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Scholars’ “Positivity” and “Negativity” on the Way
of “Renaissance” in the Republican Period

Shen Weiwel

Abstract: The new culture movement in China's Republican period had a profound influence. It was not without
controversies, however: for example, the conceptual orientation of the two ideas referred to as "Positivity” and "Negativity”,
which emerged during and after the movement, often crossed swords with one and the other. The former, which showed
a positive orientation in the new culture movement, was represented by the basic ideas of "Renaissance” and "national
culture” advocated by Hu Shi and Qian Xuantong at Peking University. The latter, which showed a negative orientation in
comparison with the former, was represented by the cultural and literary ideas put forward by members of The Xueheng
School at Southeast University in Nanjing.

The tense relationship between "Positivity" and "Negativity" could be deemed as a mechanism of check and balance. The
Xueheng School, which was opposed to the new literature, was a critical force in the late period of the new culture movement.
There were two sharp clashes: one was when Mei Guangdi, Wu Mi, Hu Xiansu and others founded a journal Xueheng in
January 1922, in which articles attacking the new culture and new vernacular literature were published; they respected and
followed the classical tradition and warned that promotion of the new culture would bring "disadvantages" and "disasters"
to the society. The other one was in December 1923. In order to cope with the "putting national heritage in order" project
commenced at Peking University, Gu Shi and others at Southeast University presented their own proposal for the same
project. When the struggle for discourse power against the new literati failed, they founded the first “Western literature
department” in China at Southeast University.

Mei Guangdi in “The Two Proposals for the National Political Council” submitted in 1944 expressed clearly his opposition
to stagnation in the domestic educational circle. He advocated the idea of “establishing departments of Oriental languages
and literature at all national universities with the command from the Education Bureau” and “changing the departments of
foreign languages currently at national universities into departments of Western literature”. These ideas were once again
valuable suggestions for the construction of university discipline in China by Mei Guangdi after his setting-up of “Western
literature department”.In December 27, 1945, Mei Guangdi passed away in Zunyi. His proposal of setting up “departments
of Oriental languages and literature” at various universities in China was first realized in 1946 at Peking University when Hu
Shi returned from abroad and took charge of the school. He invited Ji Xianlin, who came back from Germany after ten years
of study, to establish the first “department of Oriental languages and literature”. The change of attitude of Mei Guangdi also
became one of the reasons that Fu Sinian objected to the establishment of the "national culture” discipline.

In literary education, “Western literature department” was an exotic flower which grew naturally and bloomed shortly
during the China’s Republican period, while the “department of Oriental languages and literature” has become a big tree
which has been standing firm for nearly seventy years through two different eras --- from the Republic of China to the
People's Republic of China. In reviewing the different thinking paths of scholars in the Republican period on “Renaissance”,
we would say that both “Positivity” and “Negativity” were moving toward the same direction of a civilized society. In facing
the radical and revolutionary tide, the historical value of The Xueheng School exactly lies in its perseverance to culture while
in a weak position; and its inevitable sacrifices in a time of change.

Keywords: scholars of the Republican period; “Renaissance”; positivity; negativity; department of Western literature;
department of Oriental languages and literature
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