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On Hu Shih’s View of Scientific
Method

Yang Chen-te

As an advocate of science for all his life, Hu Shih on various
occasions attributed his positions to John Dewey’s pragmatism. Hu’s
claims notwithstanding, this essay explores the way in which Hu
differed from Dewey in explicating scientific method. The differences
between these two thinkers could, then, help elucidate the nature of a
dominant mode of thinking inherent in Hu’s thought.

Both Dewey and Hu Shih believed that scientific method, being
the essence of science, was applicable to all kinds of problem. They
also both interpreted scientific method in terms of a habit, or the
so-called five steps of inquiry. When Hu further explained what these
five steps stood for, however, he did not always follow Dewey. Apart
from adopting some of Dewey’s ideas and vocabularies, Hu retained a
particular mode of thinking embodied in Chu Hsi’s idea of self-culti-
vation Chsiu-shen). In short, whereas Dewey explicated scientific method
by examining objective conditions of scientific inquiry, Hu identified
scientific method with scientists’s personal propensities, in particular
“a boldness in suggesting hypothesis coupled with a solicitous regard

for verification.”
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Furthermore, one finds this mode of thinking not only in Hu’s
view of scientific method but also in his other concerns, such as his
approaches to the study of history, valuation, as well as political and
social inquiries. As a result, other than concretely delineating Hu’s
relationship with Chu Hsi’s ideas, which Hu studied in his childhood,
this essay may also serve as a basis for later study on Hu’s ideas and

the role he played in modern China.
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