Archaeologists passed its code of ethics in 1981. In 1984, NCPH established an ethics
committee, and the following year adopted its document, ‘‘Ethical Guidelines for
Historians.’’ Theodore Karamanski, a veteran public historian of Loyola University
of Chicago, argued in the 1990s that the moral purpose of history lies in revealing
the truth about the past. He advocated ‘‘a sense of a larger responsibility, service
and social purpose, an additional responsibility to the public.’’12

However, in real-world situations, applying professional standards can be com-
plicated. In a roundtable on ethics and public history in The Public Historian,
published in 1986,13 Ronald Tobey cogently argued that public history may seem
to violate two pillars of academic scholarship, disinterestedness and peer review,
and instead have an appearance of interestedness and partiality, be it advocacy for
a policy process, a corporate client, or profit-seeking strategies, because of issues of
ownership and funding. Tobey called for ethical guidelines for those working in
a nonacademic setting that addressed issues such as conflicts of interest and fair-
ness and appealed for professionalization of public history. He argued that, ‘‘formal
instruction in professional ethics must be part of the training of public historians.’’14

In the same roundtable, Carl Ryant underscored that the basic problem confronting
the public historian doing business history is the more general question of corporate
control. A related concern is whether the control exercised by an academic institu-
tion is preferable to that exercised by a business. Control may involve such matters as
who is interviewed (and by whom) during an oral history project; what topics are and
are not covered; who administers the use of the resulting recordings and transcripts
(and subject to what restrictions); and in what form the results are published (films,

11 About internal and external professional ethics, see Andrew Abbott, ‘‘Professional Ethics,’’
American Journal of Sociology 88, no. 5 (March 1983): 855–85.

12 Theodore J. Karamanski, ed., Ethics and Public History: An Anthology (Malabar, FL: R. E.
Krieger, 1990), 10.

13 ‘‘Roundtable: Ethics and Public History,’’ The Public Historian 8, no. 1 (Winter 1986): 5–68.
14 Ronald C. Tobey, ‘‘The Public Historian as Advocate: Is Special Attention to Professional

Ethics Necessary?’’ The Public Historian 8, no. 1 (Winter 1986): 21–30.
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articles, books, or exhibits, for example). Similar questions of access and use apply to
manuscript collections. With any finished product—oral or written—questions of
authorship, editing (censorship to some), and audience arise.15

Three sessions of the program elicited the most discussion. The first was a work-
shop about oral history practices. One speaker discussed his for-profit oral history
projects in the city of Wenzhou, which catered mostly to corporate clients. This
session raised questions about the role of oral history and how to approach the
commercial use of oral history. Should oral history speak for those who have
already been selected, exposed, or who are already articulate, or for those who are
silenced or marginalized? How should oral history work in a corporate setting, and
how should one conduct oral history work for a paying client? Many participants
expressed ethical concerns about commercialized oral history. One wondered,
‘‘I thought, and still think about oral history as a way of giving voices to the
traditionally silenced, the working class, to be exact. Catering to the successful
entrepreneurs’ taste for more exposure is baffling, as if plundering history for some
contemporary use, at a price of our professional integrity.’’

The second controversial session addressed the nature and practice of the NHC.
At issue were the inevitable compromises between professional integrity and
a profit-driven economy. The selling or marketing of history seems to differentiate
public history from other forms of historical scholarship. One participant observed,
‘‘Public history has a market value, so can be marketed accordingly. This stands
prominently in public history practices. Another aspect is civic engagement, i.e. the
public’s right to disseminate, interpret, explore, and write history. This participa-
tory dimension aside, public history is, to a large extent, a historical practice with
commercial implications.’’

This comment provoked a heated debate among the participants. As all of them
were university-based historians, their doubts about what some viewed as ‘‘pros-
tituting history’’ seemed understandable. As one participant said, ‘‘I am sorry, but I
am rather stubbornly, with all due respect for the New History Cooperative, against
using market rules to evaluate history. . . . Yes, I like the idea of creating a commu-
nity that focuses on history. I also agree that history is useful, and should go to the
public. In this process, however, Mr. Tang [leader of NHC] did not explain how.
My intuition tells me, if it started with profit, money will always talk, especially
when compromises have to be made from time to time.’’ Selling history remains
problematic for most historians.

The third session showed another dimension of ethical concern. With emerging
social media and crowdsourcing, presenting history on the Internet, or digital
history, has become popular in China. But is the much-acclaimed ‘‘online history’’
a form of public history? It may present an opportunity for democratization of
historical information and scholarship in China, but this possibility is more

15 Carl Ryant, ‘‘The Public Historian and Business History: A Question of Ethics, ‘‘The Public
Historian 8, no. 1 (Winter 1986): 31–38.
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assumed than proven. Publishing history online may disseminate and present
historical information to a wider public, but this material often lacks sufficient
critical analysis. Cutting and pasting information or simply piling up facts fails the
test of good scholarship, as articulated by Homer Hockett; as he argues, ‘‘there are
three essential steps in the production of any written historical work: the gathering
of the data; the criticism of the data; and the presentation of facts, interpretations,
and conclusions in readable form.’’16 Further, mass history writing may be good for
participation, but is often irresponsible in terms of its content, unorthodox source
of materials, copyright, and many other issues. The ethical practice of public
history demands responsibility to the sources and to the audience. Even while
sharing authority, public historians should not give up their professional
responsibilities.

An Alternative Perspective to Sensitive and Difficult History:

A Cross-Cultural Debate

Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob observe, ‘‘A democratic practice of
history encourages skepticism about dominant views. Even in a democracy, history
involves power and exclusion, for any history is always someone’s history, told by
that someone from their partial point of view.’’17 In China, even though censorship
remains in place and dissident voices go largely unprotected, there is increasingly
legitimate space for open dialogues, which scholars should learn to use strategically
and cautiously. If challenging the official narrative remains an aspiration at this
point, the potential value of public history, with its ability to create intellectual
tension, lies in generating alternative perspectives to some sensitive and difficult
history. An engaged public is increasingly ready, willing, and able to embrace
a different sort of history.

A trip to Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall with the Princeton group provoked
an animated cross-cultural debate. The site commemorates the Japanese invasion of
Nanjing in 1937, commonly known as the Nanjing Massacre or the Rape of Nanj-
ing, during which Japanese troops massacred about 300,000 Chinese from Decem-
ber 1937 through February 1938. For Chinese, the Nanjing Massacre remains
a national symbol of China’s victimization by Japanese aggression and an ongoing
source of conflict between China and Japan. Every single detail of the Memorial
Hall—design, exhibits, graphic displays, and actual bones of the victims, all accom-
panied by a univocal and simplified interpretation—throws an ideological bomb
upon ‘‘evil’’ Japanese. Lumping gruesome details together may create an emotional
memorial, but it ultimately serves to confuse rather than illuminate why this
massive, human-made atrocity actually happened and how it has been used and

16 Homer Carey Hockett, The Critical Method in Historical Research and Writing (New York:
Macmillan Company, 1955), 9–10.

17 Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret C. Jacob, Telling the Truth about History (New York:
Norton, 1994), 10.
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abused by both those who affirm and those who question it. Much of the memorial
space is devoted to disproving those who deny or downplay the events, and as
a result, as Mark Eykholt observes, ‘‘the half hints and complexities have been
ignored in order to reduce this event to the level of us and them, winners and
losers, the good guys and bad guys.’’18 Is it possible to achieve shared historical
understanding that transcends national boundaries and possibly other fault lines?

Places as controversial, traumatic, and highly political as the Nanjing Massacre
Memorial Hall have the opportunity to confront the very complexity of history. But
this exhibition failed to encourage multiple perspectives, to present multiple un-
derstandings, insights, interpretations, or to provoke the audience to meditate and
ponder. It failed to provide a public space that engages critically thinking citizens.

Displaying the actual bones of the victims generated a ‘‘cultural war’’ between
Chinese and American participants. For the Chinese, these were artifacts, forensic
evidence that proved the massacre actually happened, despite denials from the
Japanese. For Americans, the display of human remains constituted disrespect for
the dead. In a group of only Chinese visitors, with an emotional assumption of
a shared community, the issue would never have even been raised, but it became
a source of conflict and misunderstanding in the transnational dialogues, as certain
historical messages get confused when cultural values crisscross. The debate shed
a salutary light on an important public history issue. While it is desirable to achieve
some sort of shared understanding of history that transcends national borders,
traumatic subjects such as the Nanjing Massacre have distinct moral and cultural
implications that seem not to be transferrable. That is, without a genuine under-
standing of a culture, it is difficult to evaluate sensitive historical and cultural
information. This requires an honest respect for another culture, for another peo-
ple’s collective expectations and emotional assumptions that goes beyond simple
comparisons.

A visit to the Shanghai Propaganda Poster Art Centre, also with the Princeton
group, likewise proved a rewarding experience. The Centre, a private museum,
uses posters as valuable historical documents and artifacts that provide a glimpse
into China’s recent history. It takes pride in being the only place in China to offer
a wide range of historical posters, from 1930s Shanghai calendar girls and 1950s and
1960s folk art paintings to Big Leap Forward and Cold War propaganda, as most of
the posters from this time period were destroyed during waves of political turmoil.
The poster art, with its changing styles and genres, depicts a number of politically
sensitive subjects, and collectively, tells a history typically ignored by the official
narratives. The posters offer a lesson that seems familiar yet poignant: the need to
stay open to multiple perspectives on the past. British historian Ludmilla Jordanova
observes, ‘‘Openness is about emotional and intellectual receptivity, whether this
concerns the types of sources used, their content, the ideas of others or methods

18 Joshua A Fogel, The Nanjing Massacre in History and Historiography (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2000), 56.
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and approaches. . . . [I]n setting up historical problems for research, a degree of
open-endedness is essential, otherwise, there is a risk of simply confirming what
was already thought.’’19 Openness to diverse interpretation of historical events
represents a healthy skepticism. As John Tosh argued, public history especially
lends itself to ‘‘opening rather than in closing questions—in revealing options
rather than insisting on answers.’’20

Teaching and Pedagogy, with Chinese Characteristics

In major English-speaking countries, public history often has a professional asso-
ciation, a code of ethics, and clearly defined jobs.21 Further, it believes in service to
the public, engages in self-regulation, displays a strong sense of calling to the field,
and supports autonomy. All of these characteristics are shared with other profes-
sions. In creating the first generation of university-based public historians in China,
we hope to shape professionally trained public historians whose education goes
beyond that of conventional history majors. This professional-discipline orienta-
tion fits with China as an emerging economy.

How might we design a public history program to train future public historians
in China? Prior to this training program, I asked the Chinese participants to design
a public history course, based on their developing understanding of the field,
scholarly research, approach to teaching, and institutional culture. During the
session on pedagogy, the participants shared the syllabi they had prepared. Our
discussions focused on the following four aspects: graduate- and undergraduate-
level public history education; curriculum design; program design; and integrating
public history into current classes. The participants benefitted from cross-cultural
perspectives. David Glassberg, who established a successful public history program
at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, shared his insights on public history
education prior to its emergence as a discipline in the United States. He discussed
five key factors to consider when setting up a public history program: training
students to have a task- or mission-oriented approach to their work; teaching
professional skills; finding nearby job and internship opportunities; involvement
of senior historians with administrative and financial support; and support from
professional organizations such as NCPH.22 These five points offered participants

19 Ludmilla Jordanova, History in Practice (London: Oxford University Press, 2000), 9.
20 Tosh, Why History Matters, 23.
21 See also Wesley Johnson’s pioneering article, ‘‘Professionalism: Foundation of Public History

Instruction,’’ The Public Historian 9, no. 3 (Summer 1987): 96–110.
22 David also shared the wisdom from another veteran public historian, Robert Weyeneth,

former NCPH president and director of the public history program at the University of South
Carolina. He advised securing financial and administrative support on the department, college, and
university level; ensuring that faculty have practical experience; taking advantage of local historic
resources for internship/practicum; and actively engaging in NCPH, to stay abreast with the latest
scholarship.
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practical matters to consider in developing public history programs at their own
institutions.

From the Chinese side, Xu Shan Wei from Shanghai Normal University dis-
cussed his failed attempt to establish a public history program as part of his reform
effort in a Chinese university. He had planned to use public history to expand the
research scope of traditional history, remedy problems in current history educa-
tion, and set up programs to train students in various public history fields. The
proposal failed because of lack of support from both the history department and
the university.

I shared with the Chinese participants information about a public history grad-
uate seminar that I taught at Chongqing University, my home institution. The
workshop emphasized how to build skill training into program structure, especially
critical thinking, a fundamental challenge to history education in China. We also
explored how a special field of expertise, historic preservation, for example, can
help a collaborative public history project.23 The challenges lie in what we usually
call the rigor-or-relevance dilemma, the gap between the schools’ prevailing con-
ception of professional knowledge and the actual competencies required of practi-
tioners in the field. Reflection-in-action, as Donald Scion argues, requires dialogue
with practitioners, to make sense of uncertain, unique, or conflicted situations of
practice. We must not assume that professional knowledge fits in every case or that
every problem has a right answer. We must help our students develop a kind of
reflection-in-action that goes beyond stable rules—not only by devising new meth-
ods of reasoning, but also by constructing and testing new categories of under-
standing, strategies of action, and ways of framing problems.24

One participant reflected, ‘‘Public history discussions in China have, so far,
remained largely within the contour of historical theory and philosophy and this
is not enough. Public history primarily concerns how histories are presented and
created in the public domain, and it answers the needs of contemporary life, so
naturally, it should step beyond theoretical debates. I also do not see the often-
claimed dichotomy between traditional history and public history, or ancient his-
tory verses contemporary history. Quite the opposite, traditional sub-disciplines
such as Chinese ancient history, world ancient history, modern history, and even
archeology, find certain resonance in public history. I am really inspired by our
program, and have started trying to integrate public history into Chinese modern
history.’’ On a similar note, another participant commented, ‘‘Through a public
history perspective, I see statecraft, or pragmatic statesmanship as part of Chinese
philosophy and cultural tradition, which is also a part of traditional history. I would
want to integrate the pragmatic root of classical Chinese wisdom into public
history, and apply it in practical situations.’’

23 Na Li, ‘‘Public History in China: Is It Possible?’’ Public History Review 21 (2014): 20–41.
24 Donald A. Schön, Educating the Reflective Practitioner: Toward a New Design forTeaching and

Learning in the Professions (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, Inc., 1987), 25–39.
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Going Public, Going Global: A Transnational Dialogue

Although ‘‘historical awareness and historical perspective are ‘transferrable’ skills,’’25

public history remains deeply local and culturally specific. ‘‘An International Dia-
logue: Teaching Public History,’’ the last component of this program, was, despite the
language barriers, a candid conversation that I moderated with our partners from
Princeton University. Two questions revealed potentially different approaches to
public history. One was whether public history in China must necessarily have
a special character that acknowledges particular national conditions. Another,
inspired by our field trip to the Nanjing Massacre Memorial Hall, concerned the
ways in which one might need to be attentive to the needs of a particular national
audience. Cultural difference, though not the only fault line that public historians
need to cross in an international context, definitely remains important. What one
culture deems ‘‘appropriate,’’ another may interpret differently. The First Public
History Faculty Training Program, an intense cross-cultural experience in and of
itself, shows how public history may be viewed differently in two cultures.

Participants gathered for the ‘‘graduation ceremony’’ at Shanghai Normal University, July 29,
2014. (Photo courtesy of author.)

25 Tosh, Why History Matters, 143.
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A Sino-American Conversation: Public History in a Cross-Cultural

Perspective

Martha A. Sandweiss
In July 2014 I co-led a group of nineteen Princeton University faculty, staff, and

students on a weeklong seminar in Shanghai entitled ‘‘History, Memory, and the
Urban Future.’’ The seminar combined a five-day workshop on public history, held
in collaboration with Na Li’s group at Shanghai Normal University, and an inde-
pendent two-day workshop on urban planning and the built environment of
Shanghai. Our group included a broad age-range of participants, from advanced
undergraduates to senior professors, and encompassed a wide range of interests
and familiarity with Chinese language and culture. Some group members worked
in the public history sector—as curators, museum educators, archivists, or instruc-
tors in public history. For the others, public history was a matter of interest, rather
than a vocation. All of us expected to reexamine our ideas about public history by
confronting and thinking about it in a cross-cultural context. We hoped to better
understand public history practices in China and to think about what it would take
to create a truly collaborative project with Chinese scholars.

As with any academic trip abroad, we faced challenges from the start. The legal
concerns of the modern American university and the plethora of rules governing
student travel presented difficulties in coordinating arrangements with Chinese col-
leagues who, for many reasons, worked within a more informal travel environment.
With hindsight, we might also have hired translators, rather than relying on the
bilingual program participants. This would have relieved the burden on the bilingual
speakers and allowed participants from both sides to participate more fully in their
native languages. We might also have planned better how to introduce our two
groups. Our Chinese colleagues had been meeting together for a week before we
joined them, and we simply did not make space in the schedule for us to introduce
ourselves and explain our own scholarly interests to one another. This, coupled with
the language issues, made it more difficult for spontaneous conversations to arise later
in the week, as we’d not always established a common ground of shared interests.

Finally, both because of scheduling issues and language challenges, we did not
create sufficient space for a frank exchange of views at the end of our session.
A bilingual graduate student wrote, ‘‘Although I have spent a considerable amount
of time in China and come from a Chinese cultural background, I was still quite
surprised at the degree of difficulty and cultural misunderstanding we encountered
when collaborating with our Chinese colleagues. What was especially hard to
overcome was the language barrier; because some of the Chinese professors had
a tenuous grasp of English (although several were quite adept), a lot of the subtlety
in comments and critiques were lost. At some points, it felt as if the two parties
either talked over or inadvertently offended each other.’’26

26 The comments here and following are by Princeton affiliates who participated in the program
and come from evaluations submitted at the conclusion of the seminar.
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With more wrap-up time and more translators, we might have overcome this
challenge and addressed some of the larger unanswered questions that arose during
our time together. American participants wanted to know more about how Chinese
colleagues defined the ‘‘public’’ in public history. Did it involve history done by the
people or for them? They wondered about the flexibility Chinese scholars and
museum professionals had to design their own projects, and about the extent to
which Chinese professors could involve their students in innovative fieldwork.
They also had questions about the public and private spheres in Chinese academia
and what the Chinese professors thought about the museum exhibitions we visited
together. Given the very different classroom culture in China, the constraints on
certain kinds of academic inquiry, and the general regulation of content in public
institutions, the nascent public history practice in China seemed very different
from the discipline as practiced in the United States. Students wondered whether
social media might provide a less regulated venue for public history projects. But
we did not have sufficient time at the end of our busy days to discuss these larger
issues. We needed more time, as well as more opportunities for small group
discussion. The large seminar table crowded with more than thirty participants
sometimes inhibited conversation among people struggling to overcome language
issues and different levels of knowledge about public history.

Still, the Princeton participants came away from the week full of enthusiasm for
the collaboration, wrestling with ideas raised during our sessions and tours and
puzzling over how they could take what they learned back to their own academic
and public history projects. And the students, especially, appreciated the opportu-
nity to engage so directly with Chinese scholars and museum professionals, to live
and eat in a Chinese university hotel, and to explore Shanghai outside of the kind of
foreign student bubble that so often characterizes study abroad experiences. The
vibrancy of Shanghai dazzled us all. If the American students wished for more time
to explore on their own, they nonetheless felt grateful for what seemed a more
‘‘authentic’’ engagement with Chinese academia and the debates over the practice
of public history in China.

In the United States, public history is a messy process: loud, contested, and
contentious. It transpires in a space where different interest groups seek to have
their voices heard, where multiple narratives vie for dominance, where it can be
a struggle—if also a rewarding experience—to help competing groups find a way to
share or resolve their conflicting understandings of the past. Almost necessarily,
criticism, critical dialogue, and disagreement are fundamental to public history in
the United States. And increasingly, public history projects there are becoming
more transparent, as public history becomes a discipline in American universities,
engendering discussion of best practices and a new body of critical writing.

American history programs generally encourage a critical approach to the study
of the past. Professors encourage classroom discussion and debate. Students learn
to critique what they see or read in class. As one participant wrote in her evaluation
of the program, at Princeton ‘‘everyone seems to be a cultural critic, an art critic, or
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a revisionist historian.’’ But, an American participant wondered, what did it mean
‘‘to be critical in China, either a critical scholar or critically engaged with the
surrounding world’’? In a country where critical dissent is not encouraged either
in the classroom or in the public sphere, what does it mean to do public history?

This emerged as a recurring issue in the Americans’ reports on their trips. One
student wrote, ‘‘I never thought so deeply about how public history and democracy
are so crucially interwoven. Public history requires open and equal dialogue and it
seems like that is still not possible in China, or at least that was my impression
based on the Chinese scholars’ questions during some of our discussions.’’ Among
themselves, the Americans noted that many of the strategies developed in the
United States would not easily translate to a Chinese context where identity politics
and freedom of speech play out under very different sorts of constraints. If public
history sites in the United States sometimes contest prevalent historical narratives
or give voice to competing ideas about the past, that did not seem to be the case in
China, at least among the sites we visited.

In giving short talks about their own public history projects, many of the
American speakers—faculty members, curators, archivists, and graduate stu-
dents—incorporated a critical perspective into their discussions. One participant
critiqued the recently opened National September 11 Memorial Museum in New
York, pointing to the colliding needs of family members, politicians, real estate
developers, and scholars and the interpretive compromises that inevitably ensued.
She questioned whether in the current political environment, the 9/11 museum
could be effective as both a memorial and a museum committed to the explication
of a complex event. The ‘‘sacrality of memory,’’ she argued, inevitably conflicts with
the ‘‘authority of history.’’

Such issues resonated with the Americans during our visit to the Nanjing Mas-
sacre Memorial Museum. For all but one of the Chinese participants and one of the
Americans, this marked their first visit to the museum, built on a site where
Japanese soldiers brutally murdered many thousands of Chinese civilians between
December 1937 and January 1938, during the second Sino-Japanese War. The memo-
rial was powerful, drawing upon a well-developed international vocabulary of
memorialization. And the museum exhibitions were powerful, too, unsparing in
their depictions and documentation of the horrors inflicted upon Chinese citizens
by the Japanese occupying forces in Nanjing.

‘‘I was shocked by the museum’s explicitness,’’ wrote one of the American
students, ‘‘from the open mass graves to the floor-to-ceiling images of rape victims.’’
Echoing the critique articulated in the talk about the 9/11 museum in New York, she
wondered whether ‘‘memorial museum’’ might be a contradiction in terms. With
the help of a bilingual classmate, she overheard a mother in the museum tell her
son, ‘‘The Japanese are evil.’’ She worried about the museum promoting a sharp
divide between Chinese and Japanese people. ‘‘The fact that a massacre memorial
museum could generate this kind of response, or, moreover, would seek to gen-
erate this kind of response, truly shocked me,’’ she wrote.
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The long ride back to Shanghai was itself an example of clashing cultural habits.
The Americans, valuing speed, would never have elected a four-hour bus ride over
a seventy-five-minute ride on the bullet train. Conversely, the Chinese would not
have chosen the more expensive train trip, when a comfortable coach bus worked
just fine. But our captive hours together produced some of our most memorable
conversations. As we took turns coming up to the microphone at the front of the
bus to share our impressions of what we’d seen in Nanjing, the conversation
became spirited.

The discussion focused on two aspects of the exhibition: the use of human
remains in both the exhibition and memorial halls, and the graphic depictions of
the Chinese victims of the Japanese campaign of rape. Americans raised their
questions out of a sense of genuine curiosity, as they tried to understand the
thinking behind exhibition practices very different from what one would encoun-
ter in the United States. One faculty member asked about the display of human
remains, some displayed within the museum in open pits that exposed original
massacre sites, others arranged more decoratively within the more sacred space of
the memorial. She noted that an American law mandating the return of Native
American remains to the related Indian tribes had raised larger questions about the
appropriateness of putting skeletal remains on public display. She explained that
most American museums had revised their exhibitions over the past decade and
removed all human remains from display as a sign of respect for the dignity of
human life. She wondered whether different religious traditions might be respon-
sible for the different practices in American and Chinese institutions. A Chinese
professor quickly responded that the bones constituted an essential kind of evi-
dence, proving that a massacre long minimized by the Japanese had actually taken
place. To the Americans, his tone seemed defensive, as he spoke up for the
museum, criticized its critics, and voiced a nationalistic line that echoed the tone
conveyed by the museum itself. And yet, they also saw the power of his argument.
As one graduate student wrote, this was ‘‘one of the most profound talking points’’
of the entire trip. ‘‘By the end I felt as though I truly understood their viewpoint:
that the display of human remains, in this context, was not inappropriate because
they—like everything in the memorial museum—were seen as physical evidence for
a massacre that to this day is still downplayed and denied.’’ The two groups had
articulated two very different sets of values, and each group felt it was defending
the sanctity of human life.

An American graduate student then spoke up about the powerful graphic images
of Chinese women who had been brutalized by Japanese soldiers. Referring to an
American tradition of protecting the identities of victims of sexual assault, he spoke
about his own feelings of discomfort at the graphic evidence. He wondered
whether the photographs revictimized the women and whether there might be
a line between documentary evidence and a disrespectful invasion of privacy that
different cultures drew differently. The heated response from one of the Chinese
seminar participants again sounded defensive to the Americans. Chinese respect

96 The Public Historian / Vol. 38 / August 2016 / No. 3

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://online.ucpress.edu/tph/article-pdf/38/3/78/257604/tph_2016_38_3_78.pdf by Princeton U

niversity user on 18 January 2021



women more than American do, the Chinese professor said, pointing out that
Americans permit women to be exploited by pornographic films while such things
are banned in China. We never engaged the larger theoretical question.

Still, this conversation did serve to expose some of the cultural assumptions on
both sides. The Americans had been trained to be critical of what they saw and
read, whether it was at a museum in New York or Nanjing, or on their own college
campus. And in their own presentations they had been openly critical of US
institutions, including Princeton University, which one American professor took
to task for not confronting its own institutional involvement with slavery. As the
Americans listened on the bus, however, several wondered whether their Chinese
colleagues had truly heard that American self-criticism. They seemed only to hear
the criticism leveled at Chinese institutions. Americans reflexively engage in self-
criticism or criticism of books, exhibitions, and memorial sites, and they openly
express their disagreements with government policy. Few of us considered how
these familiar habits of mind might sound to Chinese colleagues working in an
environment less tolerant of public dissent.

One bilingual American graduate student wrote: ‘‘What began as a comment and
question was construed instead as a direct attack on Chinese culture. . . . This is the
sort of conflict that perhaps could have been avoided with a translator.’’ She was
one of a handful of Americans who could understand the back chatter on the bus.
‘‘At times, it seemed like it was only the Chinese professors speaking amongst
themselves and their commentary was often nationalistic and anti-Japanese in
nature, even when such issues were not quite relevant to the topic at hand. Our
collaborators were often defending Chinese cultures to us, sometimes with back-
handed remarks on Western culture. This may be due to the current state of
Chinese academia; in America, academics are encouraged to question institutions,
authority and mainstream narratives; this is the core of public history. But in China,
such critique is not prevalent, and probably could land one in trouble with the
CCP. . . . It is possible that because of this, our American attempt to critique in-
stitutions and practices in a scholarly way may have come off as offensive and
aggressive.’’

For the Americans, these bus conversations laid bare the unexamined connec-
tions between the American practice of public history and democratic debate. One
faculty/staff participant commented that the museum in Nanjing exemplified
a theme illustrated elsewhere, including the Shanghai Museum: ‘‘it is absolutely
true that the Chinese government does work to control the population’s perception
of the past.’’ Certainly, a trip to various American institutions might have illustrated
the ways in which the state and federal governments in the United States have
likewise supported museum exhibitions that convey a particular view of the past.
But the spirit of revisionism and self-criticism now blowing through American
museums is leading to broad and fundamental changes in the historical narratives
on view and bringing more stakeholders into the exhibition design process. We did
not see this in China.
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Over the course of the week, the Americans discovered what our Chinese coun-
terparts take for granted: it can be very, very difficult to study twentieth-century
history in China. The non-Sinologists among the Princeton crew expressed surprise
that the narrative presented in the Shanghai History Museum stopped in the early
twentieth century. One of the Princeton faculty/staff members commented, ‘‘The
inability or unwillingness to discuss recent Chinese history raises many questions,
and for me, this led indirectly to some of the more interesting discussions I had with
our Chinese colleagues. . . . [O]ur colleagues had varying degrees of understanding of
the politicization of modern history, but even among the most aware, they appeared
resigned that little could be done to open and broaden the discussion.’’

This issue came up in two other venues, a discussion of archives and a trip to the
Shanghai Propaganda Poster Art Museum. One member of the Princeton group
presented a talk on modern archival practices, focusing on how the Internet made
it possible to access resources from around the globe. He showed some rare film
footage shot near Shanghai in the late 1920s, along with still images made around
Beijing in the 1910s and ’20s, all drawn from the Princeton archives. He hoped to
interest our Chinese colleagues in these rare materials shot by an American dip-
lomat and to solicit their advice about the best way to create a website that would
allow them to tag and describe the material in Mandarin. He hoped to create
a collaborative project that would make the material more accessible to Chinese
researchers. But he elicited little interest. Several Chinese participants suggested
that the content held little relevance for their own academic work. They saw the
photographic images as relevant to local history projects, but did not perceive their
potential as material for an innovative transnational research site. We had hoped
that this potential pilot project would lay the groundwork for future endeavors. But
we found no willing partners. It took several days of informal conversations before
we could more fully comprehend the obstacles. The Chinese archives with material
about twentieth-century Chinese history are largely closed to scholars. The idea of
making publicly accessible archives even more accessible through digitization,
foreign language cataloguing data, and Internet access simply had no context for
Chinese scholars largely barred from their own archives in the first place.

Our visit to the Shanghai Propaganda Poster Art Museum raised related issues
concerning the documentation of modern Chinese history. This private institution,
housed in the basement level of an apartment compound, appears on TripAdvisor
as a top-rated attraction for Western tourists. Two members of the American group
had visited in the past; none of the Chinese scholars had. The Americans quickly
engaged with the propaganda posters, salvaged from archives, libraries, printing
companies, and artists when their content made them politically unacceptable for
display. They looked at them largely as examples of graphic art that showed the
shifting influence of different international styles and exemplified the artistry of
Chinese designers and printmakers. For our Chinese colleagues, though, the pos-
ters seemed less art than historical documents of painful historical moments. One
older member of the group looked around quickly and said he remembered these
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images from his childhood and didn’t need to see them again. The younger mem-
bers of the Chinese group with no personal memories of the Great Leap Forward
had a different response. They had heard about these kinds of propaganda images,
but had never seen them before. They were entranced. The take-away point for the
Americans was that history can be personal. One person’s beautiful chromolitho-
graphic poster might for another be a painful reminder of a childhood of depri-
vation. One American, at first baffled by the response of some of the older Chinese,
conceded after a bit that she could understand their response. After all, she said, she
was Jewish and she would find it difficult to look at Nazi memorabilia simply as
a kind of interesting visual culture.

In the end, many of the American participants found themselves struggling
to understand how the deeper cultural differences that surfaced at unexpected
moments might shape the larger questions about cross-cultural public history
practices we sought to understand. Commenting on the displays in the Nanjing
Massacre Memorial Museum, one graduate student noted that they contained what
seemed an extraordinary amount of explanatory text. ‘‘I was simply overcome by
the amount of material presented to me. Upon every turn, I was greeted with wall
after wall of graphic pictures and text at a volume simply impossible to absorb in
full.’’ But another student, who had worked in museums herself, posited a cultural
reason for this. ‘‘The little I know about the Chinese education system suggests that
this style of exhibit was in keeping with the Chinese approach to knowledge. The
Chinese tend to emphasize facts and memorization, emphasizing the quantity of
data known. Even the preoccupation with data and evidence in the Nanjing Mas-
sacre Memorial Museum seemed like it could have stemmed from that approach to
knowledge, as well as, of course, from an anxiety to prove that the massacre actually
happened. So perhaps a good deal of text and information is an effective way to
connect with a Chinese audience.’’ It was an interesting hypothesis, and one that
would have been fascinating to discuss with our Chinese colleagues at week’s end.

The Americans came away humbled by the realization that many of their own
ideas about public history were culture-specific, and therefore not necessarily
useful or practical in a place like China. They came to understand that as a part
of an American public, diverse as it might be, they had particular cultural, educa-
tional, and political backgrounds that predisposed them to view the world differ-
ently than their Chinese counterparts might. They were not a part of the Chinese
public for whom the exhibitions we saw had been designed. They observed that
some of the public display strategies that worked well in China would not easily
translate to the United States. As one student wrote, ‘‘something that has occupied
my thought considerably since departing is the question of whether we, as Amer-
ican public historians, can or should be advising Chinese scholars on how to
approach public history in their own country. The experience of participating in
this seminar really made me think long and hard about how museum practices
differ across cultures and whether there can be one ‘good’ way to commemorate or
educate or display.’’ She noted, ‘‘I felt as though sometimes I was imposing my
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western notions of museum practice without a solid background in where the
Chinese scholars and museum professionals were coming from.’’

Indeed, in the end, most of the Americans left with a sense of the profound
differences dividing public history practices in China and the United States, ques-
tions about whether public history must necessarily have a national or group-
specific focus, and an awareness that a true collaboration would require them to
learn much more about Chinese cultural, educational, and political culture. In the
United States, contemporary public history practice is marked by an ever-
expanding set of stakeholders, a vibrant culture of disagreement and criticism, and
a sense that history can be revised as questions change and new archival materials
come to light. Certainly, it is also swayed by interest group politics and commercial
concerns. History is necessarily and inevitably written with the concerns of the
present in mind. But who gets to write it? For many of the American seminar
participants, the very meaning of public history in China seemed an uncertain
thing. What we saw seemed written for the public, not by it and not with its input.
And the culture of criticism, the loud messy voices of those with a different story to
tell, seemed altogether absent. If public history can sometimes be a participation
sport in the United States—with a cacophonous crowd of scholars, community
members, journalists, museum professionals, all scrambling for a spot on the
team—in Shanghai it seemed something else entirely.

� � � � �
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