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Abstract  Recently there have been many viewpoints as to which private 
university was founded firstly in modern China. The schools, such as Fudan 
University (or the former Aurora Academy), Nankai University, China College, 
Wuchang Zhonghua University, Nanyang College and Zhengmeng Academy are all 
considered to be the first private university. From two keywords: “private” and 
“university” and based on many historical materials, this paper draws the conclusion 
that Nanyang College is the first private university founded by the Chinese people in 
modern China. 
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摘要  近年来，关于哪所大学是中国近代国人自办的第一所私立大学的问题，众说
纷纭。被认为是中国近代第一所私立大学的有复旦大学 (其前身是震旦学院)、南开
大学、中国公学、武昌中华大学、南洋公学和正蒙学院等。笔者从“私立”和“大
学”这两个关键词入手，通过对有关史实的梳理考辨，认为“南洋公学”是中国近
代国人自办的最早的私立大学。 

关键词  近代中国, 第一所私立大学，南洋公学 

Modern private universities in China can be categorized into two types according 
to sources of investment. One is founded individually or collectively by Chinese 
citizens, including the government officials, land owners, industrialists, 
businessmen, and other patriots, as well as social communities, such as 
provincial guilds and townsman associations. The other is founded by foreigners, 
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mainly by Missions of Christianity or Catholicism in China, and a few of them 
are contributed by foreign individuals or groups. This essay attempts to talk 
about the first type of private universities. Studies on modern private universities 
have achieved great progress, but some problems still need further discussions. 
One of them is about the time when private universities were founded. There is 
no agreement as to which private university was established first by Chinese 
citizens in modern China. The authors of this paper have probed into many 
relevant historical materials to share with those who interested in it. 

1  Different views about which is the first private university 

Through referring to books or periodicals, and searching on the internet, we can 
find that the universities below are all considered as “the first private 
universities” or “the first institutes of higher education” in modern China. 

1.1  Fudan University 

Fudan University celebrated its 100th anniversary in 2005. Many anniversary 
articles said that Fudan was the first university in modern China. Just as Gong 
Xiangqun, the director of Research Office on the History of Fudan University 
said, “Fudan University is the first private university in modern Chinese 
educational history”1. Most of the alumni and congratulators expressed the same 
thought in their greetings, letters, and related articles. But they did not agree on 
whether Fudan College founded in 1905 or Aurora Academy founded in 1902 
was regarded as the first university.  

The scholars who study Ma Xiangbo, the founder of Fudan University, pointed 
out that Fudan University is the first private university in modern China, dating 
back to 1902 when the Aurora Academy was founded. For example, Huang said, 
“After longterm life experiences and accumulating thoughts for a long time, Ma 
Xiangbo established the first private university of China—Aurora Academy in 
1902, and then founded the Fudan College on the basis of Aurora Academy in 
1905, which laid a solid foundation for the Fudan University’s brilliant 
achievements” (Huang, 2004). He expressed the same thought in other related 
articles or books. Besides, Xu also said, “Shanghai Aurora Academy, the former 
of Fudan University, founded by Ma Xiangbo in 1902, is the private university 
established earliest in China” (Zong, 1996). 

                                                        
1 Zheng J W. One hundred of educational experience of Fudan University: Dare to be the first. 
Shanghai East Morning Paper. Retrieved on Sep. 27, 2006, from http://dfdaily.eastday.com/ 
eastday/node83934/node83935/node87818/userobject1ai1472636.html. 
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1.2  Nankai University 

Fudan University lies in the South, while Nankai University in the North. They 
both got high reputation in the development of higher education, as the saying 
goes in modern China, “Nankai in the North and Fudan in the South”. Nankai 
University is also considered the first modern private university. The former 
president of Tianjin University, Shan Ping, ever said like that2. And some other 
scholars held this view as well, for example, they said, “The first private 
university of China is Nankai University established by Zhang Boling in 1919, 
which was developed from the oldstyle private school of Yan’s family in 1904” 
(Zhang, 2004); “The first university of China—Peiyang University (established 
in 1895), and the first private university of China—Nankai University 
(established in 1919) are the first universities engaged in scientific research in 
Tianjin” (Liu, 2004). However, as the research goes deeper, more and more 
people would rather say that Naikai University was the first formal private 
university of China (Zhi, 2006), or it was the first private university in the North 
of China3. 

1.3  Wuchang Zhonghua University 

Some scholars pointed out that Wuchang Zhonghua University founded in 1912 
was the first private university in modern China. One said, “At the beginning of 
Republic of China, the central government was permitted to set up private 
schools, … Chen Shi (1891–1953), persuaded his father Chen Xuankai to 
contribute 3 000 taels of silver, land of about 800 mu, 5 000 chuan paper 
currency and 3 000 books to establish Zhonghua University, which is the first 
private university in modern China” (Ao, 2005). Dong (2003) also had the same 
idea.  

1.4  China College  

Quite a few researchers believed that China College is the first private university 
in China. For example, Li said in his articles entitled “The education reform in 
the years of the Chinese Revolution of 1911”, “A lot of students studying in 
Japan returned to China for fighting against ‘The ban rule on the Chinese 
overseas students’. In order to help them finish their study, China College was set 
                                                        
2 Xu P. The First University in Modern China, Tianjin University in its 110th anniversary. 
Xinghua Net. Retrieved on May 17, 2006, from http://news.xinhuanet.com/edu/2005-10/02/ 
content_3575126.htm. 
3 Ying Z ed. Xiamen University, Fudan Univeristy, Nankai University. Retrieved on Jun. 5, 
2006, from http://www.cctv.com/education/special/C14229/20050628/100904.shtml. 
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up in Shanghai. And the school also enrolled other students as the preparations 
for their studying abroad. It could be thought of as the first private university in 
China” (Li, 2001). Jin also pointed out, “The private universities in the late Qing 
Dynasty were not allowed to be set up (except Missionary University), but China 
College was an exception” (Jin, 2000).  

However, China College and Fudan College were always talked about 
together. For instance, Song in her book, The Private University Research in 
Modern China, points out, “Based on the materials I have got, China College 
and Fudan College were established by Chinese citizens in the private higher 
institutes of the late Qing Dynasty” (Song, 2003). Li also said, “There were two 
private universities, namely China College and Fudan College till 1909” (Li, 
1997). And many researchers on educational history, especially on higher 
educational history all agreed with the idea. However, they had not figured out 
which of the two was the first because there are different ideas about when China 
College was established, so the authors cannot judge randomly which school is 
the first one. 

1.5  Nanyang College 

Judging from such factors as fund sources, some scholars thought that Nanyang 
College established by Sheng Xuanhuai in 1896 was the first private university. 
“Shanghai Nanyang College was not only one of the earliest modern universities, 
but also the first private institution of higher learning in modern China”. (Tian, 
2003) 

In addition, some people thought that the first private university of China 
could trace back to 1878 when Zhengmeng Academy/College was established 
by Zhang Huanlun in Shanghai (Cai, 2003). Obviously, it was founded much 
earlier than all the other universities listed above. And still other researchers 
pointed out that there was no private university in the late Qing Dynasty. Huo 
(1999) showed her view in her article, “The modern private university of China 
appeared at the beginning of Republic of China”. She thought there were seven 
private universities at that time, which were supervised and granted by the 
government. And the earliest ones were established in 1912, when Minguo 
University, Datong University, Chaoyang University and Wuchang Zhonghua 
University were set up. So in her opinion, the first private university must be 
one of them. 

Now there are so many views as to which one was the first private university 
in modern China, and what is true? As there are certain ambiguities on the 
terms—university, institutions of higher education and private school, it is still 
hard to tell which private university is the first one. In fact, there are two key 
points in it, one is which university was the earliest among all the universities 
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above, and the other is whether the university was a private one. 

2  Among all the schools above, which university was the 
earliest? 

Among all the schools above, which modern university was established earliest? 
To answer this question, it is necessary for us to review the concept of university 
and its development in China. 

The words Da xue (the great learning) appeared in Chinese ancient books very 
early. For example, the book On Learning said, “What Da xue teaches, is to 
illustrate illustrious virtue”. But here the word Da xue does not mean the institution 
for bringing up highlevel professional talents as currently, but refers to a kind of 
learning which is more profound than Xiao xue (elementary school). The institution 
in ancient China which was used for cultivating highlevel talents was not called 
university, but called Tai xue (national university) or Shu yuan (academy). They 
mainly undertook the task of educating the government officials in ancient China, 
and Confucianist learning was the main impartment in these schools. So the aim 
of schoolrunning, the setting of subject and the contents of learning in Tai xue or 
Shu yuan were all different from the modern universities’. In fact, the concept of 
university in modern China was derived from the West. 

At the end of the 19th century, some enlightened intellectuals were stimulated 
and aroused by the invasion of the Western powers. And they realized that the 
prosperity and power of the Western countries are all rooted in advanced 
education, which cultured many talents. If China wanted to be rich and powerful 
to avoid being invaded, education would be reformed to cultivate its own talents. 
So some enlightened officeholders began to set up some new-style schools 
imitating the Westerners. Under the idea of Chinese theory combined with the 
Western pragmatism, some new schools were founded by imitating the Western 
universities, which marked the beginning of modern higher education in China. 
Now the popular thought accepted by educational circles is that Peiyang 
University, which was founded in 1895 in Tianjin, is the first institution of higher 
education in modern China.  

In terms of the foundation and development of the modern Chinese university, 
it was only after 1895 that Chinese people began to set up private universities. 
According to the records, Zhengmeng Academy/College mentioned above was 
just an elementary school. Meixi Elementary School, whose former name was 
Zhengmeng Academy, was founded by Zhang Huanlun in the fourth year of the 
reign of Emperor Guangxu in the Qing Dynasty (in 1878). In the eighth year, its 
name was changed into Meixi Academy, which was the first new-style primary 
school founded by Chinese educators. In the twenty-eighth year, its name was 
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changed into Meixi School again. And Next year, it was called Meixi 
Government Higher Primary School”4. So in evidence, Nanyang College was 
founded earliest among the universities listed above. But it remains a question 
whether Nanyang College lives up to the standard of a university. 

Nanyang College was founded by Sheng Xuanhuai, the official advocating 
the Westernization Movement in the late Qing Dynasty. After setting up 
Peiyang University, i.e. in Tianjin in 1895, he wanted to establish Nanyang 
College in Shanghai. He first reported the idea to Liu Kunyi, the governor of 
Jiangnan5 and Jiangxi Provinces in 1896. Then in October, he submitted 
memorials presenting the major program on how to become stronger item by 
item to the throne, together with a memorial asking for setting up schools. He 
pointed out, “There are many talents in the Western countries, and the 
important measure to cultivate a large number of elites is bringing up them in 
schools”. As talents in various fields were in great need, for having quick 
results, he advised that, “We should set up a school in Beijing and Shanghai 
separately to cultivate some useful persons6. They mainly studied the English 
and French language, public law, politics, and foreign trade”. After the 
memorials were approved by the Qing government, Sheng Xuanhuai started to 
make preparations for setting up the school. He confirmed his belief that 
Nangyang College had to learn from Peiyang University in school’s operation. 
As well as learning the Western courses, the students must learn the Chinese 
language well. Namely, they had to be well trained both in traditional Chinese 
learning and in Western learning.  

So Sheng Xuanhuai’s intention of setting up Nanyang College was to solve the 
serious lack of talents in dealing with the foreign affairs, and set up an institution 
of higher education like Peiyang University to educate the talents in law, politics, 
and business. When Fergus on wrote the early years of Nanyang College in 1931, 
he also said, “The general purpose of Nanyang College was the same as Peiyang 
University but with the further restriction that proficiency in Chinese studies 
should be a must for students” (The Group Compiling the History of Jiao Tong 
University, 1986, p.9). 

After Nanyang College was founded, Sheng Xuanhuai himself was the 
conservator for schoolrunning. He Sikun was the manager. Ferguson, the former 
dean of Nanjing Huiwen Academy, was the president. Zhang Huanlun, the 
founder of Zhengmeng Academy, was the dean of the Chinese Language 

                                                        
4 The Office of Shanghai Chorography (2001). Shanghai Chorography. Retrieved on Sep. 1, 
2006, from http://www.shtong.gov.cn/node2/node4/node2249/nanshi/node44792/node44803/ 
node63241/userobject1ai30683.html. 
5 Refer to Anhui Province, Jiangsu Province and Shanghai. 
6 “Useful persons” refers to the persons with scholarly honor or official rank in feudal China. 
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Department. The school operated on the principle of being proficient in Chinese 
studies, being oriented towards Western politicians, Japanese Ministry of 
Education and Ministry of Justice, and imitating French School of National 
Politics. The school would select the students who had a good mastery of some 
science and mathematics and make them study such majors as technology, 
machine manufacturing, mining and metallurgy according to their different 
characters and specializations in the college. After getting the general knowledge, 
some students would be selected to study in the special schools. If someone 
wanted to graduate, he/she should major in statesmen learning (The Group 
Compiling the History of Jiao Tong University, 1986, p.36). The college imitated 
Western educational system on the whole, and they used class teaching and 
separate curricula. Four schools in the college were established: normal school, 
school of foreign studies, middle school and high school. High school, the top 
one in Nanyang College, reached the level of higher education at that time. In 
1901, Nanyang College set up Department of Politics as well as special classes. 
However, the four schools were not founded at the same time, they developed 
one by one. Cai Yuanpei was the teacher of special class, and the development 
of the college was best illustrated in what he said, “Nanyang College was 
permitted to be set up in the 16th year before the Republic of China was 
founded. Normal school was founded on the following year, whose level was as 
high as the normal schools of the Republic of China. Then school of foreign 
studies was founded, which was just as primary school today, and some normal 
students were selected and asked to teach in turn. In the third year, middle 
school was founded, which was similar to modern high school. In the 12th year 
before the Republic of China, the high school buildings were constructed, just 
at that time some students from Peiyang University came to Shanghai to escape 
the troubled times of Tianjin. Therefore, the railroad class was set up to accept 
them. It was the beginning of higher education for Nanyang College (The Group 
Compiling the History of Jiao Tong University, 1986, p.65). Thus it was not until 
1900 that Nanyang College reached its aim of schoolrunning and became a real 
college.  

In 1902, Sheng Xuanhuai reported a memorial entitled “The running of 
Nanyang College in the past years” to the emperor, directed at the prescription of 
founding university in the Imperial Higher School Regulations newly issued by 
the Qing Dynasty. He pointed out that the university in England or America, no 
matter whether the school was founded in provincial capital or not, and no 
matter whether it was supported by state or not, if the education was on the 
higher education level, the school could be called university or college. So he 
hoped the students graduated from Nanyang College could be treated the same 
as other state-run universities and given the same diplomas. Here we can get 
some ideas of Nanyang College orientation by the founder. Nanyang College 
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really cultivated many elites. Most of them were engaged in foreign affairs, and 
some excellent students were sent to Japan, Belgium, England, and America for 
advanced study or practice. Many graduates were the experts in internal affairs, 
diplomacy and finance.  

It is obvious that, either from the aim of school-running, or the true condition 
of the school, Nanyang College could be considered as a university. However, 
modern university was just at the elementary stage in the late Qing Dynasty. 
Everything needs some time to grow out of nothing. When Lutz, the American 
scholar commented on more than ten missionary universities in China at the end 
of the 19th century, he said, “No university or college had the true higher level 
education before 1900”; “The schools were called university, but had no 
university courses formally in fact” (Lutz, 1987, pp.28−30). The universities 
founded by Chinese educators were also in the same situation. Though many 
scholars doubted whether Nanyang College was a university, from a historical 
perspective it was really on higher education level at that time. It is genuinely an 
early modern university in China. Nanyang College exerted a positive 
significance on the running of other universities in China. 

To sum up, among all the schools listed, Nanyang College was founded as 
early as 1900 when the college had the high school, and no school was 
established earlier than it. From the development of modern universities, Peiyang 
University was founded in 1895, and Nanyang College was founded in 1896. The 
former was funded by the government, so it is recognized as a state-run 
university. If Nanyang College was confirmed to be a private school, it was 
undoubtedly the first private university not only among all the schools listed 
above but in the history of modern education. 

3  Is Nanyang College a private school? 

As for the keywords “university” and “private” in the case of Nanyang College, 
maybe “private” is doubted more. If we review the scholars’ ideas about it, 
mostly it was considered as a state-run university. For example, Wang said, 
“Sheng Xuanhuai founded one of the earliest state-run universities in modern 
China, Nanyang College (the former of Jiao Tong University), which laid a 
foundation and paved a way for the transition of Chinese education from 
traditional to modern” (Wang, 2002). To confirm whether Nanyang College is 
privately-run or not, generally speaking, we can judge from two conditions. One 
is that the school runner was not appointed by government; the other is that the 
school funding is not from the government (Beijing Academy of Educational 
Sciences, 2001). Now we will focus on its financial resources and the 
school-runner’s status to carry out the subject. 
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Firstly, it is about funding resources. After the school was approved to be set 
up in Mar. 1896, Sheng Xuanhuai contributed the land, and made preparations 
for establishing Nanyang College. After the school was set up, its maintenance 
was mainly collected from the merchants in China Merchants Steam 
Navigation Company and the Telegraphs Office of the Chinese government. 
And Sheng Xuanhuai took charge of collecting money for the school buildings, 
instruments and books, etc., even the fund for sending the students aboard. In 
terms of the income and expenses account book from 1897 to 1902, the school 
received annually 60 000 taels of silver from China Merchants Steam 
Navigation Company and 40 000 taels of silver from the Telegraphs Office. 
And there were still some other incomes, for instance, during these years, they 
received totally 5 097.812 taels of silver bank interest, 1 677.311 taels of silver 
rent interest, and 2 437.81 taels of silver tuition fee of students of Mongolian 
minority group (The Group Compiling the History of Jiao Tong University,1986, 
pp.81–83).  

As the school was mainly funded by the merchants of China Merchants Steam 
Navigation Company and the Telegraphs Office, the school name varied with the 
different department they were subordinated to. In 1903, the Qing Dynasty set up 
the Ministry of Commerce, which took charge of China Merchants Steam 
Navigation Company and the Telegraphs Office. In 1905 the Ministry of 
Commerce took over the school, and changed its name to Imperial Polytechnic 
College of the Commerce Ministry the next year after Sheng Xuanhuai asked the 
permission from the throne. In 1906, the college was taken over again by the 
Ministry of Posts and Telegraphs, and changed its name to Shanghai Industrial 
College of the Ministry of Posts and Telegraphs, which had jurisdiction over four 
administrative aspects of the state, including railroad, electricity, navigation, and 
postal service. Though the school was subordinated to the Ministry of Commerce 
and the Ministry of Posts and Telegraphs successively, the fund was still from 
China Merchants Steam Navigation Company and the Telegraphs Offices. But 
from then on, the fund was not stable as that in the first years. For example, in 
1907, besides the Telegraphs Office which contributed the money as much as 
before, China Merchants Steam Navigation Company only contributed 20 000 
taels of silver (The Group Compiling the History of Jiao Tong University, 1986, 
p.310). The supply was far from sufficient for the school running. So Tang 
Wenzhi, the director of the college, sent the letter to the Ministry of Posts and 
Telegraphs, asking for appropriating money. During these years, though the 
fund was not sufficient, the school could cover its expenses based on the money 
accumulated in the previous years. In 1909, besides the Telegraphs Office 
collected 2 100 taels of silver and China Merchants Steam Navigation 
Company collected 2 000 taels of silver for the school every year, the Ministry 
of Posts and Telegraphs ratified 100 000 taels of silver annually, which 
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included 5 900 taels of silver appropriated under the account of public railroad 
finance (The Group Compiling the History of Jiao Tong University, 1986, 
p.311).  

So obviously, from 1896 to 1908, the maintenance of the college was mainly 
by China Merchants Steam Navigation Company and the Telegraphs Office. In 
order to explain whether the funds were public or private, we should check the 
related condition of the two companies. China Merchants Steam Navigation 
Company and the Telegraphs Office were a type of joint-stock companies. In the 
Westernization Movement the advocators used the nongovernmental capital, 
jointed the stocks and opened the companies. In the late Qing Dynasty, they were 
all the government-supervised and merchant-run enterprises. And the studies 
showed that as for the confirmed stock capital, all of which came from personal 
investments, generally from businessmen; though it may include the official fund 
under the disguise of private fund. No official institutions had ever owned any 
share of the company (Feuerwerker, 2002, p.157). The Telegraphs Office was 
under the similar condition. Its stocks had never been owned by the government 
(Feuerwerker, 2002, p.259). Sheng Xuanhuai even pointed out clearly that the 
maintenance of the college were all by merchants of the two companies (The 
Group Compiling the History of Jiao Tong University, 1986, pp.35–36). So the 
capital was obviously not owned by the government. With the increasingly 
important status and great profit of the Telegraphs Office, the government wanted 
to own it. In 1903, the Qing Dynasty appointed Yuan Shikai as the Minister of 
Electricity to accept the Telegraphs Office. From then on, businessmen provided 
the fund, but the company was operated by the government (Xia, 1988). 
However at that time, the company was not under the control of government 
wholly, only until 1908 when the government bought the stocks by 180 yuan per 
share. While during that period, China Merchants Steam Navigation Company 
was supervised by the government and run by merchants all along. And in 1909, 
it broke away from the control of the government. Therefore, from 1903 to 1908, 
though the government took over the Telegraphs Office, and Nanyang College 
was affiliated to the Ministry of Commerce and the Ministry of Posts and 
Telegraphs successively, its fund still came from the merchants of the two 
companies, which was still nongovernmental. After 1909, as the Telegraphs 
Office was totally run by the government, and financed partially by the Ministry 
of Posts and Telegraphs, so the government was the main supporter of the school, 
and the school became state-run (The Group Compiling the History of Jiao Tong 
University, 1986, p.311). 

In conclusion, during the period 1896–1908, the school changed its name 
several times, and belonged to different ministries, but the fund for the school’s 
establishment, operation and development was not from or mainly from the 
government, they were from the donations of the merchants and Sheng 
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Xuanhuai himself. When Sheng Xuanhuai established the school, for its special 
collection of the fund, he named it Gong xue in Chinese. And in the stipulations 
of Nanyang College, he pointed out clearly that in the Western countries if the 
school was contributed half by the government and half by the individuals, it was 
called public school, which was translated into Gong xue in Chinese7. At that 
time, the maintenance of Shanghai school was all from the merchants of China 
Merchants Steam Navigation Company and the Telegraphs Office, so we named 
it Nanyang Gong xue in Chinese (The Group Compiling the History of Jiao Tong 
University, 1986, pp.35–36). It may be the first school called Gong xue in 
Chinese, the schools established later such as China Gong xue, Fudan Gong xue 
had the similar meaning, and they are all considered as private schools in modern 
China. 

Then we will investigate the status of the first runner of the school, Sheng 
Xuanhuai. He was an important official dealing with foreign affairs in the late 
Qing Dynasty, and he was the director of China Merchants Steam Navigation 
Company and the Telegraphs Office at the same time. So he was an officeholder 
and businessman. Though he had the special status, just as said above, the reason 
for his idea of setting up the school was that he felt the lack of talents was most 
serious in a time of difficulty. Nor was he commissioned by the government. So 
his act of running a school was only a personal one, instead of the government. 
During the early development of Nanyang College, the dean of the school was 
called manager while in Peiyang University called president, and called Zongli in 
Chinese not Jiandu or Tangzhang as in other state-run schools. When Zhang 
Yuanji looked back at the history of Jiaotong University, he also wondered why it 
was called Zongli (manager) (The Group Compiling the History of Jiao Tong 
University, 1986, p.25). We thought that it may mark the difference between 
Nanyang College and other state-run universities, and showed the relation 
between the college and business contribution. In Nanyang College, only the 
appointment of the managers and the establishment of departments needed the 
approval from the government, apart from those, all the others could be 
determined by the school itself, which was also one of the differences between 
the private university and the state-run university. After the school belonged to 
the Ministry of Commerce in 1905, the relation with the government became 
close. Then the school abolished the position of manager and added the position 
of director, who was appointed by government. However, during 1905 and 1908, 
there was no document on the school’s plan or order issued by its superior 
department, which showed its independence in school management. The 

                                                        
7 Therefore, the expression of Gong Xue is always translated into public school now, but the 
schools such as Nanyang Gong xue, China Gong xue, Fudan Gong xue were always translated 
into college in English literature at that time. 
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government was only a supervisor in the school like the status in the stock 
company of the late Qing Dynasty.  

From the above analysis, in 1905 Nanyang College was affiliated to the 
Ministry of Commerce, and then the relation between the school and government 
became so complicated that the management of the school changed into state-run 
style slowly, but from 1896 to 1905, whether from the funding source, or the 
status of the school runner, Nanyang College was undoubtedly a modern private 
university, and it initiated the mode of funding not supported by the government 
in modern China.  

Another point which should be made clear was that the concept of private 
school in the late Qing Dynasty was different from that of the later ages. There 
were three types of schools at that time, namely, government-run school 
(funded by the government), public school (funded by the nongovernmental 
collectives) and private school (funded by individual). And the private school 
means those contributed by individuals, while the fund of Nanyang College 
was from two companies, which was considered as collective fund, so in the 
late Qing Dynasty, Nanyang College was rarely regarded as a private school. 
Ma Xiangbo is the first person who contributed all his property, land of 3 000 
mu, 40 000 taels of silver, and established Aurora Academy, which is the 
predecessor of Fudan College (The Group Compiling the History of Fudan 
University, 1985). The establishing of Aurora Academy made Liang Qichao 
joyful, and he said that it was the beginning of Chinese private schools, and Mr. 
Ma was the pioneer of private schools. So judging from the aspect of financing 
by the individual, collectivity or government, the earliest private university is 
Aurora Academy. 

In fact, in Guimao School System issued by the Qing Dynasty in 1904, the 
government encouraged and supported the individuals to establish the elementary 
and middle schools, while there was not any policy to develop the private higher 
education. On the contrary, they forbade individuals to establish both higher 
institutes and majors relating to the politics and laws. Moreover, owing to the 
limitations in finance, labor and equipment, the private higher education of the 
late Qing Dynasty was only at its germination phase, and government had no 
certain guidance in policies. After the Republic of China was set up in 1911, the 
Ministry of Education issued University Order in 1912, in which it said, “The 
individual or the nongovernmental corporation has the right to set up 
universities” (SHAC, 1991). Then both individuals and corporation were 
permitted to found the university. Because of the policy, many schools named 
private university had been founded in succession since 1912. The definition of 
“private university” was specific since then. Surely, judged from its definition, 
Nanyang College was a private university and it initiated the start and 
development of private higher education in modern China.  
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In summary, by the definition of the private university in Republic of China 
and nowadays, Nanyang College is the earliest private university in modern 
China, or at least we can consider it as the first institute of high learning.  
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