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Between “Red” and “Professional”: The Implantation of
Political Theory Courses in Higher Education (1949-1956)

Abstract: After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, the standard
of personnel training, “red and expert,” was established. A course on
political theory was one of the main means to meet the set standard of “red”
Although the course was offered in Chinese universities, the aspect of
“expert” in universities still significantly impacted the teaching of the course.
The administrative departments for education and universities had to
gradually improve the course’s professional level to avoid excluding the
original ecology of the universities. Meanwhile, as long as conditions
permitted, the teachers of political theory were generally willing to “teach
profound knowledge” rather than merely acting as “propagandists of the
party.” Therefore, in political theory, there were two meanings of “red” and
“expert.” The first reflected setting apart “red” and “expert” between the
political theory course and specialized course, and the second implied “red”
and “expert” within the political theory course itself.

From 1949 to 1964, the political theory course swayed between “red”
and “expert.” After being listed as a compulsory course, the Ministry of
Education pushed for the specialization of the course in terms of content,
distribution of class hours, and the order of each course. By 1956, according
to the standard of specialized courses, a set of operating mechanisms for the
political theory course was established. However, only a year later, with the
development of the anti-rightist movement, its tone changed from
emphasizing on the “expert” to emphasizing on the “red.” All the original
four courses were stopped and replaced by “the education of socialism,” and

the teaching method allowed free expression of everyone’s views. This
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situation lasted for more than a year. At the beginning of 1959, both local
and central governments began to emphasize on the “expert” perspective of
the course again. Teaching focused on the study of systematic knowledge,
and the examination particularly emphasized on testing students’
understanding of the basic theory of Marxism-Leninism. In 1964, with the
comprehensive implementation of the education movement of socialism,
the professionalism of this course was questioned again. At the end of
October, the Publicity Department of the CPC Central Committee
positioned it as a tool for class struggle.

Over 15 years, changes in the external political environment and the
invisible pressure of the internal ecology of universities led to the vacillation
on the orientation of the political theory course between “red” and “expert.”
It was hard to balance between the “red” and “expert,” which was an

inherent long-term challenge since the universities adopted this course.
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