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Dedication and Pragmatism: A Study of the Life and Rediscovered Legacy of
Chen Changwei, a Librarian of His Generation

LI Yajun

Abstract: Chen Changwei is a noteworthy yet long-overlooked library scholar in modern Chinese

)

library history. Centering on the theme of “dedication and pragmatism,” this article systematically
examined Chen’s library career during the Republican period through dimensions such as his educational
background, professional practice, specialized education, engagement with professional associations, and
academic research. It drew on primary sources including University of Nanking publications, the archives
of the United Board for Christian Higher Education in Asia held at Yale University Divinity School
Library, and Republican-era newspapers and periodicals. Chen Changwei worked part-time while studying
at the University of Nanking Library as a student and subsequently served the institution for over thirty
years. As a core figure within the library, he held positions including Head of Circulation, Head of
Periodicals, Head of General Affairs, Associate Librarian, and served as Acting Librarian on multiple
occasions, proving to be a crucial guarantee for the survival and development of the University of Nanking
Library under difficult circumstances. Concurrently, beginning in 1929, Chen taught library science
courses in the Department (and later Program) of Library Science, the Specialized Course, and the College
of Arts as electives for nearly twenty years. He was the only instructor who taught continuously
throughout the entire history of library science education at the University of Nanking. In terms of
professional association service, Chen actively participated in organizations such as the Library Association
of China, playing important roles in association affairs, submitting proposals and recommendations, and
conducting wartime bookstore surveys. In his academic research, works such as Methods of Organizing
Small Libraries, Library Circulation Methods, and Methods of Handling Magazines, Newspapers, and
Pamphlets focused on practical issues including small library construction, circulation management, and
non-book materials processing. These writings collectively reflected his research orientation characterized
by frontline service and problem-solving. The study argues that Chen Changwei represents a dedicated and
diligent librarian. Although his scholarly achievements and influence did not reach the heights of the top-
tier library scientists of his era, he embodies a crucial yet often overlooked category of foundational figures
in Chinese librarianship. These individuals, through extraordinary perseverance and pragmatic talent,
sustained the stability and continuity of the library profession during turbulent times, playing an
irreplaceable historical role. Through in-depth research on professional practitioners like Chen Changwei,
we can not only restore the rich dimensions of history but also gain a deeper understanding of the diverse
dynamics and complex processes that shaped the development of Chinese library enterprise. This expansion
of research perspective offers new possibilities for writing a more complete history with greater humanistic
concern of Chinese librarianship.

Keywords: Chen Changwei; History of Librarianship; Library Science Education; University of Nank-

ing
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