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Major Questions

Was Hu Shih the most important philosopher
in modern China?

What did he mean by “philosophy”?

What philosophy of life did he build for
himself?

What can we learn from Hu Shih?



Hu Shih’s Life

1891-1962

Bornin L ifg

Father: Minor Official of /& dynasty; in Taiwan
In 1893

Mother: His father’s third wife, married at the
age of 17; illiterate; devotee of Ei &

Father died when Hu Shih was 4; mother
determined to raise him as a Confucian
scholar

Influenced by ZRE and AL




Hu Shih’s Life (2)

Influenced by Charles Darwin’s theory of
evolution, taking the name of 1 or & Z
(Survival of the Fitness)

In 1910, he got a scholarship to study at
Cornell University (one of 70 people who were
awarded with the returned portion of the
Boxer Z ¥ Indemnity, BEFEEER)

Bachelor degree in philosophy from Cornell
Ph.D. in philosophy from Columbia University
under John Dewey in 1917




Hu Shih’s Life (3)
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1950-1952: Princeton University Oriental Library




Hu Shih’s Life (4)
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Hu Shih and Albert Einstein

A book edited by Albert Einstein (1879-1955):
"Living Philosophies,” published in 1931 by
Simon & Schuster

Including 22 philosophies of 22 people, such as
Albert Einstein, Bertrand Russell, John Dewey
One of the chapters in the book was written by
Hu Shih about his own philosophy

Einstein said somewhere, "Never lose a holy
curiosity.”



Hu Shih’s Historical Tasks

Fall of the ;& dynasty

Weakness and corruption of the Republic of
China

Invasions by European countries and Japan
War lords

Superiority of the Western guns, science,
technology, culture, and political system
How to save China from destruction?



Adopting Western science and democracy
Totally transforming China from its medieval
culture with the dlf'ferent movements he

advocated, including HEEIOEE), FH AL 1E

“7

), AUES), TRIFLRKIE, £
{£1k), etc.
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At the heart of his thought is to build a
philosophy of life or culture on the basis of

modern science and democracy.
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Hu Shih’s Ambition

In the West, the transformation of its
medieval culture took several hundred years
from Galileo, through Renaissance,
Enlightenment, Protestant Reformation,
religious wars, Industrial Revolution,
explorations of the earth, various advances in
science, and development of a better
democratic political system

Hu Shih’s ambition was to do all these things
within a few decades in China.



What is Philosophy?

According to Hu Shih, philosophy is “the kind of
learning that investigates the basic and crucial
problems of human life and seeks a
fundamental solution to them from the
fundamental point of view.”




Philosophical Problems

What is the origin of the universe and the
myriad things?

What is the extent, function, and method of
knowledge and thought?

What ought man to do in this world?

How can we educate people to gain
knowledge, to think, and to do what is good
and to avoid what is bad?



Philosophical Problems (2)

How should man organize and maintain a
society or state?
What is the ultimate destiny of human life?



For comparison: Six Basic Problems

for Sung-Peng Hsu

Ultimate Reality (God, Buddha-nature, Tao,
Allah, Brahman, etc.)

Universe

Human beings

Suffering, death, evil, etc.

Solution to suffering, death, evil, etc.

The ideal world (on earth, heaven, Western
Paradise, etc.)



How to do Philosophy?

The fundamental method of doing philosophy
is essentially the same as the methods used in
physics, chemistry, biology, and studies of
society, culture, language, and history

It is essentially the method taught by John
Dewey’s Pragmatism (BEEE B HILFE)
“KRERER /1ML KEE” (boldness in proposing
hypothesis and carefulness in seeking
verification)

Historical or “genetic” approach




How to do Philosophy? (2)

Hu Shih was totally against any dogmatic
assertion of any claim, whether in science,
philosophy, or religion

Religions or philosophies, such as
Confucianism, Christianity, Buddhism,
Communism, or Nationalism, are hypnotic
and fanatic when asserted as absolute truths.
Freedom of thought and critical thinking are
fundamental to good philosophy and good
society.



Hu Shih’s View of Free Will

In his famous debate with FE&EF5’s
Communist position, Hu Shih argued that
humans have limited free will within the
natural universe. They can use that will to
make choices, create new ideas, and use
those ideas to change society and culture.
3% 35 argued that only “objective material
causes” can change society and culture, and
denied that ideas can change anything.



Hu Shih’s View of Free Will (2)

Paradoxically, Communism, while denying
creation and use of good ideas, applied the
most brutal methods of brain-washing
Chinese people with its dogmatic ideas.

Hu Shih’s various works were later attacked
by Chinese Communists with up to 8 million
words.



Hu Shih’s Personal Philosophy

Proposed in “Science and Philosophy of Life” in
1923:

1. On the basis of our knowledge of astronomy
and physics, we should recognize that the world
of space is infinitely large.

2. On basis of our geological and paleontological
knowledge, we should recognize that the
universe extends over infinite time.



Hu Shih’s Personal Philosophy (2)

3. On the basis of all our verifiable scientific
knowledge, we should recognize that the
universe and everything in it follow natural laws
of movement and change — “natural” in the
Chinese sense of “being so of themselves” —and
that there is no need for the concept of
supernatural Ruler or Creator.



Hu Shih’s Personal Philosophy (3)

4. On the basis of the biological sciences, we should
recognize the terrific wastefulness and brutality in the
struggle for existence in the biological world, and
consequently the un-tenability of the hypothesis of a
benevolent Ruler.

5. On the basis of the biological, physiological, and
psychological sciences, we should recognize that man is
only one species in the animal kingdom and differs
from the other species only in degree, but not in kind.



Hu Shih’s Personal Philosophy (4)

6. On the basis of knowledge derived from
anthropology, sociology, and biological sciences,
we should understand the history and causes of
the evolution of living organisms and of human

society.

7. On the basis of the biological and
psychological sciences, we should recognize that
all psychological phenomena are explainable
through the law of causality.



Hu Shih’s Personal Philosophy (5)

8. On the basis of biological and historical
knowledge, we should recognize that morality
and religion are subject to change, and that the

causes of such change can be scientifically
studied.

9. On the basis of our newer knowledge of
physics and chemistry, we should recognize that
matter is full of motion and not static.



Hu Shih’s Personal Philosophy (6)

10. On the basis of biological, sociological, and
historical knowledge, we should recognize that
the individual self is subject to death and decay,
but the sum total of individual achievement, for
better or for worse, lives on in the immortality of
the Larger Self; that to live for the sake of the
species and posterity is religion of the highest
kind; and that those religions which seek a
future life either in Heaven or in the Pure Land,
are selfish religions.



Hu Shih’s Personal Philosophy (6)

Hu Shih did not insist that his personal
ohilosophy is absolute. It is more like a grand
nypothesis, in need of verification and
Improvement.

Later when he was at R ZZ B, he would
have formulated his personal philosophy
somewhat differently.

Hu Shih has challenged every one to develop
nis own philosophy of life, religion, or
ohilosophy.




Hu Shih’s Basic Spirit

“A Ch’an (&) monk once said, ‘Bodhidarma (&
1= 1Z EE) came to China just for the purpose of
finding a person who would not be deluded.” In
my works that amount to hundreds of
thousands of words, | am also only teaching
people a method by which they would not be
deluded. It is certainly not good to be led by
Confucius (FL) and Chu Hsi (=) by the nose.
To be led by Marx, Lenin, and Stalin by the nose
Is not a great man either.



Hu Shih’s Basic Spirit (2)

| myself never intend to lead anybody by the
nose. | am only hoping that through my humble
effort the young people will be taught an ability
to defend themselves so that they would strive
to become a person who cannot be deluded.”
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