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Introduction

Tsinghua University, widely regarded as one of the premier institutions of higher
learning in China and the world at large, is more than merely a campus nestled in the
northwestern reaches of Beijing. It is a crucible where minds are forged, leaders are
nurtured, and ideas are cultivated—an institution whose own journey parallels many of
the most momentous changes in modern Chinese history. This book, "Tsinghua: The
Story of a University," endeavors to chronicle the evolving narrative of Tsinghua in a
manner that fuses historical rigor with an appreciation for the spirit that has
continually defined this remarkable university.

Founded in 1911 amidst the seismic shifts at the twilight of imperial China, Tsinghua
began its life as the Tsing Hua Imperial College, established with funds from the Boxer
indemnity. Its original mission was unique: to prepare young Chinese students to
continue their education in the United States, a vision that would plant the seeds of
China's intellectual engagement with the wider world. Over the ensuing decades,
Tsinghua transformed from a preparatory school into a leading research university,
withstanding political upheaval, war, and profound social change.

The story of Tsinghua is, in many respects, a story about adaptation and resilience.
From its merger with other prominent schools during the ravages of war, its postwar
return and reconstruction, through to its reorientation under new political
circumstances in the People's Republic of China, Tsinghua continually reimagined its
curriculum, research priorities, and institutional structures. Each stage of its
development reflects both the aspirations and the crises of its times, as the university
responded to external pressures while striving to maintain its commitment to
intellectual excellence.

Walking the grounds of Tsinghua today, one is struck by the harmonious meeting of
past and present: the grandeur of historic buildings and tranquil gardens is offset by
state-of-the-art laboratories, modern lecture halls, and vibrant student life. The
university’s dynamic campus mirrors its academic breadth, encompassing not only
traditional pillars like engineering and science, but also humanities, law, arts, and
medicine. Tsinghua’s rigorous academic environment, coupled with an emphasis on
self-discipline and greater social responsibility, fuels a culture of innovation that
permeates both faculty and student communities.

At the heart of Tsinghua’s enduring influence is its people—students, faculty, and
alumni—whose achievements in politics, science, business, and beyond have left
indelible marks on China and the world. The university’s spirit is embodied not only in
its storied alumni, such as national leaders and Nobel laureates, but also in the
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countless unsung contributors to scholarly advancement, civic life, and cultural
exchange. Tsinghua’s reputation for academic merit is matched by a profound sense
of mission: to serve both the nation and humanity at large, and to pioneer new
solutions to problems of global significance.

As higher education faces newfound challenges in the 21st century—from
technological transformation and globalization to sustainability and international
cooperation—Tsinghua stands at the forefront, ever-adaptive and forward-looking. This
book explores how Tsinghua has both shaped and been shaped by the tides of history.
Through twenty-five chapters, it traces Tsinghua’s journey from its modest beginnings
to its present stature and looks ahead to the possibilities and responsibilities on the
horizon for this storied institution.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Founding of Tsinghua: From
Boxer Indemnity to Imperial College

The dawn of the 20th century in China was a time of profound upheaval and a
desperate search for national rejuvenation. The Qing dynasty, enfeebled and in
decline, faced relentless pressure from foreign powers. Among the many humiliations
suffered was the Boxer Rebellion of 1900, an anti-foreign, anti-Christian uprising that,
while initially aimed at expelling Western influence, ultimately led to further foreign
intervention and a crushing defeat for China. The ensuing Boxer Protocol of 1901
imposed a hefty indemnity payment on the Qing government, payable to the
victorious Allied powers. It was an exorbitant sum, meant to compensate for damages
and lives lost during the rebellion, and it weighed heavily on the already strained
national coffers.

Yet, from this bitter pill of defeat emerged an unexpected seed of opportunity. The
United States, one of the eight nations party to the Boxer Protocol, made a remarkable
decision in 1908: it opted to remit a portion of its share of the indemnity payment
back to China. This act of diplomatic generosity was not without its strategic
underpinnings. The U.S. government, influenced by figures like William W. Rockhill, the
American minister to China, believed that investing in China’s intellectual
development would foster goodwill, promote American values, and ultimately serve
American interests in the long run. The idea was to use these funds specifically for
educational purposes, particularly to send Chinese students to study in the United
States.

This initiative found a receptive ear within China's reform-minded circles. The Qing
government, recognizing the critical need for modern education and skilled personnel
to strengthen the nation, readily embraced the American proposal. The vision was
clear: to establish a preparatory school that would equip promising young Chinese
students with the necessary academic and linguistic skills to succeed in American
universities. This was a novel approach, moving beyond the traditional Confucian
examination system and embracing Western pedagogical methods.

Thus, the stage was set for the birth of a new educational institution. In 1909, the
"Tsing Hua Imperial College" was officially approved, with a designated site in the
northwest suburbs of Beijing. The location chosen was significant, nestled amidst the
picturesque former imperial gardens of the Qing dynasty, a place steeped in history
and natural beauty. This choice reflected a blend of tradition and a forward-looking
vision, placing a modern institution within a landscape resonant with China's past
grandeur.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

The establishment of Tsing Hua Imperial College was not merely about constructing
buildings; it was about laying the foundation for a new intellectual pipeline. The
curriculum was meticulously designed to prepare students for the rigors of American
higher education. Emphasis was placed on English language proficiency, as well as
foundational subjects in science, mathematics, and the humanities, all taught with an
eye toward Western academic standards. This represented a radical departure from
the classical Chinese education system, which had traditionally focused on Confucian
texts and civil service examinations.

The early years of Tsing Hua Imperial College were characterized by a pioneering
spirit. Faculty members, both Chinese and foreign, worked tirelessly to build a robust
academic environment. The selection process for students was rigorous, seeking out
the brightest young minds from across the nation. The promise of an education
abroad, particularly in the United States, was a powerful motivator, drawing ambitious
students eager to contribute to China’s modernization. These students, upon their
return, were expected to become the vanguard of a new, enlightened China, equipped
with both Western knowledge and a strong sense of national purpose.

The timing of the college's founding, just three years before the collapse of the Qing
dynasty in 1911, was remarkably prescient. While the dynasty itself was on its last
legs, the establishment of Tsing Hua Imperial College signaled a recognition, even in
those fading days, that China's future lay in embracing modern education and
engaging with the wider world. It was a testament to the foresight of those who
understood that true national strength came not just from military might, but from
intellectual capital.

The initial funding, derived from the Boxer indemnity, carried a symbolic weight. What
began as a punitive measure against China had been transformed, through a
diplomatic gesture, into an investment in its intellectual future. This unique origin
story set Tsinghua apart from other nascent educational institutions in China, imbuing
it with a sense of international connection from its very inception. It was a university
born, in a sense, from the ashes of conflict, phoenix-like, destined to become a beacon
of learning and progress.

The architectural planning for the new college also reflected this blend of influences.
While incorporating traditional Chinese design elements, the campus also featured
Western-style buildings, symbolizing the convergence of East and West in its
educational mission. The expansive grounds, with their serene lotus ponds and shady
trees, provided an ideal environment for scholarly pursuits, fostering both
contemplation and intellectual exchange. It was designed to be more than just a
school; it was intended as a holistic learning community.

The challenge, however, was immense. Establishing a Western-style preparatory
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college in a nation grappling with profound political instability and a deeply
entrenched traditional educational system was no small feat. It required a bold vision,
dedicated leadership, and an unwavering commitment to the belief that education was
the ultimate path to national salvation. The individuals involved in these early stages,
from government officials to educators, were driven by a powerful sense of duty and a
desire to see China rise from its precarious position.

The formal inauguration of Tsing Hua Imperial College in 1911, though overshadowed
by the imminent collapse of the Qing dynasty, marked a pivotal moment in Chinese
educational history. It was a testament to the belief that even in the darkest hours, the
light of knowledge could pave the way for a brighter future. The initial cohort of
students, embarking on their journey towards American universities, carried with them
not only their academic aspirations but also the hopes of a nation yearning for
modernization and strength. This small preparatory college, born from a complex
historical circumstance, was about to embark on a remarkable transformation of its
own.
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