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During the late Qing period China suffered a series of defeats at the hands of various Western powers. As a result, the majority of Chinese intellectuals during the Republican period (1912–1949) held strong pro-modernity and pro-Enlightenment attitudes. Although some Chinese intellectuals were still openly critical of the modern West, most people, especially the younger generations, believed that only science and industry, together with other modern Western inventions and institutions, could save the Chinese from ignorance and backwardness. However, these modernists basically failed to lead China along the road of Enlightenment, and the process of modernization in China was anything but smooth. Observers of “modern” Chinese history often point out that China has travelled a very different road from that of the modern West. The process of rationalization—a key factor in the modernization of the West—bumped into all kinds of trouble in China in the last century.
  This fact urges us to reexamine the rationalization of China and the ideas of the leading pro-Enlightenment and pro-modernity thinkers of the Republican period.

The two most influential philosophical systems in the intellectual history of the Republican period in China were pragmatism and Marxism. Both of these claimed to be scientific, rational, and pro-modernity, and both severely criticized various Chinese traditions. However, both of these were, at the same time, post-Enlightenment philosophies that contained many counter-Enlightenment and non-Enlightenment elements. Why did the Chinese intelligentsia of the Republican period chose these two schools instead of other Western schools? What are the basic conflicts between these schools and the Enlightenment project? What modifications did they undergo after being adopted by the Chinese? These are the questions that need to be thoroughly examined. These questions, although crucial, are certainly too big to be dealt with in a single article. Thus in the present article I focus on the rationalization of China, especially the conflicts between these schools and Enlightenment rationality, as well as their origins. In order to do so, I make a case study of the thought of Hu Shi (1891–1962), widely regarded as the leader of the Chinese pragmatists, the first and most famous pro-modernity academic school in “modern China.”

Hu Shi was probably the most important advocate of science, liberalism, and democracy in modern China. He was also famous for his promotion of the vernacular form of writing and the scientific and critical study of Chinese philosophy and culture. His influence on modern Chinese culture was so deep and widespread that in the 1950s Mao Zedong called for a nationwide criticism of him from every cultural and intellectual aspect. Even so, Hu Shi’s influence remains very strong in contemporary mainland China, not to mention Taiwan. Scholars usually say that Hu Shi, Chen Duxiu, and Lu Xun were the three most influential intellectuals during the Republican period. Among them, Hu Shi was the only one who took science, liberalism, and democracy as a lifelong pursuit. Therefore, in many people’s eyes he was also the main representative of the modernization, Westernization, and anti-tradition movement in China.
As a devout follower of Dewey’s philosophy, Hu interpreted science, democracy, and modernity mainly from a pragmatist and American point of view. There are certainly many advantages of this kind of interpretation. However, there are also some major problems involved. Among these, “the conflict with Western rationality” might be the most serious one. Being a pragmatist, it is not surprising that Hu had some basic disagreements with traditional Western rationalism. However, what really matters here are the origins and historical context of these disagreements. I will show that these disagreements have a lot to do with the Chinese tradition. The trouble or even paradox with Hu Shi’s approach was that, although he intended to modernize China in the most advanced Western way, his understanding of the key elements of Western modernity was quite problematic, for he did not realize that pragmatism came much closer to the age-old tradition he wished to overturn than to the Western tradition he wanted to follow in terms of its cosmological, epistemological, and ethical foundations.
 
I
The core of Hu Shi’s worldview was the idea of becoming and the theory of evolution. These were the basis of all his criticisms of traditional rationalism and the idea of universal rationality. Starting from the worldview of becoming, Hu attacked any claims of unchangeable truth or universal law, as were often made by Western rationalists and, in his view, Chinese Confucians. His worldview of becoming had both Western and Chinese origins. Since any abstract or general concepts are “instrumental” or even doubtful in a pragmatic worldview of becoming, he preferred to base his knowledge on concrete facts and empirical data. His thought was mainly a kind of post-Darwinian and pragmatic philosophy, but it was also a continuation of the Chinese worldview found in Neo-Confucianism and The Book of Changes (Yijing). Moreover, Hu’s choice of the worldview of becoming probably began with the pressing need to remedy the backward situation of China at that time and to reevaluate traditional Chinese values.
 I will try to illustrate the above points in the following discussion.
Hu traced the historical origins of the pragmatist school of philosophy in his article “World Philosophy in the Last Fifty Years,” in which he pointed out that the development of Western science in the last three hundred years had given us a dynamic cosmology of becoming:
Beginning in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, with the progress of the physical sciences, European academia gradually came to understand the importance of individual facts and the phenomenon of becoming. The progress of science within the [last] three hundred years has given us, unexpectedly, a dynamic cosmology of becoming. However, in the fields of biology, psychology, and politics, the idea that “species or eidos does not change” still took the upper hand.

For Hu, this progressive development culminated in Darwin’s theory of evolution. He pointed out that before Darwin, people failed to really challenge the idea that “species or eidos does not change.” Scholars like Lamarck and Lyell did provide some insight into this issue, but they either “did not do a thorough job,” or failed to throw away the idea of the immutability of species or eidos. Darwin “not only proved that species do change, but also pointed out why and how such change occurs.”
 Indeed, the Darwinian revolution has had a major impact on modern philosophy.

 Both pragmatism and experimentalism were products of this revolution.
Hu traced the development of pragmatism or “new positivism” from Darwin and Huxley, to Pierce, James, and Dewey. To him, this development represented the highest and latest achievement of modern Western science and philosophy.
 It also represented, most importantly, a scientific and positivistic attitude toward knowledge.
 The major result of this was the discarding of all traditional speculative and metaphysical beliefs, and a reexamination of the true meaning of everything. Since everything came into existence via an evolutionary and dynamic course, everything has to be studied with “the genetic attitude” that puts utmost emphasis on the origin and development of things, rather than on their forms or unchangeable properties.
 Concerning the relationship between the theory of evolution, experimentalism, and “the genetic method,” Hu said: 
It was not until the advent of the experimentalist school that [philosophers] began to apply the Darwinian idea of evolution to philosophy. [They] used it to investigate philosophical problems, to discuss [the idea of] truth, and to study morality. The application of the idea of evolution to philosophy created “the genetic method.”

The genetic or historical attitude was based on the idea of evolution, while the method behind it, according to Hu, was the method used in the scientific laboratory. Hu regarded the genetic and the “new positivistic” methods to be the two fundamental attitudes of experimentalism, since both of these arose during the great scientific developments of the nineteenth century.
 
Hu clearly expressed his worldview of becoming in his famous article introducing pragmatism. In this article, inspired by the great scientific progress of the nineteenth century, he proclaimed that both scientific laws and so-called truth change with time. There is nothing unchangeable from a truly scientific point of view. All existing natural laws are just the most suitable and convenient hypotheses we have at present. The history of science tells us that all hypotheses change with time.
 
Hu used this “scientific worldview” to criticize a wide range of philosophers and schools of thought, both traditional and contemporary, including Nietzsche, Bergson, New Idealism, New Realism, Romanticism, and traditional rationalism.
 He knew very well that the worldview of becoming offered a fundamental critique of the entire Western philosophical tradition from Aristotle to the nineteenth century:

There seems to be a regulated path, a predestined domain, a fixed form. Aristotle called the domain of the fixed form eidos, usually translated as “form.” Medieval scholastic scholars translated it as “species.” . . . Since species, the unchangeable idea behind change, has become the central idea of European intellectual history, scholars neglected to study the phenomena of change, instead investigating the unchangeable nature behind phenomena. The changing, particular, and individual things were overlooked, and philosophers derided them as only experience, not knowledge. True knowledge, for them, must be searched for in the unchangeable form, the general species, and the final causes. The Aristotelian “form” became the final cause.

The Aristotelian “form” and the Platonic “idea” are the two most fundamental ideas of Western rationalism. Hu understood that he had chosen a revolutionary philosophy within the Western philosophical tradition, and he knew very well that this revolution constituted an attack on the entire rationalistic tradition. To him, the success of Aristotelian logic had a lot to do with the scholastic developments of the medieval Age:
 Since both Aristotelian syllogism and formal logic readily support the existing belief system, they were widely adopted by medieval theologians and afterwards became very popular.”

He compared Aristotelian logic to the seemingly formal logic of Buddhist inming (因明) and Chinese Mohism, and concluded that they were both used to support different religious beliefs.
 Hence, Hu viewed both Aristotelian logic and rationalistic thinking as somewhat backward, medieval ways of thinking. From the experimentalist point of view, traditional rationalism was as an outdated, less progressive philosophy:
For rationalism, reality is ready made, always perfect. For experimentalism, reality is still under construction. . . . The universe of the rationalists is absolutely stable and peaceful, but the universe of the experimentalists is full of adventures.

To him, the unchangeable and often transcendental ideas and principles of rationalism corresponded to a stable and less progressive world, while post-Darwinian pragmatism could open a progressive and creative world. However, it seems that he failed to realize that Aristotelian logic and the idea of form not just were, but still are, the core of modernity and the Western way of thinking.

The 
need for change became a popular sentiment after the first Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895), the period in which Hu Shi was brought up. This was one of the most dangerous and desperate periods in the entire history of China, when there was widespread fear that the nation was on the verge of being conquered and colonized by the imperialist powers of the time. It was in this climate of fear that the theory of evolution was introduced to China by Yen Fu and became one of the most important ideas in the intellectual history of the late Qing. It’s probably not mere coincidence that Hu Shi’s adopted personal name, Shi, means “fit” in Chinese, as in “survival of the fittest.”
 Indeed, reading Hu’s earliest works, one can easily feel his strong sense of mission to save China from its backward and often pathetic situation.
 Change was the keyword not only for Hu, but for his entire generation.
Hu’s ideas on becoming and evolution were also deeply rooted in Chinese tradition, for he first learned the theory of evolution from Yen Fu, who adopted numerous terms and ideas from Daoism and The Book of Changes to interpret Huxley, Spencer, and Darwin.
 This influence from the Chinese tradition revealed itself in his first book, The Development of the Logical Method in Ancient China, in which he portrays the Daoist masters Liezi and Zhuangzi as ancient evolutionists.
 Hu also pointed out that the philosophies of both Laozi and Confucius are based on the idea of becoming,
 and that The Book of Changes was also highly valued for its ideas on transformation.
 Hu Shi’s comments on Confucius’ interpretation of The Book of Changes starts as follows:
As he stood by a stream, Confucius said: “Ah! That which is passing is just like this—never ceasing day or night” (Lunyu, IX, 16). It has been said that Platonic logic originated as a reaction against the Heraclitean doctrine of change; that, impressed by the all-pervasiveness of change, Plato sought and found stability in changeless “ideas.” It is significant that the book which, in my opinion, contains most of the basic doctrines of Confucian logic is known as The Book of Changes. . . . In The Book of Changes, Confucius found a symbolic representation of the complexities of change in the universe. We have seen that his one-time teacher, Laozi, had already hit upon the idea that change is a continuous process from the simple and small to the complex and great, and is therefore within our comprehension and control. . . . This is precisely the lesson which Confucius drew form his study of The Book of Changes.

From this perspective, both Laozi and Confucius, the two founders of Chinese philosophy, shared the doctrine of change and invented a logical system based on it. Hu Shi’s interpretation of these ancient Chinese thinkers may have been influenced by his reading of Yen Fu, Darwin, Huxley, and Herbert Spencer. However, we can at least ascertain that for Hu there was a very strong connection between the doctrine of becoming and the Chinese tradition. 
One may certainly ask whether Hu’s emphasis on the importance of the idea of becoming in traditional Chinese intellectual history is mainly a reflection of his pragmatist and evolutionist beliefs. However, it has been proven that the idea of change has always been a basic part of The Book of Changes, Daoism, Confucianism, and Neo-Confucianism, traditions Hu began to study while still a child.
 Therefore, it is not surprising that he chose the idea of becoming as the core of his philosophy. In fact, not only Hu Shi, but also Yen Fu, Kang Youwei, Tang Sitong, Liang Shuming, and almost all of Hu Shi’s predecessors and contemporaries took the idea of becoming most seriously. This tendency certainly had a lot to do with the widespread perception at that time that China was in need of change or revolution. However, the fact that they could easily find numerous resources in the Chinese classics for developing the idea of change also showed how deeply this kind of worldview is rooted in Chinese tradition.
Hu’s acceptance of the theory of evolution and the worldview of becoming also had a lot to do with his rejection of religious beliefs. At the age of about eleven, Hu became an atheist through the influence of the ancient Chinese thinkers Zhu Xi, Si Maguang, and Fan Zen, from whom he learned “not to be afraid of hell, ghosts, and gods anymore.”
 When he went to the USA to study, although he almost became a Christian for a certain period of time, he eventually remained an atheist. With this atheist belief, he was once very much attracted by Kantian philosophy and the atheist ethical theory of Professor Felix Adler, because their views towards the gods was similar to the “old tradition of Chinese civilization inherited by Chinese students abroad.”
 He eventually turned to Dewey instead of William James, who advocated for a pragmatist religious view, because “his [Dewey’s] opinion toward religion is the most rational.”
 This atheist attitude not only made him an experimentalist, but also someone who paid little attention to the importance of Christianity in the making of the modern West. 
Hu seldom mentioned the role played by Christian ethics in the modern West. He had even less knowledge about the process of “rationalization” brought about by Christianity in general, as was pointed out by Max Weber and many others.
 He respected Christianity but had many doubts about it. It seems that he did not realize how much the order and morality he saw in the West was deeply rooted in Christianity. From the worldview of becoming, the static, universal, and often transcendental principles of Greek rationalism or Christianity are meaningless. Unfortunately, these things are exactly the indispensable foundations of the order and beauty Hu Shi admired in the modern West, especially in continental Europe. Hu Shi often criticized traditional Western rationalism as being static and less than progressive.  However, Hu Shi failed to perceive the inseparable relationship between Western rationalism and modernity. Throughout his writings, one can easily see that he tried very hard to introduce into China the spirit of the modern West—progress, beauty, morality, and the achievements of modern science—however, we seldom find any in-depth accounts of law, moral theory, social planning, or political and economic theory, and even less about the principles of rationalism in general. If we compare Hu Shi to the Enlightenment thinkers, we find that his major interest was in history and individual, concrete problems, while most Enlightenment thinkers were busy with philosophy, general laws, and fundamental principles. Hu Shi, in this sense, is more similar to a traditional Chinese scholar than a Western philosopher.

II
Hu spent most of his life advocating a new methodology for bringing change to China. He said in his later years, “The idea of method has dominated all of my writings in the last forty years.”
 The experimentalist methodology he introduced became the standard interpretation of the meaning of science in China for decades; in many ways this has had a revolutionary impact in China, and may turn out to have a lasting impact on Chinese intellectual history. The experimentalist way of thinking, like other ways of thinking, has its advantages and shortcomings. It differs from rationalist thinking in several fundamental ways. Firstly, Hu’s experimentalism starts by taking man as a biological entity who uses all his mental capacities to cope with the challenges of the environment, while rationalism originates in the belief that only via reason—the truly valuable part of the mind and something that is independent of sense perception, and, to many, even the body—can we reach truth and even reality itself.  Secondly, for such a biological entity, the concrete, individual facts and problems that are experienced are more real than anything else. In contrast, rationalists often think that hidden structures—a priori ideas, principals, universal laws, and mathematical truths—are more real than the concrete and individual facts that, as part of the phenomenal world, are only shadows of reality. I will now try to analyze the full implications of these two fundamentally different perspectives, and to show that the pragmatist or experimentalist way of thinking is much more akin to the traditional Chinese way of thinking than is the rationalist way of thinking. 
1. In his famous introduction to pragmatism and experimentalism Hu clearly asserts that biology is their starting point:
Modern physiology and psychology have each demonstrated that all the functions of the mind are closely related to the nervous system, by which all the functions of the body work together. The stimulus of the environment and the responses from inside are all moderated and controlled by the brain. . . . According to the theory of evolution, every organism belongs to the world, suffers and enjoys in the world. . . . Man is a competitor in the world, so the value of his knowledge depends entirely on its utility.

It was the scientific worldview together with its understanding of man, as was taught by the theory of evolution, the physiology, and the experimental psychology of his time, which defined the starting point of Hu’s theory of knowledge.
 Since Hu’s worldview was basically a materialistic one, it is not surprising that the Platonic view of a transcendental world of ideas known only through reason and the soul, and the Cartesian dualist idea about mind and matter, meant little to him. For Hu, the mind was reduced to the functions of the nervous system, while knowledge was defined as a kind of mental activity carried out by each organism in the crude competition of natural selection. Such a system had no room for the ontological and realist implications of the Cartesian cogito ergo sum, “clear and distinct ideas,” and transcendental Platonic forms. Hu, like most Chinese, had little interest in the rationalist claim that the world itself and our experience could be illusion and that only rational ideas are real. Although he also admitted that pragmatism is a kind of idealism, he still preferred the common sense idea that our biological existence and the concrete existence of the world are real.
Hu, alluding to William James, accused the rationalist theory of Kant of being illusionary from the point of view of biology or experimental psychology: 
The Kantian school summons a synthetic mind outside of sensations, and classifies the mind into many categories. This is also problematic, because there is no such thing as “the master mind” other than the nervous system, and the nervous system is not like a camera. If the master mind, as Kant asserts, can be separated into many categories, external things, when coming in, will naturally reveal these many relations. This master mind will then function like a camera, to which things will naturally appear in an authentic way; how, then, could there still be mistakes of thought. Our nervous system is simply an organic tool for dealing with the environment. It is not infallible by nature. Rather, it is most liable to make mistakes. . . . All the functions of the mind, like thought and knowledge, start with man’s will and interest. The will and interest set the goal, and then select from one’s experience instruments and data to achieve that goal. The “absolute reason” claimed by Kant absolutely does not exist.

This statement clearly points out the fundamental differences between pragmatic and Kantian philosophy. Although it could be prejudiced to say that there is no such thing as a common rational structure in the nervous system of human beings, due to his belief in an erring and ever learning nervous system, Hu took no interest in the rationalist claims that the reason that structured our experience is the foundation of the laws of nature and that the only thing ascertained about our knowledge is pure reason or a prior ideas. He preferred the idea that our experience is the real interaction between the human organism and the environment, while the mind itself is only an epiphenomenon. In this sense, he is much more like a traditional Chinese thinker than a Western rationalist. Hu, like traditional Neo-Confucians, emphasized life as a whole rather than reason, knowledge, or thought alone. It is the demands of life, rather than reason, that determines the content of knowledge and thought. The idea that will and interest select from one’s experience the instrument and data to achieve their goal is also pertinent to the Buddhist and Neo-Confucian idea that the mind creates or influences all kinds of experiences and ideas. The knowledge and thought of the common people is always subject to the will to live a good life in the world. Life is bigger than reason or knowledge. 
Hu often emphasized Dewey and James’ idea that experience is an inseparable whole that connects the past to the present and future, and contains all the mental functions, including reasoning. The totality of the inseparable experience of life is life itself. He said: 
[Unlike Hume’s theory] One’s experience is a continuous and inseparable whole. When the mind is functioning it cannot but select a part from the continuous experience, so, on the surface, it looks like the experience could be separated into sections or pieces. In fact, it is still a continuous and integrated whole.

This kind of “holism” of mind and experience is also more akin to traditional Neo-Confucianism than to the atomistic thinking of the Enlightenment philosophe or the rationalists before Hegel. Since experience as a whole or life itself is more important than reason or knowledge, we should take the issue of man’s life more seriously than do traditional philosophical questions:
Now, since we have accepted the teaching from biology, we should acknowledge that experience is life and that life is the interaction between man and the environment. . . . Dewey did not call this a revolution of philosophy; rather, he maintained that this is a “recovery of philosophy.” He said, “If philosophy stops dealing with those ‘questions of the philosophers’ and turns to the philosophical method of dealing with ‘the questions of man,’ then it is the day of the ‘recovery of philosophy.’”
  
It was “the questions of man” rather than the “questions of the philosophers” that truly interested Hu. Therefore, traditional philosophical questions like substance and phenomena, mind and matter, subjective view and objective existence, had all become meaningless to him. It was indeed a revolution of philosophy or, as Dewey put it, a recovery of philosophy. But it also means that the most prominent introducer of Western thought into China had little interest in the entire Western philosophical tradition, especially the rationalist part of it.

In this kind of biological point of view, action goes before thought, and life is the prerequisite of reasoning:

[For a child] Action comes before conscious feeling. Meaning (the intellectual and deductive function [of the mind]) is the result of action, and is caused by the need to lead the action. So-called reason is only a way to [create] logical and effective action. It cannot be developed outside behavior and action.

The emphasis on action rather than on reason and meaning is also very traditionally Chinese. Hu accused reason, as was introduced by the Kantian school, of being fabricated by people poisoned by “ancient formalism” and “scholastic terms.” What we need is only the intelligence one gets from the success and failure of past experience and actions. Since experience was taken as “passive, conservative, and blind,” in the past, people worshiped reason and looked down upon experience. However, the experience of the moderns, influenced by experimental science, is active, progressive, and perceptive:

The general principle of the two-thousand-year history of European philosophy is that people always want to preserve a reason that transcends experience and to control experience. Dewey indicates that we do not need the reason fabricated by Kant and others. The clever use of experience is reason and intelligence, and there is no other reason beside this.
 
The clever use of experience is eventually realized via the results of the actions of our biological existence in this highly competitive world. In the end, life and its action is the sole starting point of Hu’s philosophy.
Then, one may ask, what did Hu really learn from the rationalist tradition of the West? Does reason have any role in his philosophy? We can answer this question by examining his famous introduction to Dewey’s “five steps of thought,” or the best way of thinking. These five steps are: feeling difficulties in our action; finding out what the problem is; the emergence of suggestions for solving the problem in our mind; examining all these suggestions to determine which one is probably the most workable; and verifying the chosen suggestion by solving the problem and continuing to act.
 He maintained that the entire process is an intelligent organism’s adaptation to environment. This intelligent organism draws experience from the past to help with its present life and to prepare for its future life. These five steps involve both induction and deduction, but are more than induction and deduction. It involves reasoning and formal logic, but reasoning and formal logic by themselves are never enough to solve the real problems in life. All in all, reason is encompassed by our entire experience of the world and subject to the need of solving the problems in life and action. It never transcends our experience of life.
 
People who are familiar with pragmatism and the Chinese intellectual tradition may find remarkable similarities between what we have discussed. The biological starting point of Hu’s theory of knowledge is much more Chinese than rationalistic. Unlike Plato and most of the Greek philosophers, most ancient Chinese thinkers seldom talked about the independent existence of soul or mind. They would rather base their thought on experience and the concrete existence of man as a whole. The rationalism Pythagoras and Plato starts with the belief that only via reason, the highest part of the soul, can a human being penetrate the illusion of this transient and imperfect world so as to reach the perfect, eternal, and unchangeable world, the realm of reality. Descartes, Kant, and Hegel inherited this tradition while making an epistemological turn by starting from what is perfect, unquestionable, and unchangeable in the mind. Hu, however, like most Confucians, disliked the idea that there is a perfect world existing outside this world, and he was simply not interested in metaphysical and ontological issues. In parallel to this, Hu eschewed the idea that our experience of the world is not dependable. His interest in epistemology did not go beyond the realm of utility and common experience. 
Having denied the existence of an ideal or transcendent world, Hu did not accept the idea that reason, as the only channel to reality, exists or functions independently from the practical experience and action of life. By alluding to James’ new psychology, he said:
The absolute reason and absolute thought raised by the ancients take reason and thought as something that begins and ends with itself and has nothing to do with practical use. Therefore, we cannot say whether it is true or false, right or wrong, because none of these can be verified.

To Hu, verification must come from practical experience and use in real life. The independence of reason from experience and life is exactly what he opposed. 

He also maintained that “reason” was invented by philosophers, just like God was invented by people in old-fashioned thinking: 
If we say “as there is a function, there must be something that causes the function” and then establish a reason that controls experience, this is following the old track of establishing a God for the universe.

This statement shows that Hu sensed the inner link between reason, the law of causality, and what is metaphysical and transcendent. His approach was to discard this link, for he was not interested in the study of the causes of all kinds of things, especially the first cause of the universe and our existence. He, like the pragmatist and traditional Chinese thinkers, replaced God with the cosmic process, and causality with history. Hu, following Dewey, took experimentalism and pragmatism as a methodology instead of a theory of truth and reality. However, like Dewey, he also admitted the implication it has in the realm of the latter. He maintained, referring to James, that the meaning of a thing depends on the influence it has on one’s life.
 The point of this kind of theory of reality, as an extension of its methodology, is to get rid of the traditional metaphysical definition of things, or, in contemporary terms, substantialism. This attitude is also much more akin to traditional Confucian and Daoist thinking than it is to Western rationalism.
2. To a biological organism, the concrete, individual facts and problems that one experiences are much more real than “clear and distinct ideas,” the rational basis and structure of things, or anything else in the world. This is the starting point of both Hu’s and Dewey’s experimental epistemology. Hence, to them, reasoning should be checked by experience, and induction goes before deduction. The strength of this way of thinking is that it can help one see the present and concrete facts and problems, but the problem is that it is likely to miss the root causes behind the complexity of things.

 Hu Shi made explicit the foremost importance of concrete, individual facts and problems in his famous article titled “The Problem with ‘Isms’”:

All big problems and complex problems are not [the result of] a high degree of abstractness, but rather the increase of concrete components. . . . The only way to solve such a complex problem is to break it down into many small concrete problems. . . . Any problem, no matter how big or small, as long as it is a real problem, must be concrete, never abstract. Any “ism” starts as a concrete assertion; it can never be empty, without concrete content. . . . An “ism” is originally a concrete solution to a concrete problem, but this same solution might also be applied to a largely similar nation and era. Therefore, we say that although the origin of the “ism” is individual, the application of it may sometimes carry a certain degree of universality. However, this tentative universality should never lead us to say that an “ism” is originally a kind of abstract ideal.

By emphasizing the differences between different concrete problems in a different time and space, Hu Shi denied the universality of “isms.” If we extend this argument, it could also be used to deny, or at least to question, the universality of any law or principle. The only thing left, then, is concrete facts and problems. Nothing is truly universal.
 This is clearly a kind of counter-Enlightenment and anti-rationalist way of thinking. His comment that “Any ‘ism’ starts as a kind of concrete assertion,” however, is not true. Most Western “isms,” like liberalism, humanism, socialism, or even capitalism, start not just with concrete problems, but also with some basic “ideas” and rationale, thought to be self-evident and universal. Without these universal “ideas” and rationale, there would be no such thing as “ism.” 
By limiting himself to concrete problems and facts, Hu never investigated deeply into the “essence,” “nature,” or “basic causes” of the many big problems or events of Chinese and Western society and culture. His disciple, Tang Degang also noticed that Hu Shi and his generation failed to really study the many basic problems of China at that time, because they did not use Western theories and doctrines, especially those of the social sciences, to help them to look into these questions in a rigorous way.
 Although this is quite true, Tang failed to see that none of these imported theories or doctrines could really solve the problems of China. Hu Shi was right in insisting that the Chinese need to study concrete problems instead of clinging to certain imported “isms.” The problem of Hu is that he failed, according to his own theory, to locate these big problems and study them thoroughly with every effective means available, be it experimental, rational, or even holistic. Nevertheless, we have to admit that this task is not for a single man or even a single generation. Rather, it is the unshirkable duty of each generation of Chinese intellectuals, as long as China still suffers from these problems.
Hu Shi emphasized again and again that his method is “starting with evidence in thinking.” 
 This “evidential approach,” plus his emphasis on individual problems and facts, made him focus, at least in academic studies, much more on individual issues than on general principles or some hidden structure of things. It is well known that Hu Shi was never a theorist or a good analyst. Most of his scholastic endeavors were in textual study, philology, and evidential study. In describing his study of the famous novel The Dream of the Red Chamber, he said:
My approach is to use the methods of modern evidential study to deal with this great novel. . . . This method includes the following steps: avoid pre-existing opinions, look for evidence, respect the evidence, and let the evidence lead us to a natural and logical conclusion.

He readily admitted that this method did not come from abroad, but was rather a continuation of the evidential study of the Qing dynasty.
 In fact, Hu began to practice evidential study before he went abroad. His first academic article “An Interpretation of the Word Yan (言) in The Book of Odes” was written at the age nineteen. In this article, he used the inductive method to collect and classify all the usages of yan in The Book of Odes, concluding that the word yan was basically used as an auxiliary in this classic.
 Most of Hu Shi’s later work, as has been pointed out by many scholars, was a continuation and expansion of the evidential study of the Qing dynasty, augmented by the unique historical sense and new ideas he learned from the West.
 
Hu Shi also emphasized skepticism and agnosticism in his life-time endeavor to promote the scientific methodology. As a teenager he became an avowed skeptic,
 a tendency which led him to question the existence of ghosts and gods, and to the question various misleading doctrines of his time, be they traditional or modern. He learned from Huxley’s agnosticism that one should not believe in any idea without sufficient evidence.
 This kind of agnosticism made him very skeptical about the existence of God and anything metaphysical. As he said time and again, skepticism and agnosticism were the very basis  of his experimentalism.

 These two isms coupled with Hu’s empirical tendency made him doubt the effectiveness of anything abstract, and reinforced his belief in the evidential power of individual facts.
The above features of Hu’s theory of knowledge are also found in the Chinese tradition. The emphasis on things concrete, empirical, and practical is a major characteristic of the Chinese way of thinking. Although the Neo-Confucians also think very abstractly, they almost always emphasize how their ideas relate to concrete and practical things in life. Evidential study, textual study, and philology have long been major elements of the Chinese intellectual tradition, especially during the Qing dynasty. While the Confucian tradition is not very skeptical or critical, its agnosticism towards gods and the metaphysical world is one of its most salient features. Hu Shi often emphasized that the scientific method is just the refinement of the method used in common sense, both in the East and in the West.
 However, it seems that because he downplayed the rationalist part of the scientific method, his understanding of the scientific method as a form of common sense was very Chinese. ​
Hu enjoyed the thought that the ancient Chinese also discovered something about the correct scientific method. In his Ph.D. dissertation, entitled “The Development of the Logical Method in Ancient China,” he asserts that discussions of the correct way of thinking, together with a naturalist and evolutionary worldview, already existed in ancient China. In his interpretation of Chinese intellectual history, China was on its way to discovering the truly scientific mode of thinking, but went astray and was limited in certain areas, for various reasons. Rather than inquiring into the many obvious differences between the two traditions, he consistently emphasized their similarities, especially those between the most advanced Western scientific method and the Chinese intellectual legacy. By doing so, it was easier for him to claim that China could modernize itself in the best and most advanced way. This may also have been a way of helping himself to find his identity and boost his self-confidence in a strange modern world. He chose experimentalism and pragmatism since they were probably the closest thing to the main trends of the Chinese intellectual tradition that he could find in the Western scientific and philosophical tradition. However, this approach certainly could not resolve the many problems and conflicts involved in trying to introduce the true Western scientific or rationalist tradition into China.
III
Hu did not write as much on ethics and politics as he did on methodology and scholarly issues. This is especially true during the period of the New Culture Movement. His major goal in ethics and politics was not to find solutions, but to establish some basic values and, more importantly, proper attitudes toward ethical and political problems.
 The values and method he proposed, like his worldview and methodology, involved some basic conflicts with Western rationalism and had some theoretical difficulties in themselves. Firstly, it seems that he gave too much emphasis to the value of the individual person, at the expense of establishing general rules and principles in a society. Secondly, there was no solid foundation for the liberal and individualist values he proposed. With his attack on the Kantian theory of practical reason, the basis and universality of these values became even more problematic. Thirdly, we don’t find a proper foundation of the rule of law in his “individualist” system. He seemed to have replaced the role of the universality of practical reason or law with a kind of “social holism,” which is very Confucian in nature. Fourthly, he was a problem finder rather than a problem solver, because his methodology started with locating individual problems, but he did not really try to investigate the whole picture. Without a good “treatment” of the collective and general aspects of society and culture, it was difficult for his ethical and political theory to work well.
In ethics and politics, Hu emphasized the value of the individual, just as he emphasized the importance of individual facts in his theory of knowledge. One major cause of his protest against general rules and principles was his antagonism towards “Confucian rationalism,” that is, to him, many generalized and questionable rules and values.
 With an evolutionary worldview, Hu took most of the prevailing values he witnessed in Confucian society as outdated, backward, or even barbarous from a modern perspective. With his skepticism and experimentalism, he called for a complete reevaluation of all traditional values, rules, and social customs, and advanced this as the spirit of the New Culture Movement. He proclaimed that a life without reflection is not worth living and urged his countrymen to question all traditional values, such as foot binding, lack of education for women, and blind obedience to the teachings of ancient sages.
 His goal was to totally do away with such customs, one by one, but he failed to first make a thorough study of them, as was required by his experimentalist and genetic method.
 Hu explained this attitude most clearly in his famous piece on “Ibsenism,” in which he pointed out that “The ‘view of life’ of Ibsen is only a kind of realism.”
 By describing the reality of the family and society, Ibsen let people know how “dark and corrupted” they are and made clear the need to “revolutionize” them.
 However, Ibsen could not provide easy solutions to these problems, because he “knew that human societies are extremely complex, situated in very different environments, and composed of very different contents.”
 Therefore, there was no “universal cure” for their problems. Ibsen could only point out the many social diseases, leaving the “patients” to find the cure by themselves.
 This interpretation of Ibsenism echoed with Hu’s methodology of experimentalism: one has to first feel and locate the problem, and then try to solve the problem, not through the aid of some universal teaching, but by studying the problem itself.
This attitude and method seems to be quite particularized and not positive enough, but Ibsen, said Hu, also had a very positive proposition: “Each individual has to develop his own talent and individuality to its fullest extent.”
 The most important thing, then, was to first save oneself in this chaotic world.
 These words perfectly suited the needs of the young generation of Chinese living in the extremely chaotic Republican period, and made Hu’s Ibsenism a most influential doctrine. However, this emphasis on individualism or egoism also constituted a liability. For if the family and society were not so chaotic and corrupted, or if there were another way to save the family and society, as was proclaimed by Chinese Marxism, then the individualist drive tended to lose much of its momentum.
Relying on the above argument, Hu went on to say that “A self-governing society and a republican nation emphasizes that each individual has the right to vote freely and each individual is responsible for his own actions. Otherwise, [we] can never create an independent character.”
 A society or country without free and independent individuals, he said, has no hope to improve. Although what Hu Shi said may carry a lot of truth, he still based most of his argument on the problems of China at that time. He did not make an in-depth analysis of why we should support this kind of doctrine or belief. If the younger generation were to find other ways to solve the problems of China, then they might well turn to other solutions. As Tang Degang had pointed out earlier, the liberty advocated by Hu Shi was liberty for liberty’s sake. It was a “lonely and intuitive value, with no foundation in the social and behavioral sciences.”
 And whether or not liberty can be justified by the social and behavioral sciences, it certainly does need to be justified and studied in a most serious way if anyone wants to make it the essential value of a society.
Hu was the most important Chinese liberal of his generation. But his emphasis on individual freedom was largely a protest against the overwhelming bondage of traditional Chinese customs and morality. We can take his writing on female chastity as a good example. Hu was strongly against the Confucian customs and laws that tended to encourage the preservation of chastity at all costs. He was most irritated by the fact that some young girls, influenced by the blind worship of chastity, even died for the sake of their fiancé.
 He was also irritated by the extreme social pressure on widows to remarry, and exclaimed that “It’s a completely personal question whether a widow should remarry.”
 Hu strongly criticized this tradition by firstly questioning the unreflective acceptance of the value of chastity, as if it were a rule dictated by Heaven and Earth. He then indicated that this requirement is unjust, because it is only incumbent on women.
 He finally said: “I am absolutely against compulsory chastity. This is because chastity is a kind of mutual decision between individual men and women. Sincere chastity is completely a personal matter. It does not allow external interference, and it should not have the encouragement of law.”
 
Hu’s discussion of the problem of chastity provides a good case for examining the application of his experimentalism to social issues and the problems involved. Here we notice that Hu started by pointing out a “concrete” social problem; then he set about locating or defining what the problem was, and then proposed a solution for it. However, his advocacy of individual freedom and free choice was closely related to the “discovery” of this social problem and the solution he proposed. In fact, the reasons he raised against the evils of the traditional morals regarding chastity came not from a close study of their origins and evolution, but rather from his convictions or “practical reason.” What Hu has said may sound very reasonable; however, without a good understanding of the problem of chastity and its historical context, it should not be allowed, according to his own experimentalism and historicism, to criticize these customs simply via one’s own convictions and reasoning. It turned out that Hu frequently used his experimentalism to question anything he opposed or doubted, but he seldom used his experimentalism to question the convictions or beliefs that he supported. Rather, he used universal principles and a kind of “practical reason” to directly argue for his own theory. 
Hu was not only against the laws that encouraged the cult of chastity, but was also against the legal and ethical systems of the old society as a whole. Referring to Ibsen, he stated:

There are three great powers in a society: firstly, law; secondly, religion; thirdly, morality. Firstly, law: The function of law is eliminating violence and evil and forbidding people from committing bad deeds. However, law has both an advantage and a disadvantage. The advantage of law is its impartiality. . . . But this is also its disadvantage. Law is [made up of] deadly rigid sentences that know nothing about people’s feelings and the complexity of the world of man.
 
Hu saw the existing law, religion, and morality as something rigid, conservative, and backward, and called for a total change and reevaluation. And while this kind of experimentalist thinking did help China to transform itself, it certainly could not lead to a stabilized social framework or rule of law.
  Without a firm belief in traditional rationality, law, and morality, Hu replaced the general principles and common beliefs of society with the love and commitment toward the “big I,” namely, the society or mankind. He expressed this explicitly in his famous advocacy for a “new scientific view of life.” This “scientific view of life” started with a description of what the modern worldview should be according to the natural and social sciences, on which he said:
The knowledge gained from biology and sociology show that the individual, the small I, is going to perish; but mankind, the big I, is immortal and everlasting. This shows that “To live for the entire species and future generations” is a religion, in fact, the highest religion. Those religions that propose a paradise or “pure land” for the individual after death are selfish religions.”
 
On another occasion, he elaborated on this “theory of the immortal society” by emphasizing the inseparable, ever-present, and intimate relationship between the “small I” and the “big I,” and the everlasting influence of every action and word of the individual on the “big I.”
 
Hu’s concept of the “big I” and the “immortal society” is clearly rooted in Confucian tradition. Moreover, it is a kind of “social holism” that is closely related to the holistic character of experience in his epistemology, also a very traditional one. Hu’s emphasis on the value of the individual dissolves into his emphasis on the value of the society. The individual may perish, but the society does not, so they belong to different levels of value. In the end, the immortal society is more important than the mortal individual, and we thus lose the solid basis for the value of the individual.
As with his worldview and theory of knowledge, Hu’s theory of ethics and politics also carried strong anti-rationalist elements. However, while arguing for his ideal social values, this experimentalist and anti-rationalist attitude often gets itself into trouble. Hu emphasized the value of the individual in ethics and politics. Nevertheless, via his experimentalist way of thinking, the true value of the individual never earned its independent and unquestionable status. It was not a “thing in itself” and had a contingent existence that was subject to the changes of the environment and historical context. Hu’s emphasis on the value of the individual naturally led to his belief in liberalism. But Hu failed to give a good analysis or interpretation of the basis of liberty. Although he always said that one should study the historical origin, context, and development of any doctrine that matters, he did not apply this method to his own beliefs, such as science, experimentalism, liberty, and the value of the individual. It seems that he simply took the modern West as the model and adopted many of its values as universal principles.
IV
Having completed my discussion of the conflict between Hu’s thought and Western rationalism, I will now examine the relationship and differences between Dewey’s pragmatism and that of Hu Shi, together with some of the major reasons for the popularity of pragmatism in China. 


At the turn of the twentieth century, pragmatism and New Realism, represented by Dewey and Russell respectively, were the two most promising schools of Anglo-American philosophy. When Dewey and Russell visited China in 1919–20, both were well-publicized in China, but their two kinds of philosophy enjoyed very different treatment. Pragmatism became the most popular school of Western philosophy before the rise of Marxism, while New Realism, with its attack on German Idealism, though it enjoyed lasting influence in the philosophical circle of academia, was never really understood or accepted by the majority of intellectuals. Both pragmatism and New Realism had powerful advocates in China, and both claimed to be the world's most advanced philosophy of science and logical theory.
 One cannot but wonder why they were treated so differently in China. A complete answer would require much more space than could be allotted here. Thus in the following discussion I will simply point out how the counter-Enlightenment characteristics of Dewey’s pragmatism and its similarity to Chinese traditions were instrumental to its popularity in China.



Dewey's pragmatism developed from his study of Huxley's organic philosophy, Hegelian Idealist philosophy, and the newly developed experimental psychology.
 All these schools reject the over-simplified Enlightenment rationalism. Influenced by these sources, and as a revolt against the omnipotent and overstretching rational claims of Hegelianism, the gist of Dewey's philosophy is a close analysis of experience.
 Dewey defines human experience as the entirety of the continuous and complex transaction between the organism and nature.
 Experience is neither mind nor matter in the traditional sense, but a synthesis of the two; so he uses the terms “empirical naturalism” or “naturalistic empiricism” to express his central belief that human experience is an inseparable part of nature, and that we can understand nature only through our experience.
 Since experience is the meeting place and the union of subjectivity and objectivity, neither an idealistic nor a realistic point of view can fully explain it. Experience is the ultimate standard of everything, the whole reality. It is our experience, which is inseparably whole, rather than reason, that should be the guiding light in man's life. Dewey made it clear that the failures of traditional rationalism “have come from lack of confidence in the directive powers that inhere in experience, if men have but the wit and courage to follow them.”
 To him, experience has its equivalents only “in such affairs as history, life, culture.”

 

Influenced by Huxley's organismic world view and the Hegelian concept of experience, Dewey treats experience as an organismic, developing unity. In Hegelian philosophy, experience is seen as a dynamic and unified whole in which everything is ultimately interrelated.
 It “is the key for understanding his early passionate interest in Hegel and the neo-Hegelian idealists, as well as his eventual rejection of Hegel.”
 In the meantime, Huxley's “concept of the interacting organism that was the source of Dewey's initial interest in philosophy became the leading concept of his philosophy,” and endowed him with a lifelong intellectual bias for a philosophy based on change, process, and dynamic, organic interaction.
 Later on, Dewey proved this view through his close study of experimental psychology, especially his famous study of the reflex arc. This organismic and dynamic world view led to his “aversion to what he took to be static, formal, and dualistic.”
 It is basically a kind of “developmental philosophy” that emphasizes process rather than result, and situational rationale rather than everlasting reason, truth, and knowledge.


Dewey's chief Chinese interpreter, Hu Shi, had a good but sometimes partial understanding of his mentor.
 Influenced by the empirical scientism in China and his eagerness to promote formal logic and the scientific method, Hu often ignored the humanistic, romantic, and idealistic aspects of Dewey's philosophy. He failed to recognize the Hegelian and idealistic foundations of Dewey's philosophy, and did not argue in the philosophical way like Dewey did. However, Hu did appreciate the revolutionary implications of Dewey's pragmatic logic, critique of formal logic, and entirely new way of seeing the relationship between praxis, experience, and conceptual knowledge. He also faithfully conveyed Dewey's criticism of traditional rationalism and metaphysics, together with his historical, evolutionary, experimental, and instrumental view of truth.
 Following Dewey, Hu rejected the ideas of ultimate or universal truth and unchangeable substance, while emphasizing historical and situational rationality. Hu also believed that the proper use of experience constitutes a creative kind of wisdom, and is the true meaning of reason. Beyond the proper use of experience, there is no such thing as a superintendent, universal reason.
 This evolutionary and pragmatic view of knowledge, rationality, and truth earned him the status of interpreter of the world's most advanced philosophy of science at that time.


Historically, we have a Hu Shi who worshiped the omnipotence of science and formal logic, and we also have a Hu Shi who strongly criticized the traditional Western view of truth, knowledge, reason, idea, substance, and being. The popularity of this special and often paradoxical combination explains the coexistence of both a pro-Enlightenment and a counter-Enlightenment mentality in the May Fourth Movement. It was the Enlightenment aspects of pragmatism that were consciously and enthusiastically welcomed in China. However, it was the counter-Enlightenment parts of pragmatism that served as a lubricant to ease the rift between the Chinese mind and Western rationalism. Pragmatist critiques of traditional Western rationalism and metaphysics fit right into the age-old organismic and evolutionary worldview and situational and correlative logic of the Chinese. In contrast, New Realism’s rationalist stance struck the Chinese as much more alien.

  

Many scholars have pointed out that pragmatism's emphasis on praxis is very similar to that of the Chinese tradition, especially Confucianism.
 With pragmatism's emphasis on the unification of praxis and knowledge, the transcendental and formative meaning of knowledge and reason in Western tradition is lost.
 Dewey himself, unsatisfied with mere contemplation, always had a strong interest in the “practical affairs of men,” and he never separated philosophy from action, life, and society. The same applied to Hu Shi. Professor Yu Ying-shih points out that “the characteristic of ‘changing the world’ in Dewey's experimentalism became more prominent through Hu Shi's Sinicized interpretation. . . . In terms of ‘changing the world,’ pragmatism and Marxism belong to the same type.”
 That, then, is another basic reason why pragmatism and Marxism became so influential among the Chinese. 

Conclusion
Hu Shi was the chief representative of the modernization or Westernization movement in China during the Republican period. As a devout follower of Dewey’s philosophy, Hu interpreted science, democracy, and modernity mainly from a pragmatist and American point of view. There are many advantages of this kind of interpretation. However, there also are some major problems involved. Among them, “the conflict with Western rationalism” might be the most serious one. The trouble or even paradox of Hu Shi lies in that, although he intended to modernize China in a Western way, his understanding of the core and key elements of the modernity of the West seems to have been quite problematic, in that he did not realize that the solution he chose came much closer to the age-old Chinese tradition he wanted to remake, than to the Western tradition he wanted to follow, in terms of its cosmological, epistemological, and ethical foundation.
The core of Hu Shi’s worldview was the idea of becoming. This was also the basis of his criticism of rationalism. Starting from the worldview of becoming, Hu attacked all claims for an unchangeable or universal law that were often made by Western rationalists and, in his view, traditional Chinese Confucians. Since all abstract or general concepts are “instrumental” or even doubtful in a worldview of becoming, he preferred to base his knowledge on concrete facts and empirical data. To him, the reality of this world lies more on individual and concrete existence than on anything generalized from it. Natural laws or laws of nature were treated as convenient hypotheses in this philosophy, and he, in fact, seldom talked about them. The transcendental or transcendent world of beings or ideas, be it Platonic, Christian, or Kantian, were alien to him, as well as the Western rationalism and Idealism based on them. Therefore, it is not surprising that Hu failed to see how important Western rationalism was to the modernization of the West. 

Hu’s worldview of becoming has both Western and Chinese origins. It is a post-Darwinian philosophy and it is also a continuation of the worldview found in The Book of Changes and Neo-Confucianism. However, Hu’s choice of the worldview of becoming probably began with the pressing need to remedy the backward situation of China and the desire to reevaluate all traditional values.
 The result of this was his emphasis on change rather than universal and unchangeable laws or rules. His emphasis on change suited the Chinese mentality in a revolutionary age. However, it also caused a feeling of uncertainty and directionlessness. Hu seldom proposed long-term or constitutional solutions for China. Instead, he always emphasized the complexity of things and the need to use a scientific and experimental attitude for dealing with every type of problem. Therefore, it is not surprising that he failed to attract younger generations who desperately wanted to have a clear direction and “blueprint” for the future of China after the 1920s.
Pragmatism and rationalism are ways of thinking that correspond to very different worldviews. Pragmatism starts with taking man as a biological entity who uses all his mental capacities to cope with the challenges of the world, while rationalism originated in the belief that man can use his reason, as the most valuable part of his soul or mind, to reach universal truth. To Hu and Dewey, experience and reason are different but inseparable aspects of the same mental system of an organism. One’s current experience can never be separated from past reasoning, while reasoning by itself always contains one’s past experience. Both experience and reason are the indispensable means employed by a biological organism in its fight for survival in the highly competitive process of evolution. As a natural result, all the knowledge and “truth” we obtain is only instrumental, limited by time and space, and never eternal, universal, or transcendental. This kind of theory of knowledge is fundamentally different from the rationalist idea that our inner reason, and only reason, corresponds to the eternal truth or logos of a reality that is deeply hidden beneath the mist of the world.
From a pragmatist point of view, the concrete, individual facts and problems that a biological organism experiences are much more real than any idea or theory about the world. Starting from this, Hu held an agnostic attitude toward the ideas of a metaphysical world and an ultimate cause, and emphasized evidential study of everything in its historical context. He insisted that one should not believe in anything unless there is sufficient concrete evidence. The benefit of this way of thinking is that it can help one see the present concrete facts and problems, but the problem is that it is more likely to miss the root or basic causes behind the complexity of the things experienced. As a natural result, Hu was not very much interested in philosophy and the social sciences. He was a better historian than philosopher, a better fact collector and interpreter than theorist, and a better scholar than thinker. He deconstructed many traditional theories and beliefs, but he was not able to offer China a coherent theory or plan for its future.
Hu emphasized the value of the individual in ethics and politics, just like he emphasized the importance of individual facts in the theory of knowledge. However, with his experimentalist way of thinking, the true value of the individual never earned its independent and unquestionable status. Man is not a “thing in itself,” and his value may be subject to the changes of the environment and historical condition. The emphasis on the value of the individual naturally led to a belief in liberalism. But Hu did not give a good analysis or justification of the basis of liberty. Although he always said that one should study the historical origin, context, and development of any doctrine that one believes, he did not really apply this method to his own beliefs. It seems that he simply took the modern West, especially the USA, as his model, and selectively adopted many of its values as universal doctrines. Although he often said that there is no universal cure for everything, and that it was impossible to prescribe a simple solution for China, he still believed that China should modernize itself in a pragmatic, scientific, and liberal fashion. What he said might contain a lot of truth, but the truth did not come from his own methodology.
The popularity of pragmatism in China, which apparently surpassed that of all other Western philosophies introduced into China in the early Republican period, is inseparable from its affinity to the traditional Chinese worldview and modes of thinking. Its philosophical foundation contains many counter-Enlightenment elements: emphasis on praxis, criticism of pure intellect, and an evolutionary, holistic, and organismic worldview. Its situational and correlative logic also suits the appetite of the Chinese. Experimentalism or pragmatism was probably the closest thing to the major Chinese intellectual tradition that Hu Shi could find in Western scientific and philosophical schools of thought. 
There are both advantages and disadvantages of this choice, and it might still be too early to judge the outcome. However, since the leader of the Chinese modernists made this kind of choice, and since experimentalism or pragmatism seems to have been the only widely accepted interpretation of science and reason in Republican China, then it would be fair to say that the modernization of China has not proceed in a Western way. Unbeknownst to Hu Shi, his version of experimentalism or pragmatism already largely existed in the traditional, mostly Neo-Confucian, worldview, mode of thinking, and ethics. With this kind of mindset, Western rationalism, the Enlightenment project, and all the modern inventions they led to are only “instruments.” This means that China was still using its own way to “modernize” itself in a very fundamental sense. From this perspective, it would be very hard to define “modern China” and, perhaps, modernity itself. 
� About the relationship between modernization and rationalization in the West, see Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism and Sociology of the World Religions, edited by Moriyuki Abukuma; and Wolfgang Schluchter, The Rise of Western rationalism, “The Paradox of Rationalization: On the Relation of Ethics and World,” and Max Weber’s Vision of History. 


� Whether rationalization is a necessary foundation of modernization is probably debatable to some scholars. However, what I want to say here is that even the leading pro-science and pro-Enlightenment thinkers themselves are not as “rational” as they thought they were.


� Hu Shi preferred to call himself a follower of Dewey’s Experimentalism because he did not really like William James’ definition of pragmatism. However, he also admitted that Dewey’s Experimentalism is a branch of the larger Pragmatist movement. I will use both terms in the following discussion.


� Hu Shi’s lifetime goal was to “remake” Chinese civilization, firstly via the methodology of pragmatism, and then the new ideas he introduced. See Hu Shi, Hu Shi Wenji (ed. Ouyang Zhesheng, Beijing: Beijing UP, 1998; hereafter abbreviated as Wenji), V.2, 552.
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� Advocated by William Montague, T.P. Nunn, Bertrand Russell, and G.E. Moore, New Realism was strongly against the nineteenth century Idealists' belief that the existence of known objects is dependent on the act of knowing. With a strong belief in logic and the scientific world-view, this school severely criticized Hegelian metaphysics and epistemology.


� Professor Yu Ying-shih has discussed this question in his Chung-kuo chin-tai ssu-hsiang-shih shang te Hu Shi, 55–61. While sharing many basic views with Professor Yu, the following discussion tries to add the point that pragmatism's beliefs in an organismic and evolutionary world view and situational and correlative logic have facilitated its acceptance in China.
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