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Preface 1

Ruth Hayhoe ( £ )

The development of modern Chinese universities was one of the
most vital and important achievements of the Nationalist regime, with a
number of prestigious universities reaching maturity over the 1920s and
early 1930s. This included such public institutions as Peking University,
Tsinghua, National Central University, Tongji, Zhejiang University and
Wuhan University, as well as such private institutions as Nankai, Xiamen
and Fudan universities, also Christian missionary universities such as
Yenching, St. Johns and Jinling. One of the most enlightened features of
Nationalist government policy during the Sino-Japanese War, from 1937
to 1945, was the determination to support these universities under drastic
war-time circumstances, assisting them in their move to safer locations
inland and refraining from drafting students or faculty into the army to
fight against the Japanese.

It may also be a kind of irony of history that this traumatic period
for higher education created conditions where two persistent concerns
about the development of China’s modern higher education were finally

resolved. The first was a concern about the nature of the curriculum, with
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Western derived curricular categories and textbooks dominating curricular
decisions in the top institutions and inadequate attention being given to
the development of a Chinese knowledge base or the adaptation of the
Western scholarly literature to the Chinese context. The second was a
concern about the geographical distribution of modern higher institutions,
with a huge concentration in the major coastal cities, and very few
institutions in China’s vast hinterland.

If we take the curricular concerns first, as early as 1913, Ma Xiangbo
had tried to establish the Hanxiao Kaowenyuan, in an effort to develop
terminology for the modern sciences and social sciences that was authentic
and rooted in China’s classical tradition. ""This effort failed, and a whole
set of terminology that had been adopted from Japan came to dominate
modern subjects in Chinese universities. This included terms such as
Zhexue for philosophy instead of Zhizhi xue,”Jingji xue for economics
instead of Licai xue, and many other terms introduced from Japan.®'With
the very names of modern disciplines being imported from abroad, it

was not surprising that Western theories dominated the content of social

{11 Lu Yongling, “Standing Between Two Worlds: Ma Xiangbo’s Educational Thought and
Practice,” in R. Hayhoe and Y. Lu (eds.) Ma Xiangbo and the Mind of Modern China (New
York: M.E. Sharpe, 1996), pp. 177-191.

[2] Ma Xiangbo, Zhizhi gianshuo [A Simple Introduction to Philosophy] (Shanghai: Commercial
Press, 1926).

[3] Lu Yongling and Ruth Hayhoe, “Chinese Higher Learning: The Transition Process from
Classical Knowledge Patterns to Modern Disciplines.” In Christophe Charle, Juergen
Schriewer and Peter Wagner (eds.) Transnational Intellectual Networks: Forms of Academic
Knowledge and the Search for Cultural Identities (Frankfurt/New York: Campus Verlag,
2004), pp. 269-306.



008 | HRMPZHREEAEHRESRE

science and humanities programs, while English, French and other foreign
languages were often used as the medium of teaching. With many of
the young faculty having returned to China from graduate studies in the
United States and Europe, it was convenient for them to adopt Western
language texts, and there was little time in their busy lives for the complex
and demanding task of adapting these materials to the Chinese context.
The fact that most universities were located in major coastal cities such as
Shanghai and Tianjin, where there had long been a strong foreign presence
made all of this seem natural. When Nationalist politician Chen Lifu,
who had been appointed Minister of Education in 1938, visited a number
of universities to offer them advice as they prepared to move Westward in
order to escape the Japanese invasion, he commented that it felt as if he
was entering foreign territory culturally!"! Such was the preponderance of
foreign material and models in their curricula and textbooks.

However, once the universities moved to Xi’an and Lanzhou in the
Northwest, Chongqing, Chengdu and Kunming in the Southwest, this
situation changed. Sociologists such as Fei Xiaotong began to base their
research on local Chinese realities and develop sociological theories
from practice, while literary scholars such as Wen Yiduo developed
literary theories based on China’s own classical traditions as well as
on contemporary Chinese literature. Scientists and engineers, for their

part, began to apply their theoretical knowledge to practical issues of

[11 Chen Lifu, Zhanshi Jiaoyu Xingzhen Huiyi [Reflections on Educational Administration During
the War] (Taiwan: Commercial Press, 1973), p. 20.
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agricultural development and such essential war-time industries as
aeronautics and artillery manufacture. In the baptism by fire that engulfed
China during the Sino-Japanese War and the Second World War, the
disciplines of knowledge in the university were indigenized and found
roots in the realities of the Chinese countryside and the hinterland cities
that were resisting Japanese occupation. This was thus a time of rich
scholarly development in the midst of the devastation of war, to such a
degree that some scholars feel no subsequent Chinese university has been
able to rival the achievements of the Southwest Associated University, that
brought together Beida, Tsinghua and Nankai on its Kunming campus,
under the visionary presidency of Mei Yigi.™

If the development of an authentic and indigenous knowledge base
was a crucial step in the development of China’s modern universities,
the geographical distribution of Chinese universities had also been a
significant concern since about 1914. In that year Yuan Shikai suggested
the creation of four university districts, while Tang Hualong suggested six
in 1917, and Fan Yuanlian sketched out seven districts in 1918.”) None of
these officials had either the capacity or the available funds to implement
their vision of a more rational geographical distribution of modern
institutions of higher education, however. Only after the Nationalist

government was established in 1927, was this issue taken up again. This

[1] John Israel, Lianda: A Chinese University in War and Revolution (Stanford, Calfornia: Stan-
ford University Press, 1998).

[2] Chen Qingzhi, Zhongguo jiaoyushi [History of Chinese Education} (Shanghai: Commercial
Press, 1936] p. 631.
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time it was Cai Yuanpei, probably the most outstanding intellectual leader
of the Nationalist period, who led the way. In his brief tenure as the most
senior education official of the Nationalist government, Cai proposed
the establishment of a University Council which would be responsible
to manage all the educational institutions of the nation and ensure high
standards of scholarship and protection from direct political interference
by the Guomindang party. Strongly influenced by his years of study in
France, Cai had a vision for the Council to establish a university district
system, which would ensure a fair geographical distribution of universities
to all of China’s major geographical regions.!"! Unfortunately, his proposal
was never fully implemented and he withdrew from direct government
service to head up the newly established Chinese Academy of Sciences,
a worthy successor to the Hanxia Kaowenyuan which his mentor, Ma
Xiangbo, had tried to establish.”

Hopefully, this brief overview of two aspects of the early history
of China’s modern universities will help readers to understand why the
war-time period was so important to their development. Professor Ren
Xiang’s book focuses on Southwest China, and the province of Yunnan.
With meticulous detail, he chronicles the conditions in Yunnan before
the outbreak of war, when there was little support for higher education

development, through the early war years, when many coastal universities

[1] Allen B. Linden, “Politics and Education in Nationalist China: The Case of the University
Council 1927-1928," in Journal of Asian Studies, Vol. 28, No 4, August, 1968, pp. 763-776.

{2] Tao Yinghui, “Cai Yuanpei yu Zhongyang Yanjiuyuan,” [Cai Yuanpei and the Academica
Sinica) in Zhongyang yanjiuyuan, Jindaishi Yanjiusuo Jikan, Vol. 7, June, 1978, pp. 1-51.
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moved to new locations in Yunnan, and struggled to establish themselves
and find ways to serve the war-time efforts for national survival.
Subsequent chapters detail the contributions of these institutions, and the
ways in which they stimulated the development of new local universities
within Yunnan province. The historical development of these local
universities, and the ways in which they took shape and served the region
is a particularly interesting and important story, showing the long-term
consequences for Western China of the geographical redistribution that
took place during the war. Equally significant is the chapter on Chinese
educational thought and influential educators during this war-time period,
as it was this that led to the re-thinking of curricular knowledge and
the formation of modern disciplines rooted in China’s own history and
development experience.

At a time when Chinese universities are again going through
a dramatic transformation through the recent move to mass higher
education and the focused efforts that are being made for some of the top
universities to reach worldclass status and quality, this book is especially
valuable. It will help readers to reflect on the foundations of China’s
modern university system, which were laid by courageous educators and
scholars during one of the most painful periods of the twentieth century
for China.

Ruth Hayhoe, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education,

University of Toronto
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