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A Study on Huang Yanpei’s Library Practices and Conceptions

— In Memory of the 60th Anniversary of His Passing
LI Yajun ZHOU Yi

Abstract: Huang Yanpei, a renowned figure in modern Chinese education and a prominent advocate of
vocational education, also demonstrated profound insights into the value and function of libraries, actively
promoting the development of librarianship. Despite his significant involvement in the library field,
scholarly attention to his engagement with libraries remains limited. On the 60th anniversary of Huang
Yanpei’s passing, this paper examines his library-related practices and conceptions, shedding light on his
role in China’s modern library development. Using historical research methods and drawing upon primary
sources such as Huang’s published works and writings, diaries, and Republican-era publications, the paper
explores how his educational investigation tour in the United States influenced his philosophy and inspired
him to integrate library development into broader framework of vocational education development plans in
China. Finally, the paper offers an analysis and evaluation of his library conceptions. The study finds that
although Huang was not a professional librarian, his administrative and intellectual work remained closely
linked with libraries throughout his career. Notably, his leadership positions and the affiliated institution
chronologically coincided with the pivotal moments in the modern Chinese library development. In 1915,
Huang visited the United States to study the education system which also encompassed an investigation of
the library practices. He introduced advanced Western library models to China, emphasizing the
educational value of libraries, advocating for the establishment of systematic and service-oriented
operations, and calling for professional training of librarians. His understanding of modern library
principles was comparable to that of professional library science researchers. He organized and promoted
national library advocacy through figures like Shen Zurong, Mary Elizabeth Wood and others, marking the
starting point of national lecture tour to promote libraries and initiating what became known as the New
Library Movement. In this sense, Huang made indispensable contributions to the development of modern
Chinese librarianship. As an educator, Huang recognized the professionalism of the librarianship and
supported the establishment of short-term librarian training courses while chairing the Southeast
University’s Board of Trustees. Additionally, Huang emphasized the role of libraries in vocational
education development. His vocational education philosophy can be broadly divided into three stages:
practical education, vocational education, and grand vocational educationism. During the practical
education and vocational education stages, he respectively initiated the establishment of the Chuansha
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Educational Library and the Workers’ Education Hall. In the grand vocational educationism stage, he
strongly supported the construction of rural libraries and amateur libraries. In conclusion, Huang’s library
conceptions can be summarized as: affirming the practical educational function of libraries in social
development, emphasizing collection-centered library services and activities, and valuing the training of
professional library personnel. These conceptions were shaped by the influence of Cai Yuanpei, inspiration
from American library experiences, and the driving force of modern Chinese social education demands.
Finally, this paper examines modern Chinese library development within the broader context of social
reform, based on the value of Huang’s library conceptions. It argues that the educational value assigned to
libraries by all sectors during the New Education Movement was a critical factor in China’s modern library
development. The sustained progress of contemporary Chinese libraries depends on highlighting
educational value in narratives of social responsibility and function— both a reflection of historical lessons
and a response to the demands of lifelong learning.

Keywords: Huang Yanpei; History of Librarianship; Library History; Vocational Education;

Education History
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Encompassing his marital and familial background., his academic pursuits at the University of Illinois—
where he earned a bachelor’s degree in library science, a master’s in literature (with major in political sci-
ence), and a doctorate in philosophy (also major in political science)—and his subsequent professional ca-
reer, the research delves into his pivotal role in library technology innovation, management development,
library law promotion, and professional association building. Upon his return to China, Cha held director-
ships at the compilation department of Boone University, dean librarian in National Chi-Nan University Li-
brary in Shanghai and Shanghai Jiao Tong University Library. After moving to the U. S. in 1946, and due
to limited library employment opportunities, he initially served as a technical counselor to the China Dele-
gation to the United Nations. He later resumed his library career as a reference librarian at the Queensbor-
ough Public Library, where he remained until retirement. Cha’s persistent efforts and exceptional acumen
catalyzed the modernization of Chinese librarianship across diverse sectors. His innovative refinements to
the Dewey Decimal Classification and reforms in library binding practices laid the foundation for technical
standardization. He actively promoted library law, facilitated international exchanges, and integrated Chi-
nese librarianship into the global discourse. His dedication to fostering professional associations, coupled
with his profound theoretical knowledge and practical management expertise, significantly elevated the pro-
fessional standards of the field. Cha’s scholarly contributions illuminate the evolution of modern Chinese li-
brarianship and underscore his pioneering vision. The article provides novel historical data and fresh per-
spectives on Cha, offering essential academic references for understanding the development of modern Chi-
nese librarianship, and restoring a more vivid, multifaceted, and luminous portrait of this previously un-
derappreciated scholar.

Keywords: Lincoln H. Cha; University of Illinois; Library Career; Academic Achievements
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