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A Review of. The Rise and Fall of Fu Ren
University, Beijing: Catholic Higher
Education in China by Chen, John Shujie

by

Nicholas Koss:

Over the years some scholarly attention written in English has been given to
the establishment of Fu Jen University in Peking in the 1920s. Wu Xiaoxin, now
of the Ricci Institute in San Francisco, wrote a dissertation finished in 1993 entitled
“A Case Study of the Catholic University of Peking during the Benedictine Period
(1927-1933).” I’ve also written two essays about the founding of Fu Jen; one was

for a conference at Fu Jen University and was about the early letters of Hildebrand

* Distinguished Professor, Fu Jen Catholic University and Peking University.
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Brandsetter, OSB., the first Prior of the Benedictines who went to Peking to set up
the university; and the other, for a conference on Christian universities in China
sponsored by the Ricci Institute in Paris, about the educational philosophy of the
American Benedictines who founded Fu Jen in the 1920s. Then, in 2004, John
Shujie Chen, a Chinese priest who until this year was the head of the National
Catholic Seminary in Beijing published his dissertation in an over 200-page book
form. It is entitled The Rise and Fall of Fu Jen University, Beijing. Father Chen
did his doctoral studies at Boston College.

In this review, my emphasis will be on what John Chen has to say about the
Benedictine years (1925-1933) of the Beijing Fu Jen University in his book. His
study represents the work of a Mainlander Chinese scholar and priest who, as far as
I can tell, has never had direct contact with the Taiwan Fu Jen University. His
views then should not be influenced by the Fu Jen University as it now stands in
Taiwan. Furthermore, he grew up on the Mainland so he would have familiarity
with the educational system there.

I should mention at the very beginning, however, I am confused by the title of
the book: The Rise and Fall of Fu Jen University, Beijing. Fu Jen University did
indeed “rise,” but I do not think there was a “fall.” Rather it was “fell,” in the
sense of a tree being cut down, by the new regime that took over in China in 1949.

My remarks on his book will deal with the following topics: the good points of
book, new information in the book, at least from my perspective; the prejudices of
Chen, and his criticism and praise of the Benedictines

First, the good points. The first one is the survey and analysis Chen does of
what has already been written about Fu Jen University (26-35). Here he expresses a
number of criticisms that I would agree with, such as when he writes about the

existing studies: “It is hard for readers who are unfamiliar with China to piece
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together what the university was really like because these scattered pieces are
neither coherently connected nor are able to present a whole picture of this
university” (30-31). The next strength of the book is that, to date, I have not seen
anywhere else the extended discussion Chen gives to the finances, curriculum,
faculty, student activities and the political situation of the Benedictine years
(1925-1933) as well as the time when the Society of the Divine Word was in charge
(1933-1950). Almost each of these topics has a chapter that goes into much detail,
first treating the Benedictine period and then that of the Society of the Divine Word:

Chapter Four: “Finance and Structural Development of the University”

Chapter Five: “Development: Curriculum, Faculty and Student Growth”

Chapter Six: “Extra-curricular Activities”

In Chapter Seven, “Political Entanglements,” as well as elsewhere in the book,
Chen discusses at length Fu Jen University in its “cultural and political
environment.” (36), something that has not been done before. For anyone interested
in these topics this book is a good place to begin.

Some of the things new for me in the book include a Roman decision is in the
1932 as to how the Benedictines should handle the financial problems they were

facing. According to Chen,

The Holy Father did not want the university to be closed after only a
short few years of operation. Therefore, he declared on 28 July 1932 that
the support of the university should be an all-American Benedictine
affair of both the Swiss American and American Cassinese

Congregations.” (75)

St. Vincent Archabbey belongs to the American Cassinese Congregation, which
is comprised of the monasteries founded by Boniface Wimmer (1809-1887) and

their daughter houses. The complexity of the structure of the Benedictines can
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be seen in the fact that there are twenty-one congregations of male Benedictines.
The other large congregation of Benedictines in the United States is the Swiss
American Congregation that was founded by monasteries in Switzerland. It is
hard enough for monasteries in the same congregation to co-operate. The
co-operation of two Benedictine congregations is even more difficult since the
congregation head does not have much power over the monasteries in the
congregation. At any rate, as far as I know, the Swiss American Congregation
was not able to assist financially the Fu Jen project, but it is very interesting to
know that the Pope tried to get the Benedictines to cooperate in this way.

Chen also provides new information about the students at Fu Jen. University.
For instance he presents a chart with the number of Catholic students (112). He is
also able to give figures such as that in 1930 there was awaiting list of 2,000
students who wanted to enroll in Fu Jen (114). He also explains much about the
degree to which sports were stressed and how this came about (126). I knew of
course that in the United States there is the Big Ten for intercollegiate athletic
competition but I did not know that Beijing had its Big Five (Yenching, Tsinghua,
Beijing Normal, Peking University and Fu Jen) (128).

Chen also gives me a new perspective on the warlords in Beijing and northern
China at the time of the founding of Fu Jen University (157) and of the three
student strikes that occurred in 1928 and 1929 (158). Another point he makes that I
had not quite understood before was the lack of influence by Fu Jen University on
higher education in China: “It is rather difficult to discuss the role of Fu Ren in the
context of Chinese higher education. As a young university, Fu Ren did not
influence Chinese higher education as the Protestant ones did” (186). After it closed,
however, with its faculty members being sent to other universities in Beijing, it did

have a great influence on other universities in Beijing.
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Finally, in terms of Fu Jen’s influence, Chen notes: “In one instance, its
influence was manifested during the Cultural Revolution of the 1960’s when
governmental officials who were Fu Ren graduates refused to persecute intellectuals
and Catholic clergy on moral grounds” (192). He gives no documentation for this
influence but it would certainly be interesting to know more about it.

In reading the book, it became obvious that Chen was prejudiced against the
French and their missionary work in China, as is seen when he describes the
Benedictine interaction with the French bishop of Beijing (51-52). Then, in a
number of places in the book he makes comments such as “The French looked
down on the Chinese just as they looked down on the Vatican” (183).

Chen is very generous in his praise of the Benedictine work at Fu Jen but let us
first look at the few criticisms he makes of the Benedictines. First, he indicates that
the original curriculum the Benedictines designed for the University was just like

that in the United States:

When they [the Benedictines] first designed this curriculum, they did not
know much about the cultural and political situation in China.... The
school and curriculum they envisioned were just like any typical
Catholic university or any Christian university in the West, with the

inclusion of a school of theology. (87)

It was only with the help of Vincent Ying that a new and better curriculum was
designed (89).

Chen also shows that the Benedictines teaching at Fu Jen were not as well
educated as the members of the Society of the Divine Word, most of whom had
doctoral degrees. In 1931, the ten Benedictines teaching there mainly had MA

degrees (104)

The two strongest criticisms that Chen gives of the Benedictines is, first, that
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the Benedictines “failed to cooperate in financing Fu Ren University” (181). This
criticism is indeed correct, but it’s simply not in the nature of one Benedictine
monastery with its near complete autonomy to help another one. The second

major criticism is that the Benedictines and the members of the Society of the

Divine Word “were unfriendly toward each other” in 1933 during the time of

transition (182). It remains to be studied exactly how “unfriendly” the two groups
were, but I suspect “unfriendly” might even be too soft a word for what happened
then.

One of the major praises that Chen has for the Benedictines, and this is often
repeated in the book, is that they “decided to focus on the studies of Chinese
literature and classics” (177). He is also impressed with the willingness of the

Benedictines to work with non-Benedictines:

The Benedictines determined not only [to] associate themselves with the
Europeans but also with members of secular priests and other religious
orders, as well as prominent Chinese littérateurs and scholars so that the

university would be true to its name as an universal entity [gong jiao].

(55)

Chen also mentions as praiseworthy the care that the Benedictines gave to the
property on which the University was built, a Prince's palace (57) and the fine
faculty that was developed. The faculty had "diversity," Chinese and
non-Chinese, Europeans and Americans (100). It was also "cosmopolitan” (99).
As for the quality of the faculty it was "outstanding” (106). He also argues that
the Benedictines, and later the Society of the Divine Word, were not at all
imperialistic (178-179). In his remarks Chen speaks of the Benedictines in
general. Further study will probably reveal which Benedictines in particular

were responsible for which successes, or failures. The one Benedictine that
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Chen singles out for praise is Archabbot Aurelius, who was responsible for the
Benedictines undertaking this mission: “The most striking thing is the devotion
and zeal of this Benedictine abbot from Saint Vincent in making the future
university to be the best in China” (53). Overall, Chen indicates that from 1925
until 1933 “the achievements the Benedictine Fathers made were tremendous”
(67). And he further states: “In the year of 1935, Fu Ren was almost on an
equal footing with other universities [in Beijng]” (117)

Chen refers to some matters that probably need further explanation. For
instance, he thinks the Benedictines were chosen to open the University "because of
the nature of their stability as monks and their wisdom as intellectuals and scholars™
(60). I suspect there might have been others reasons as well, such as their not
being involved with disputes among various Catholic religions orders working in
China.. In preparing his study, Chen mentions his use of the archives at St. Vincent
Archabbey, St. John’s Abbey, and the Sisters of Saint Benedict in Minnesota.
More material, however, about the Benedictine years at Fu Jen can be found at
Newark Abbey and St. Procopius outside of Chicago (13).

In the conclusion to his book, Chen marks four areas for future research: "the
transition from the Benedictine Fathers to the Divine Word Fathers certainly
deserves more research” (190); the Women’s College (191), St. Albert’s College for
Chinese secular priests (191) and a study of the Catholic students at Fu Jen (192).

I could not agree more with his recommendations.
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