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In 1988, renowned historian Jonathan Spence published a groundbreaking
work that would reshape our understanding of Chinese intellectual history:
"The Question of Hu." This meticulously researched and elegantly written
biography delves into the life and legacy of Hu Shih, a towering figure in
Chinese history who played a pivotal role in the country's modernization
and cultural transformation.

Hu Shih was born in 1891 into a turbulent China grappling with political
upheaval and cultural stagnation. As a brilliant young scholar, he embarked
on a journey to the United States to study at Cornell University, where he
was deeply influenced by Western philosophy and ideas. Upon his return to
China, Hu Shih became a vocal advocate for intellectual freedom, scientific
inquiry, and the adoption of Western values.
Key Themes in "The Question of Hu"

Intellectual Transformation: Spence traces Hu Shih's intellectual
evolution from his classical Confucian upbringing to his embrace of
Western liberalism and the pursuit of an enlightened China.

Cultural Exchange: Hu Shih played a crucial role in bridging the gap
between China and the West, promoting the exchange of ideas and
cultural understanding.
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China's Modernization: Hu Shih was a fervent advocate for China's
modernization, believing that embracing Western science and
technology was essential for the country's progress.

Political Engagement: Despite being primarily an intellectual, Hu Shih
actively engaged in political debates and sought to influence the
course of China's destiny.

Historical Context and Significance

"The Question of Hu" is set against the backdrop of a rapidly changing
China in the early 20th century. The country was grappling with internal
divisions, external imperialism, and a profound search for a new identity
and direction. Hu Shih's ideas and actions became a reflection of this
tumultuous period, offering insights into the challenges and possibilities
facing China at the time.

Spence's biography provides a nuanced understanding of the political and
social forces that shaped Hu Shih's life and work. He captures the
complexities of Chinese society, the rise of nationalism, and the impact of
Western influence on Chinese culture.

Enduring Impact and Legacy

"The Question of Hu" has had a profound impact on the study of Chinese
history and culture. It has become a standard reference work for scholars
and a source of inspiration for generations of students.

Spence's work has challenged traditional interpretations of Chinese
intellectual history, highlighting the role of individual agency and the
influence of external ideas on the development of Chinese thought. His



biography of Hu Shih has also provided valuable insights into the complex
relationship between China and the West.

Beyond academia, "The Question of Hu" has resonated with readers
interested in cultural exchange, the search for identity, and the challenges
of modernity. Hu Shih's legacy as a courageous advocate for intellectual
freedom and his unwavering belief in the transformative power of
knowledge continue to inspire people worldwide.

Jonathan Spence's "The Question of Hu" stands as a monumental
contribution to our understanding of Chinese history and culture. Through
its meticulous research, insightful analysis, and captivating narrative, the
book offers a profound exploration of the life and legacy of a towering
intellectual figure who shaped the course of China's modernization.

Spence's work continues to inspire and inform scholars, students, and
anyone interested in China's past, present, and future. "The Question of
Hu" serves as a testament to the enduring power of ideas and the
transformative impact of individuals who dare to question and challenge the
status quo.

Recommended Resources:

Free Download "The Question of Hu" on Our Book Library

Official website of Jonathan Spence

Obituary: Jonathan D. Spence, 1936-2021
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