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“Labeling Effect” on Misconceptions in Studying History

KUDO, Yoshifumi

Many psychological experiments have shown that the labeling of an event often has distortional
effects on cognitive processes. This study aims to consider the misconceptions that result in
the study of history, from the viewpoint of “labeling effect”. 105 undergraduates were asked
to answer several questions about historical events with labels frequently found in textbooks
on Japanese history (the Jomon era, Edo isolation policy (sakoku), emergence from isolation
(kaikoku), and three other labels). The results indicated that most of the subjects wrongly
understood some historical facts, and that their misunderstanding was thought to be caused
by the literal meaning of each label. For example, the Edo and Meiji eras were understood
to be periods of exaggeratedly conflicting ideas. It is suggested that “labeling effect” is a
useful psychological concept for studying misconceptions held by history students.
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