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The Origin of Ideological Differences between the South and
North Universities Debate: on the Friendship and Clash among

Scholars Studying in the United States as Investigation Focus
Ye Jun

Abstract: In the 1910s and 1920s, the initiation of the Republic of China and the pluralism of political power
formed a relatively free cultural thinking space. Notably among them are the fashion-leading “New Culture School”
and the seasonably rising “Hsueh-heng School”, relying on the academic center of South and North universities —
Peking University and Southeast University (Nanjing Higher Normal School) respectively and launching a space-
time slightly misplaced cultural debate. What the two schools debated is not the superficially defined “the contention
of old and new”. Actually, they both are new characters and the origin of their ideclogical differences lies in their
background of study in the West — Hu Shi, Wu Mi and Mei Guangdi had all studied in the United States, but the
different mentoring relationship, knowledge structure as well as cultural ideal gradually make them from classmate
boys into debate parties. The original ideological differences are shrouded by the different Western learning — the
inheritance of Dewey’s positivism and Babbitt's New Humanism respectively by Chinese students; the superficial
field game carried by the opposing cultural position — Hsueh-heng’s value judgment upon Chinese tradition and
their consciously taking the responsibility of cultural movement did not destine to let the New Culture School get
the only strongest status; the seemingly impulsive debate between the North and South bears the discourse power
of knowledge and mingles the fights between universities and the private friendship of scholars; the major and
far-reaching “debate of the truth” directly points to the understanding dimension of Western culture as well as the
transforming path of Chinese tradition. After all, there is a difference of position between the European culture
and American culture. However, no matter how to choose Positivism under the “radical” name or the tendency of
New Humanism in the name of “conservative”, they are both the Western paths designed by scholars for China.
When we look back upon the process of seeking Chinese and Western cultures, the various faces of culture are
exposed. The friendship and clash of scholars as well as their debates about theories show the colorful cultural style
and features in modern China, help us to rethink and explore whether the historical narrative of binary opposition
1s suitable for development of Chinese modern thoughts and then prompts intelligentsia that on the one hand,
the helpless game the predecessors played in the historical field needs to be understood, and on the other hand,
the identity of a knowledge seeker needs to be established and finally return back. Thus, this article intends to
reconstruct the historical site, examines the origin of ideological differences in the field game, and explores the

underlying factors hidden in the “debate of the truth” and the “power discourse”.

Keywords: New Culture School; Hsueh-heng School; Peking University; Southeast University; students
studying abroad
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