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Controversies are often seen as important events that contribute to the march of 

intellectual history. Some can even be considered historical landmarks. The controversy over 

science and metaphysics that took place in China in 1923 is no exception. It had a lasting 

impact on the Chinese intellectual scene of the twentieth century. But what happens if, instead 

of thinking of ideas confronting each other in a mental realm, we regard this debate as one of 

concrete people speaking in conference halls, taking notes, writing, reading, and exchanging 

opinions? And could our understanding of this debate be altered by the discovery of a 

document located at the very core of the debate, but which had remained unknown up to now 

because another version of the same text had been in circulation? Would we regard the 

controversy over science and metaphysics differently if the inaugural text of the conference 

was not the one we had been reading so far? 

1. Introduction 

In March and April 2018, thanks to a Gerald D. Feldman travel grant awarded by the Max 

Weber Foundation, I had the opportunity to pass several weeks in Beijing in order to gather 

new documents useful for my research. Among the many texts I wished to consult I was 

looking for issues of the newspaper The China Times (Shishi xinbao 時事新報) from the year 

1923. One of my goals was to look for documentation that would offer a new perspective on 

the famous 1923 intellectual controversy over science(s) and life view(s) or 

Lebensanschauung(en) (Kexue yu renshengguan lunzhan 科學與人生觀論戰), also known as 

the “debate over science and metaphysics” (Kexue yu xuanxue lunzhan 科學與玄學論戰). 
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This controversy, which can be regarded as one of the most important controversies of the 

Republican era1  is not an unknown topic in the field of intellectual history. Several studies 

have already been dedicated to it and they rightly insist on the importance of the discussions 

that developed throughout the years 1923 and 1924.2 It is often said that it all began on 

February 14th 1923 when Zhang Junmai 張君勱 (1887–1969), an intellectual associated with 

the network around Liang Qichao 梁啟超  (1873–1929), gave a speech on “life views” 

(Renshengguan 人生觀) to a group of students from the Tsinghua School (Qinghua xuexiao 

清华學校). In his lecture, Zhang argued that in life there were questions that were not 

governed by or understandable through an almighty science. Many elements in a man’s life 

were in fact determined by one’s “life view”3. He developed a five-point dichotomy between 

the sciences (understood in a plural sense) and life views. He would later summarize and 

formalize them into the following terminology:  

一曰, 科學為客觀的,人生觀為主觀的。二曰, 科學為論理的方法所支配, 而人生觀則起於直

覺。三曰, 科學可以以分析方法下手, 而人生觀則為綜合的。四曰, 科學為因果律所支配, 而

人生觀則為自由意志的。五曰, 科學起於對象之相同現象,而人生觀則起於人格之單一性。 

Firstly, the sciences are objective; while life views are subjective. Secondly, sciences are 

dominated by the logical method; while life views spring from intuition. Thirdly, sciences proceed 

through the means of an analytical method; while life views work through a synthesis. Fourthly, 

sciences are governed by the law of causality; while life views are governed by free will. Fifthly, 

sciences deal with similar/uniform objects; while life views proceed from the singularity of one 

personality.4  

The text of his talk was published in the Tsinghua Weekly (Qinghua zhoukan 清華週刊).5 

Ding Wenjiang 丁文江 (1887–1936), who was a friend of Zhang as well as another close 

                                                 
1  Hu Shi 胡適 (1891-1962) considered that it was the first real modern intellectual controversy to take place in 

China (Hu 1924, 2).  
2  In the West, Kwok 1965 was the first to specifically address the intellectual debates of 1923–1924 as an 

important step in the rise of scientism in China; a path also followed by Furth 1970 in her intellectual 
biography of Ding Wenjiang (1887–1936). The controversy was then explored by Fröhlich 2000, in his 
attempt to analyze how the main participants tried to establish a new central field (Zentralgebiet) in which 
political and intellectual life should be discussed. More recently Isay 2013 focused on the philosophical 
dimension of the notion of “life view”. Among the extensive literature available in Chinese, the most 
complete presentation of this controversy to this date is still Huang 2002.  

3  The term was obviously an import from the German Lebensanschauung as understood by Rudolf Eucken 
(1846–1926) with whom Zhang had just spent several month in Jena (Germany). They even published a short 
booklet  together– Das Lebensproblem in China und in Europa – in which Zhang hoped to figure out “how 
much from the old ought to be preserved and how far should one go into the integration of European 
civilization” (Eucken & Chang 1922, v).  

4  Zhang 1923c, no. 50, 1. 
5  Zhang 1923b. 
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associate of Liang Qichao, could not, however, accept such statements and had a very 

animated discussion about them with their author. Unable to change Zhang’s opinion, he 

decided to write a long article in order “to protect a youth not yet mesmerized by the demons 

of metaphysics”.6 His systematic criticism of Zhang’s presentation was published on April 

15th. Zhang would answer this critique in a very long article, while in early May Liang 

Qichao wrote a small article in which he proposed several rules to enable a real intellectual 

discussion that would not be polluted by personal attacks.7 In the following months, other 

important intellectual figures of the time, such as Lin Zaiping 林宰平 (1879-1960), Zhang 

Dongsun 張東蓀 (1886-1973), Hu Shi, Wu Zhihui 吳稚輝 (1865-1953) and Chen Duxiu 陳獨

秀 (1879-1942) joined the debate. The discussions would progressively open up to a large 

array of topics such as the scientific method, the difference between spiritual and material 

sciences, the place of psychology, how China ought to be reformed, how students ought to be 

educated, and which attitude should be upheld toward Chinese and Western cultures; to 

mention only the most important ones. By the end of the year, Hu Shi and Zhang Junmai 

would collect the main articles of the debate and publish them in two different books. One of 

them put forward the ideas supported by what came to be called the “scientific camp” (kexue 

pai 科學派) in the literature, the other the ideas of the “metaphysicians” (xuanxue pai 玄學

派).8  

The controversy over science and metaphysics is obviously a vast and interesting topic 

whose ins and outs are closely tied to the transformation of the intellectual field in the May 

Fourth era. Therefore it goes without saying that this research note cannot offer a complete 

new outlook on the debate. However, having discovered some new materials, previously 

unexplored, I think it is possible to offer a brief, yet new, entry on this inaugural event. In fact, 

the aim of this text will be to question what we can gain from approaching this controversy 

from the angle of of the materiality and the circulation of texts – an approach that has already 

been upheld by Feng Jia but that unfortunately has not had much influence on subsequent 

publications on Chinese intellectual life in the 1920s.9 Keeping in mind that a text is as much 

intellectual content as a series of strokes forming letters or characters laying down on paper, I 

have always considered that it was worth wondering how participants in a debate got access to 

                                                 
6  Ding 1923b, n°48, 1. 
7  Liang Qichao 1923. 
8  Cf. Feng 2009, 85–88. 
9  In his article Feng notably claimed that one ought to go back to the original articles in their journal and 

newspaper format. He denounced later scholars who unreflectingly worked from material compiled by Hu 
Shi without realizing that this compilation was not a genuine primary source, but should be carefully and 
critically approached (Feng 2009, 84).  
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the articles as material objects printed on paper. Establishing a precise chronology was also, 

in my opinion, a simple and effective means to avoid getting confused by all the arguments 

grouped under a thematic order10 and to clearly see how the debates unfolded in a series of 

responses and answers. Therefore I decided to focus on the exact chronology of the 

controversy, and to figure out which texts had been published at what point in time, in which 

form, and within what editorial context. The agenda was twofold. First, it was to step away 

from a too philosophical reading of the texts, and offer a more contextualist approach akin to 

the intellectual history of someone like Quentin Skinner. In his footsteps, I consider that by 

investigating the texture of moral, social and political thinking, “we encounter endless 

disputes about the application of evaluative terms; we witness continual struggles to win 

recognition and legitimacy; and we gain a strong sense of the ideological motivations 

underlying even the most abstract systems of thought. We find, in short, that philosophical 

argument is often deeply intertwined with claims to social power”.11  

Secondly, it is my belief that the descriptive approach upheld by the sociology of 

controversies can contribute to our understanding of the intellectual history of modern China. 

We need not only to abandon the idea that modern intellectual debates took place in an 

autonomous sphere of “pure knowledge” and relocate them in their locality – following what 

Jean-Louis Fabiani calls the “epistemological primacy of the locality”12 – but also to shift our 

attention toward the common knowledge that made these debates possible, and consider 

whether the dispute produced social transformation. Instead of always trying to give more 

universality to the intellectual debates and subsuming them into systematic conceptual 

tensions, there is much to gain in considering the intellectual debates in a Kampfplatz (battle 

arena) that produces new forms of sociability and new practices. Gad Isay wrote that 

philosophically speaking the question at the core of the 1923 debate was “but a variation on 

the more familiar one: are human beings autonomous in their will, thought and actions, or are 

                                                 
10  This may sound like pushing at open doors, but I realized that an important part of the existing literature on 

the intellectual debates of the May Fourth era tends to subsume the discussions under themes, or group 
positions, without paying the necessary attention to this matter. It became obvious to me when I used to work 
on the impact Liang Shuming’s Cultures of East and West and Their Philosophies has had on the intellectual 
field of his time. In his important monograph on Liang, Alitto has, for instance, given a presentation of the 
reception the book (Alitto 1986, 126–134). Notably he discussed the positions of reviewers coming from 
different political backgrounds in order to give a large panorama of its reception. The problem is that, by 
selecting reviews from a political angle and disregarding the exact chronology of these publications, he 
missed the fact that the positive evaluations and book-review were published in 1922, while most of the other 
ones were from the middle of 1923 or in 1924, that is during the “controversy over science and metaphysics”, 
or at least at its very beginning in the case of Hu Shi. Even though Liang didn’t directly participate in the 
controversy, his book was nonetheless evaluated in its context.  

11  Skinner 2002, 6–7. 
12  Fabiani 2007, 47. 
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they – consciously or unconsciously – trapped in a system of causation and necessity”. 13 

Despite the fact that I largely agree with him, I think that one has to be careful not to bring the 

entire 1923 debate into a homogenous philosophical realm that neutralizes its contextual and 

historical specificities. This is all the more important if one wants to embrace an intellectual 

history that tries to bring together the entire society, and not simply work case by case.14 This 

also seems to me a self-evident move since many studies have already noted that the point of 

this controversy was never to establish truth, but to win an argument in the eyes of the public.  

It is here that my recent research trip to Beijing was useful. While browsing The China 

Times and its intellectual-oriented supplement  –  Scholarly Lantern (Xuedeng 學燈) –  I came 

upon the opening text of the controversy in a form so far unknown, or at least unmentioned by 

previous studies.15 On February 23rd, someone probably called Quan Qian 權乾 16 published 

the notes (ji 記) he had taken when he had attended Zhang Junmai’s conference. I have not 

been able to ascertain the identity of this person but I am inclined to think that he was a 

student since the lecture was organized by a student association and it was common for 

students to publish their notes as such. This text seems to be a transcript of Zhang’s “Life 

views” presentation. However, if one compares this text with the article later published by 

Zhang himself, the discrepancies are impossible to miss. This discovery triggered two sets of 

questions that I will treat separately in the two following sections. 

 
 
 
 
 

Zhang Junmai jiang 張君勱講 
Quan Qian ji 權(?)乾記 

 

 

Figure 1: Reproduction of the names displayed in the journal 

                                                 
13  Isay 2013, 77 
14  To give an example, the attacks on Zhang Junmai’s philosophical position should be considered in 

connection with the rise of the warlord Cao Kun 曹錕 (1862–1938) in Beijing and the criticisms this attracted. 
After all, the constitution established by Cao bore many similarities to the constitutional project drafted by 
Zhang two years earlier. More generally, it seems that Zhang and his friends’ relationship with the warlords 
was an important external element that deeply affected the debate. 

15  Zhang 1923a. 
16  I have not yet identified this person. Because of the poor quality of the microform, the first character of his 

name is impossible for me to decipher with certainty. See Figure 1. 
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First, this document invites us to question how the controversy came into being and 

through which text various participants gained knowledge of Zhang’s position. How does this 

second version of the text fit into the chronology of the debates? What was its place in the 

discussions? Did the people who would later comment, reply, support or criticize Zhang 

Junmai base their understanding of Zhang’s position on its presentation in this text or on the 

“original” signed text? In other words, was this text a constitutive document for this 

controversy? And if not, can it nonetheless shed a new light on the discursive field of the time?  

Second, by comparing the student’s version (hereafter SV) of the text with Zhang’s 

version (hereafter ZV), one can pinpoint the differences between two sets of speech acts. If 

one postulates that the student didn’t voluntarily alter Zhang’s conference meaning, we have 

here a text with a supposedly identical thesis or content in an oral form and in a written one, 

furthermore these are two speech acts elaborated with very different rhetoric choices. Setting 

aside for now the question of the chronology of the redaction of the written form, comparing 

the two versions already enables us to pinpoint the tactics and strategy used by Zhang in order 

to gain the attention of his audience. In the second part of this note, I will show that ZV was 

not addressed to the same public as the presentation. By comparing the texts, it appears that 

ZV was reorganized to appear more systematic and logical. As a matter of fact, the SV sheds 

new light on Zhang’s intentionality. It also raises the question of the discrepancy between 

what Zhang Junmai may have meant, and what the student had understood. A very interesting 

issue if one wants to balance an intellectual history mainly based on the authors of texts with a 

focus on how their readers understood them.  

2. A Student’s Note Among a Series of Documents  

To begin with, let us set up the locality of the controversy. How was the space of the 

discussion established? Feng Jia considers that the controversy over sciences and metaphysics 

could be characterized by the emergence of a “public space on paper” (zhi shang de gonggong 

kongjian 紙上的公共空間)17 and that too much attention has been given to the content of the 

texts without taking into account which journals and editors published these texts. His long 

and fascinating article invites us to reconsider the important fact that the texts of the 

controversy had been published in newspapers and non-academic journals –  a factor that had 

many consequences, especially in the later part of the controversy. 

In his book, Huang Yushun also proposed dividing the controversy into three periods: first, 

“the period of explosion” from February to April 1923; then “the period of development” 

                                                 
17  Feng 2009, 85.  
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from May to October; finally, the “period of deepening the problems” from November 1923 

to the end of 1925.18 I largely agree with Huang’s chronology. However the timing of its end 

appears to me quite artificial, since many authors who participated in the controversy 

continued to engage in arguments connected to it in later years. Zhang Junmai is symptomatic 

as he would remain obsessed with it throughout his entire life, publishing a recollection article 

about the debate almost every ten years. After Zhang had passed away, Tang Junyi 唐君毅 

(1909–1978) wrote a text in which he remarked that even forty years after the controversy, 

Zhang Junmai was still proposing reorganizing the debate.19 Furthermore Huang is not precise, 

and doesn’t always mention the exact dates of publication. Let us therefore be a little more 

precise here. For a question of scope, I will, however, focus only on the very early period of 

the debate. 

Supposedly everything started on February 14th 1923: Zhang Junmai was invited by a 

group of students led by Wu Wencao 吳文藻 (1901–1985) to the Tsinghua School – it was 

not a university yet – to give a speech to some students who would soon attend university in 

the United States. Zhang’s aim was obviously to raise the student’s critical outlook toward 

Western civilization, by inviting them not to accept everything coming from the West, and to 

reconsider the fact that science could not give definitive answers to many questions of life. As 

noted above, the transcript of this speech by Qian was published on February 23rd, 1923. It is 

therefore the earliest text available. The very same day, another unnamed student also 

published a general summary of Zhang’s address in the Tsinghua Weekly.20 However, this text 

doesn’t follow the structure of Zhang's presentation and remains very general. Therefore it 

cannot be considered as a textual reproduction of Zhang’s speech. Zhang Junmai is not even 

mentioned as the author. In contrast the SV states in its subtitle that Zhang was giving the 

conference (jiang 講) and Qian only took notes (ji 記). We have therefore about ten days 

between the day of the speech and its first publication. It is possible that Qian had the text sent 

to Zhang for correction within this time window, but I think that it is highly improbable 

because the SV was published in the Scholarly Lantern, a journal-supplement edited in 

Shanghai, and we need therefore to take into account the time to get the text from one city to 

the other.  

Zhang published his own version of the text only on March 9th, in the Tsinghua Weekly. 

The editor of the journal presented it as the “original draft” (yuan gao 原稿) of the speech. 

                                                 
18  Huang 2002, 367–372. 
19  Tang 1969, 18.  
20  Unknown 1923. 
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However it is difficult to know whether this information is true. The text is also dated to 

February 14th. But it was obviously not written the very day it was presented. In any case, this 

date is not to be trusted. Not having been able to consult the personal diary of Zhang Junmai 

for this period it is not possible for me to give a definite answer on this matter. One can 

suppose that Zhang didn’t go to Tsinghua empty-handed on February 14th, he surely had a 

draft. However, he still had a time window of at least three weeks to modify his text before 

sending it to the publisher. We should not naïvely believe that the text published was the exact 

original draft that was on his desk while he was pronouncing his speech. Furthermore, as 

Zhang Junmai was very close to the editor in chief of the The China Times and Scholarly 

Lantern, Zhang Dongsun, it is highly possible that he was sent a copy of the SV before it was 

published.21 Otherwise, he could have read it after its publication, giving him a good week to 

review his own copy after having read what the student had written. As such, Zhang had little 

time to modify his original draft with the SV available to him.  

As such, it took about a month for the lecture to become a text certified by the author, and 

be published. Zhang had the time to adapt the article to the readership of the journal in which 

it was going to be published in. The Tsinghua Weekly was at that time a magazine edited by 

and addressed to the students of the Tsinghua School. It was therefore neither a proper 

academic or scientific journal, nor a newspaper specialized in vulgarizing scientific 

knowledge.  

In the second stage of the controversy the tension between Zhang and Ding Wenjiang 

started building up. In a letter dated March 26th, Ding Wenjiang wrote to Hu Shi that on 

March 24th, he had had a dispute with Zhang on the topic of the omnipotence of science. This 

letter gives a summary of the words exchanged between the two men, in the form of a 

dialogue. In the end Ding affirms that something must be done and that they should not 

remain inactive and let Zhang promote this type of idea.22 Another interesting comment in 

this text is that Ding admits having lost Zhang’s original text. As he asks Hu to send him a 

copy of the Tsinghua Weekly, one can infer that he read the ZV. Maybe he was not even 

aware of the SV. On the contrary, one may wonder whether the intellectuals more or less 

associated with Liang Qichao’s “Research Clique” (Yanjiu xi 研究係) – Zhang Dongsun and 

Lin Zaiping for instance – had first read the SV. Indeed, The China Times, which published 

                                                 
21  Zhang Junmai had himself been the chief editor of the political section of the journal several months in 1916 

(Zhang Pengyuan 2011, 255–256). One can surmise that he regularly read the The China Times and its 
supplement.  

22  Ding 1923a, 190. 
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the SV, was at that time the voice of the “Research Clique”.23 In the case of Zhang Dongsun, 

it is certain that he had first read the SV since he was the chief editor of the journal in which it 

was published. One can also question the geographical dimension of the problem. The China 

Times was a Shanghai-based publication, while the Tsinghua Weekly was obviously a Beijing-

based journal. Before the controversy went public readers from Beijing and from Shanghai 

may not have consulted the same text. 

In a second letter, dated April 2nd, Ding again wrote to Hu Shi to congratulate him on his 

very ironic review of Liang Shuming’s book Cultures of East and West and Their 

Philosophies (Dong Xi wenhua jiqi zhexue 東西文化及其哲學)24 – that had been published 

the day before. He noted having retrieved Zhang’s text, and added waiting one more week to 

write a text against Zhang because he was already working on something else. He also asked 

Hu Shi to attend a dinner at the German embassy on April 6th in his place.25 I believe that it 

was during this dinner that Hu Shi met with Zhang Junmai telling him that he and Ding “were 

about to declare an intellectual war on him” (我們將向你宣戰).26 In the end, Ding published 

his criticism of Zhang Junmai in two parts on April 15th and 22nd in The Endeavor (Nuli 

zhoubao 努力周報), an intellectual journal oriented towards the broader public. It was edited 

by both Ding and Hu. Ding’s criticism is dated April 12th.  

It is crucial to note that there were about two months between Zhang’s original speech and 

Ding’s reaction. This is important because from mid-April on everything speeds up. Zhang 

Junmai answers in the two following issues of The Endeavor (April 29th & May 6th). That is 

only one week later. Even if Ding had directly sent his text to Zhang after having written it, it 

means that it took less than two weeks for Zhang to write a very long response (about 35.000 

Chinese characters!). Furthermore, Hu Shi joined the debate just a week later with an article 

published on May 20th, in which he makes fun of Zhang. The text is dated May 12th, and is 

accompanied by a short public letter in which he admits to having written a text that may 

appear like wordplay but that nonetheless contains deep insights. He hopes Zhang will not 

consider it too eccentric (bu jian guai 不見怪). He also apologizes for not entering the debate 

earlier and suggests that he had read the texts from Zhang and Ding while recovering from a 

severe illness. This may be true, but it nonetheless only took him 6 days after the publication 

of Zhang’s second article to make his point. In the same issue of The Endeavor, one can also 

                                                 
23  Zhang 2011, 255–257. 
24  Liang Shuming 1921; Hu 1923. Hu Shi’s text is dated March 28th, but it was published on May 1st.  
25  Ding 1923a, 191–192. 
26  This declaration is mentioned in Zhang’s recollection (Zhang 1953, 38).  
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find an article by Ren Shushui 任叔永 (1886–1961) belittling Zhang.27 Liang Qichao would 

also react right away. He published a supposedly neutral article on May 5th, which aimed at 

setting rules for the debate. He notably advised the authors to use less colorful language, stop 

trading insults and instead discuss the topic in depth. Zhang’s and Ding’s articles were also 

reproduced in the Morning Post Supplement (Chenbao fukan 晨報副刊 ) from May 2nd 

onwards. The Endeavor also published Zhang’s text on May 1st.  

Dates Events 
February 14th  Zhang Junmai gives the “Life views” lecture at Tsinghua. 
February 23rd  A transcript of “Life views” is published in the Scholarly Lantern (SV). 
February 23rd A summary of “Life views” is published in the TsinghuaWweekly. (Anonymous 

1923). 
March 9th  Zhang Junmai publishes his own version of “Life views” in the Tsinghua 

Weekly. (ZV). 
March 24th Ding Wenjiang and Zhang Junmai have a lively discussion regarding the 

omnipotence of science. 
March 26th Ding Wenjiang writes to Hu Shi that something should be done to counter the 

promotion of Zhang’s ideas. 
April 2nd  Ding Wenjiang asks Hu Shi to send him the text of ZV. 
April 6th  Hu Shi “declares war” on Zhang Junmai during a dinner at the German 

Embassy.  
April 15th  Ding Wenjiang publishes his critique of Zhang Junmai’s “Life views” in the The 

Endeavor 
April 22nd  The second part of Ding’s critic is published in the The Endeavor. 
April 29th  Zhang Junmai replies to Ding in the The Endeavor. 
May 1st The Scholarly Lantern starts publishing the second text by Zhang Junmai. 
May 2nd The Morning Post Supplement starts republishing Zhang’s & Ding’s texts. 
May 5th  Liang Qichao publishes his article regarding rules that one should abide by in the 

ongoing debate.  
May 6th  The second part of Zhang’s reply is published in the The Endeavor. 
May 12th  Hu Shi writes a text criticizing Zhang Junmai, and sends it directly to Zhang.  
May 20th  Hu Shi’s text is published in the The Endeavor, accompanied by the letter 

originally addressed to Zhang. 
May 20th  Ren Shushui’s text criticizing Zhang Junmai is also published in the The 

Endeavor.  

This brief chronology is, I believe, very important because it shows that Zhang didn’t 

initiate the controversy. Ding and Hu did. They also initiated the use of personal attacks and 

insults.28 Furthermore, the controversy was first located in the journal edited by the two. It is 

only in May that texts from both sides of the debate would start being published at a frenzied 

                                                 
27  Ren 1923. 
28  The many texts of the controversy are filled with personal attacks and insults. Hu, for instance, made fun of 

Zhang comparing him to Sun Wukong trying to jump out of the hand of Buddha, a reference to the classical 
novel Journey to the West (Xiyou ji 西游記). In the original story, Buddha defied Sun to leave his palm in 
one jump. Sun leaps toward the end of the world, where he finds five pillars. However those are Buddha’s 
fingers, and in the end Sun cannot escape Buddha’s palm. Thereafter, he is sealed under a mountain for five 
hundred years. With this comparison, Hu depicted Zhang as an intellectual braggart who had a limited 
understanding of the power of science, someone who would soon be sealed off from the debates. 
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rhythm. Up to now the scientific literature on this topic has kept on repeating that Zhang 

initiated the controversy, and that as such one could consider his lecture as the disruptive 

element. This was often more or less integrated into the narrative of a neoconservative 

response to the new culture movement.29 Yet, one needs to be even more careful in regard to 

the chronology. The text published by Zhang was but one text in a long series of publications 

denouncing the supposed omnipotence of science and more largely scientism. In 1920, Liang 

Qichao had already started attacking it in his Ouyou xinying lu 歐遊心影錄 (European Travel 

Notes). Ideas such as the distinction between material and spiritual sciences (wuzhi kexue 物

質科學 and jingshen kexue 精神科學) rejected by Ding Wenjiang were common topoï in the 

scientific discussion notably among intellectuals familiar with the German language (it was 

after all an avatar of the Naturwissenschaften and Geisteswissenschaften dichotomy). Zhang 

also had already defended a very similar thesis in articles published a year earlier in other 

journals,30 but Ding didn’t react to these. Things changed when Zhang started expressing 

himself at schools in Beijing. Maybe it was the change of context that led to the controversy 

in the first place. Luo Zhitian also suggested that Ding wasn’t brave enough to take on Liang 

in 1920 (also because he was his teacher and it would have been inappropriate), and that he 

took Zhang’s talk as an opportunity to finally speak his mind.31  

One must, however, push this line of questioning further and wonder why Zhang’s thesis 

suddenly attracted such fierce criticism from Ding? Is it because Zhang was no unknown 

person, but an important scholar of the time, and an associate of Liang Qichao, who might 

have had great influence on the students (Ding repeatedly mentions that he was trying to 

protect the youth from metaphysics)? Was it because he was a member of the Research Clique 

that was collaborating with the Chinese Northern Warlords (Chen Duxiu’s attacks against 

Zhang would notably dwell on this point in December 1923)?32 Or, was it also because Hu 

and Ding saw this possible controversy as an inaugural event that could foster their journal? 

Incidentally, Hu would later write that the most important intellectual contribution of the 
                                                 
29  As a matter of fact, the so-called neoconservative thinkers, such as Liang Qichao, Liang Shuming and Zhang 

Junmai, didn’t consider themselves as enemies of the new culture movement. They believed that they, in 
their own way, also contributed to the new culture. Xin wenhua 新文化 was indeed a common expression in 
their writing. They just didn’t understand the same thing under this term, and notably behind the character xin 
新. It seems that for them it ought to be read as verb – “renovating” – and not as an adjective – “new” as 
opposed to the old. At the time of the controversy, the very meaning of the term “new culture” was still under 
debate. Kuo Ya-pei has brilliantly argued that “the New Culture movement, with clear fault lines against all 
non-supporters and a stress upon ideological cohesion, was constructed in 1923–1924, when the young 
Chinese Communist Party formulated its propaganda strategy for the purpose of the United Front” (Kuo 2017, 
54–55). See also Forster 2017.  

30  Notably Zhang 1922a and 1922b. 
31  Luo 1999, 9–10. 
32  Chen 1923. 
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journal New Youth (Xin Qingnian 新青年) was the debate on the New literature, while The 

Endeavor’s contribution lay in the 1923 controversy.33 Much research remains to be done on 

these points.  

3. Zhang Junmai’s Intentions: Comparing the Two Versions  

Let us now compare the two versions, as we may infer some new elements useful for our 

understanding of the controversy and of the intellectual field of the time in general as well as 

of Zhang’s personal opinion in particular.  

The first obvious difference between the two texts is the language used: SV is written in a 

very colloquial Chinese that almost looks like modern baihua 白話, while ZV is a text in 

between baihua and literary Chinese. One could even say that it leans toward the latter. See 

the first sentences here compared: 

SV: 諸君無論學一種什麼科學，不管是數學，化學或物理，總覺有公律之觀念，用此公律

或公式足以解決其中所有之問題。 

Gentlemen, no matter what type of science you study, be it mathematics, chemistry or physics, 

you should know that they all hold general law. It is by employing these general law or formula 

that we find sufficient means to found solutions to questions in the relevant field.  

ZV: 諸君平日所學，皆科學也。科學之中，有一定之原理原則，而此原理原則，皆有證據。 

Gentlemen, what you ordinarily study is/are no other than science(s). Among science(s), there are 

fundamental principles and rules, and these fundamental principles and rules all have their proofs. 

Aside from the level of language, the plural dimension of sciences appears more clearly in 

the SV than in the ZV. If SV is an accurate transcript of Zhang’s oral presentation, it means 

that Zhang tried to convey this idea as clearly as possible, by employing more accessible 

formulations. Later on in the SV, Zhang used many rhetorical questions in order to introduce 

several points, and probably to keep the attention of his audience. SV has 25 interrogative 

sentences, mainly located in the first section of the text or in passages when Zhang moves 

from one point to another. ZV has only 5 interrogative sentences, of which four consist of 

only two characters: “Why is it so?” (he ye 何也?). They serve as a transition device between 

two sentences (an affirmation and its justification) and not as an articulating device between 

two paragraphs. SV sometimes includes the English terms used by Zhang – “Life view” for 

“Renshenngguan 人生觀”, “Ego” and “Non-ego” for “wo 我” and “feiwo 非我”, “Objective 

                                                 
33  Feng 2009, 91–92. 
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Validity” for “keguan zhi xiaoli 客觀之效力”, and “exact sciences” for “zhunque kexue 準確

科學”. These elements denote a clear difference between the two versions: SV is a text that 

transcribes an oral presentation, while ZV appears as a standalone text, directly addressed to a 

readership and not supposed to be declaimed out loud.  

However, it is not hard to see that the literary inclined Chinese of the ZV pushes the thesis 

toward a more affirmative and even sometime professorial tone. In ZV, Zhang uses more 

classical terms (e.g. tianxia 天下  and shifei zhenwei 是非真偽 ). He also gives many 

paragraphs that locate the discourse at a more abstract level than in SV. In front of the 

students, Zhang often engaged in a point with an example to open up a theoretical question; 

he also gives a bit of himself using the pronoun “I” when speaking about common question 

relative to life-views such as being an optimist or pessimist about life. But for his readers, he 

bluntly affirmed his position at a theoretical level, while the inter-subjectivity suggested in the 

almost dialogic use of “I” and “You” let its place to a disembodied relationship between A (jia 

甲) and B (yi 乙).  

The most important fact here is that in the written form, Zhang’s thesis appears more far-

reaching in its formulation. When in SV it is written that “there are no definitive answers for 

the question [of life-view]” (對於這個問題，亦無一定之答復), ZV transforms the sentence 

into, “Everywhere in the world since antiquity, there has never been anything more 

impossible to unify than life-views” (天下古今之最不統一者 , 莫若人生觀 ). This is 

important because one may regard this sentence as one of the departure points of Ding 

Wenjiang’s critique. Ding would state at the beginning of his article that “as of today, life-

views are not unified is one thing, but whether they will ever be is another thing”. 34 

Considering what has been said above in the context of publication  –  notably the fact that it 

was not a disruptive speech that brings forward completely “groundbreaking” ideas – one may 

wish to look some more into the issue of how the presentation of the text may have influenced 

its reception. Is it this type of formulation that in the end incited Ding’s attacks, or was this 

rhetoric without influence? 

In ZV, Zhang Junmai not only strengthens his thesis, but also formalizes his vocabulary. 

He makes an intensive usage of the expressions “principles” (yuanze 原則) or “laws” (gongli 

公理) in reference to the sciences, while in SV he uses in an undifferentiated way “law of 

nature” as gongshi 公式 and gonglü 公律 (see the first quoted paragraph above). Of course, 

                                                 
34  Ding 1923b, n°49, 1. 
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this change could be imputed to the student taking notes and not to Zhang, but it seems 

nonetheless that Zhang decided to use a more scientific terminology in his written paper. The 

fourth characteristic opposing life views and sciences is a perfect example:  

SV: （四）科學為命定論, 而人生觀為非命定論。 

Fourth: Sciences are deterministic, while life views are not.  

ZV: 四曰, 科學為因果律所支配, 而人生觀則為自由意志的。 

Fourthly, sciences are governed by the law of causality; while life views are governed by free will.  

“The law of causality” and “free will” a both present in his oral presentation; he used 

these terms to explain what he meant with the word “determinism” (mingding lun 命定論). 

However, “determinism” is a word nowhere to be found in ZV. If we keep on our hypothesis 

that Zhang modified the text between the presentation and its publication in the Tsinghua 

Weekly, one has to wonder why he dropped the “determinism”. My hypothesis here is that he 

tried to establish clearer dichotomies for his five points. The opposition between 

“deterministic” and “not-deterministic” was probably not as clear as opposing two different 

terms: “causality” and “free will”. By selecting this pair, he was also probably trying to make 

a reference to John Stuart Mill.35 Whatever the reason, it enabled Zhang’s text to have only 

one strong dichotomy for each distinctive feature demarking the life views from the sciences. 

As such, it plays a part in the formalization of his thesis. When considering how ZV is 

structured and how it displays its content, one cannot fail to notice that Zhang did much to 

present his position in as systematic a manner as possible. Some sentences are moved from 

one paragraph to another, a process that helps to maintain a thematic unity in each part and 

even in each paragraph. He also elaborated what could be framed as a bullet-point 

presentation. For example, after having loosely defined a life view as a relation between a self 

(wo 我) and a non-self (feiwo 非我), the ZV gives a table of nine questions and how to answer 

them according to one’s life-view: 

（一） 就我與我之親族之關係：（大家族主義/小家族主義） 

（二） 就我與我之異性之關係：（男尊女卑/男女平等）（自由婚姻/專制婚姻） 

（三） 就我與我之財產之關係：（私有財產制/共有財產制） 

                                                 
35  In fact, this opposition in Zhang Junmai’s writing seems to be directly taken from John Stuart Mill’s System 

of Logic (Mill 1865, 415-423). In his preface to the collection of texts regarding the controversy, he makes 
abundant reference to this text, stating clearly the fact that ideas he advocated had already been defended by 
Mill (Zhang 1923d). In his second text of the controversy, Zhang also extensively quoted Mill’s 
Autobiography.  
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（四） 就我對於社會制度之激漸態度：（守舊主義/維新主義） 

（五） 就我在內之心靈與在外之物質之關係：（物質文明/精神文明） 

（六） 就我與我所屬之全體之關係：（個人主義/社會主義）（互助主義） 

（七） 就我與他總體之關係：（為我主義/利他主義） 

（八） 就我對於世界之希望：（悲觀主義/樂觀主義） 

（九） 就我對於世界背後有無造物主之信仰：（有神論/無神論）（一神論/多神論）

（個神論/汎神論） 

(1) Concerning the relation between myself and my kin, I can uphold a clannish or reduced family 

conception.  

(2) Concerning the relation between myself and the opposite sex, I may uphold that women are 

lesser or equal to men, that marriage should be free or constrained. 

(3) Concerning the relation between myself and the concept of property, I can uphold a system 

that favors private or collective property.  

(4) Concerning my attitude toward the social system, I can be conservative or reformist. 

(5) Concerning the relation between myself and the inner spirit and the outer matter, I can support 

a spiritualist or a materialist civilization.  

(6) Concerning the relation between myself and the group to which I belong, I can uphold 

individualism, socialism or mutualism.  

(7) Concerning the relation between myself and other people, I can be egoistic or altruist.  

(8) Concerning my hopes toward the world, I can be pessimistic or optimistic. 

(9) Concerning my beliefs regarding the existence of a Creator behind the world, I can be a theist 

or an atheist; a monotheist or a polytheist; a monist or a pantheist.  

In SV, Zhang mentioned several elements of this table (notably the numbers 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 

8), but this new way of presenting these questions regarding life tends to give a certain 

systematic framework to Zhang’s understanding of the notion of life view. It is, by the way, a 

formal change that would jeopardize Zhang. In his criticism, Ding Wenjiang ridicules this list 

by adding new questions based on the same model:36  

（十） 就我對於天象之觀念：（星占學/天文學） 

（十一） 就我對於物種之由來：（上帝造種論/天演論） 

                                                 
36  Ding 1923b, n°48, 1. 
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(10) My attitude toward celestial phenomena can be based either on astrology or astronomy. 

(11) My understanding of the origin of living beings can be either creationist or 

evolutionist. 

Furthermore, Zhang also gives more explanation of some terms that were used without 

specific definitions in SV. The distinction between social sciences and natural sciences is for 

instance used in the very first paragraph of SV. It takes as granted that there are scientific 

laws in “natural sciences, but also in sciences such as sociology or economy” (不獨自然科學

為然，即社會學經濟學等科亦然). The turn of the phrase suggests that natural sciences (he 

also call them “material sciences” wuzhi kexue 物質科學) are more concerned by these laws 

than social sciences, but this point is eluded in the rest of the text. In ZV, we witness a 

transformation here. Not only does Zhang start using the German dichotomy between 

Naturwissenschaften and Geisteswissenschaften, but he also expands on the lack of objective 

validity in the “spiritual sciences” in comparison to the natural ones. There is a new “German 

touch” to the text completely absent from the oral presentation. One can also note that the SV 

speaks of “economy” as jingji 經濟 while ZV uses the term shengji 生計, an expression at 

that time favored by Liang Qichao. 37 Without changing the content of his text, only by 

altering some elements in his writing, Zhang Junmai was in fact presenting himself as 

someone affiliated to German thought and to Liang’s network. 

It is also worth noting that the changes often coincide with Ding’s points of critique. 

Indeed, Ding made harsh comments on Zhang’s rejection of the idea that there were scientific 

laws in social sciences as accurate as the laws of “material sciences” – he even completely 

disavows the material-spiritual sciences dichotomy, there was but one Science for him –, he 

denounced Zhang’s list of nine questions, and he strongly denounced the formulation that 

“everywhere in the world since antiquity, there has never been anything more impossible to 

unify than life views”. As all these elements were not in SV, it makes me wonder whether 

Zhang Junmai altered his text in order to make it rhetorically more offensive. After all, he was 

very close to Ding Wenjiang (they had traveled together around Europe with Liang Qichao 

between 1919 and 1921) and he probably knew his positions toward scientific thought. The 

lecture “Life views” was certainly not the direct attack on the Beijing intellectual 

establishment that it has been described as elsewhere.38 However I believe that Zhang was 

partly conscious that he could trigger a discussion on the topic – hence the deliberate 

                                                 
37  On the terminology used for “economy” at that time, cf. Pairault 2007, 196–197. 
38  See notably the very influential Schwartz 1986, p. 439. 
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reformulations between SV and ZV. In 1922, Zhang Junmai had written that China didn’t 

have “culture” (wenhua 文化) yet, because she didn’t know which way to turn.39 Maybe this 

was his way to engage himself in this discussion. After all in ZV, he would even write that 

“China was fighting for her new (or renewed) culture and that the nexus point in this cultural 

transition was but located in the question of life views” (方今國中競言新文化，而文化轉移

之樞紐，不外乎人生觀). Zhang Junmai was not the one who initiated the controversy, but it 

would be too much to say that he was innocent in its inception. He was looking for an 

intellectual debate; however, he may not have expected his positions to be rejected with so 

much vehemence.  

A last but interesting element that also differentiates SV from ZV: the use of references to 

scholars and great men. One can notice a multiplication of them in the latter. SV mainly made 

reference to Chinese or Asian thinkers – Confucius, Laozi, Buddha, but also Mozi and Yang 

Zhu – and a few Westerners: Schopenhauer, Smith, Marx, Darwin and Bertrand Russell were 

the only authors briefly mentioned. ZV makes equally numerous references to Chinese 

thinkers – classical quotations are, however, fewer–, but alludes to more Western names. ZV 

also organizes them in a series of 3 to 6 names, as if he was trying to overload his texts with 

references without really dwelling on the ideas of the people mentioned. In addition to the 

above-cited thinkers ZV mentions Kropotkin, Kant, Bentham, Driesch, Hartmann, Leibniz, 

Hegel, Goethe, Dante, Shakespeare, Wagner and Plato. All these thinkers, authors and 

composers were not discussed for what they had written; their names were simply used in 

long lists of examples. In Pierre Bourdieu’s terminology, Zhang was displaying his “cultural 

capital”. 

Finally, it can also be noted that ZV abandons an overall religious tone to the discussion 

of life views. In SV, when Zhang wanted to make the point that science could not explain the 

origin of a life view of a person, he took Confucius, Buddha and Jesus as examples. He also 

added that life views could be discussed at a higher level of “religious principles” (jiaoyi 教義) 

or at the lower level of petty life details where one must exercise one’s free will. This idea of 

a higher level of questioning is absent in ZV. There is no more grouping of Jesus, Buddha and 

Confucius together. It may appear that Zhang was trying to avoid life view being confused 

with religion. 

                                                 
39  Zhang 1922b. 
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4. Conclusion 

To conclude, it appears that despite not completely transforming our understanding of the 

1923 controversy over science and metaphysics, the discovery of SV has given us elements to 

balance what has been written about it so far. Without calling into the question the chronology 

of the debate, it strengthens the argument that Zhang was not the one who launched the debate. 

Yet, by comparing the two versions of “Life views”, we can see that Zhang Junmai 

intentionally adjusted his text in order to address a different public. There was more 

explanation and definition in SV because he was speaking to students. He didn’t use the 

German dichotomy between Naturwissenschaften and Geisteswissenschaften. The text was 

clearly addressed to a public of young high school students. ZV, on the contrary, was 

addressed to a larger community of intellectuals and scholars, of whom many understood 

German. Despite the Tsinghua Weekly being a journal for students, Zhang knew that many 

professors and scholars also read it. Therefore he tried to systemize his thesis while making it 

more suitable to a public that expected a text with a clear structure and not a simple sequence 

of questions and answers. He definitely tried to engage in a conversation, but he didn’t expect 

Ding and Hu to reject his propositions so vehemently.  

Much research remains to be done on this controversy. The aim of this research note is to 

demonstrate that one still needs to have a day-to-day chronological assessment of the debate 

in order to clearly understand how “the public space on paper” Feng Jia spoke of was 

organized.  
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