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Li Weiwu

The Formation of Modern Chinese Revolutionary
Ideas during the Decade before
the 1911 Revolution

Abstract: During the decade before the 1911 Revolution Chinese revolutionary ideas
transformed from the ancient one to the modern one which therefore laid an ideological foun—
dation for the outbreak of the 1911 Revolution and the collapse of Qing Dynasty. Modern Chi-
nese revolutionary ideas not only inherited the vitality and the influential elements of Ancient
Chinese revolutionary ideas but also absorbed Western modern revolutionary ideas Marxian
revolutionary ideas and revolutionary anarchic ideas. Some Chinese revolutionary thinkers in—
tegrating Chinese revolutionary thoughts with Western ones ancient with modern brought forth
the new ideas. For instance Zou Rong put forward the program of Chinese democratic revolu—
tion; Sun Yat — sen established Three Principles of the People; Chen Tianhua made the dis—
tinction between National Revolution and Hero Revolution; Zhu Zhixin proposed the coexis—
tence of social revolution and political revolution. These thoughts not only embodied anti —
Manchuism ideas and ideas against absolute monarchy system but also indicated the pursuit of
socialism while fighting against capitalist exploitation and oppression.

Key words: the 1911 Revolution; Three Principles of the People; Tangwu Revolution; na—
tional revolution; political revolution; social revolution; Zou Rong; Sun Yat — sen; Chen Tian—
hua; Zhu Zhixin

The first ten years of the 20th century from 1901 to 1910 was a preparatory pe—
riod for the 1911 Revolution. The main theme of last ten years of the 19th century was
“reform” whereas the main theme of the first decade of the 20th century was “revo—
lution”. The foreground of revolutionary idea during the decade before the 1911 Revo—
lution was directly linked to the formation of Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas dur—
ing this period. Endowed with new connotations Ancient Chinese revolutionary ideas
never had Modern Chinese revolutionary idea brought Chinese people new ideal and
hope changed the main theme of that era and led to the outbreak of the 1911 Revolu—
tion. This paper will have a historical investigation and theoretical exploration into the
main aspects and basic process of the formation of Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas
during the decade before the 1911 Revolution so as to reveal the connotations and sig—
nificance of Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas and scrutinize the profound impacts
the 1911 Revolution cast on the world of Chinese thought.
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I . The Revival of Ancient Chinese Revolutionary Idea

The word ‘%e ming” appeared in the Pre — Qin books and records originally
refers to reform through intense form to achieve the transfer of state’ s political power
conferred by the will of heaven from the older ruler to the new rulers. The transfer of
state’ s political power was manifested in the form of dynastic change in Chinese
ancient society. In Yi Zhuan  ‘ge ” and  ‘“iing ” were firstly combined as the
word  ‘ge ming ” shown in “Heaven and earth undergo their changes and the four
seasons complete their functions. Tang changed the appointment ( of the line of Hsi to
the throne) and Wu ( that of the line of Shang) in accordance with ( the will of)
Heaven and in response to ( the wishes of) men”. Taking sages like King Tang and
King Wu as typical examples this book justified the achievement of dynastic changes
through fierce revolution. Pre — Qin Confucian thinkers had further contemplated and
argued about the issue so as to form complete Ancient Chinese revolutionary ideas. In
particular Mencius thoughts of political philosophy which are later regarded as affir-
ming revolutionary rights of politics and people’ s revenge rights for the ruler or the
rights of changing the rulers specifically elucidated and further deepened the revolu—
tionary ideas.

These ancient revolutionary ideas have influenced Chinese people for two thou—
sand years and were still the main understanding of Chinese people about revolution
until the end of the 19th century. In late 19th and early 20th century Chinese revolu—
tionary thinkers entered China’ s political stage and ideological stage and attached
great importance to Ancient Chinese revolutionary idea and highly advocated them.
They sought to revive this ancient idea in the new era so as to awake the people to de—
vote to revolution. Especially those revolutionists who were influenced by Confucian—
ism and had a strong consciousness of Han nationality not only advocated the tradi-
tional “Chinese tribes in the east” and denied the legitimacy of the Qing Dynasty but
also promoted the ancient Chinese revolutionary ideas and called for a revolutionary
way to achieve “national revolution” which was opposing Man and reviving Han. This
“national revolution” was actually a dynastic change where state’ s political power
was transferred from Man rulers to Han rulers which was the original understanding
about revolution during the decade before the 1911 Revolution. Some revolutionary
thinkers like Zou Rong Chen Tianhua Hu Hanmin and even Sun Yat — sen who
shared Western modern revolutionary ideas also could not refuse Ancient Chinese rev—
olutionary ideas when propagandizing revolution. As a result although ancient Chinese
revolutionary ideas did not possess modern factors it became the source of the forma—
tion of Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas.

II. The Introduction to Modern Western Revolutionary Idea

Despite the great influence of Ancient Chinese revolutionary ideas they were dif—

ficult to adapt to new era and impossible to become the ideological flag of Chinese
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revolution in the 20th century. Due to the fact Western modern revolutionary idea
found its way into the world of Chinese thought drew much attention and produced
great impact during the decade before the 1911 Revolution.

A rather symbolic example was that in the beginning Chinese people connected

‘e ming ”in Chinese with “revolution” in English so they translated ‘e ming ”
into “revolution” and hence endowed the word with new meanings. Originally  %e
ming ”refers to dynastic change of ancient China but now refers to the reform of social
system. On that basis the anarchic thinker Li Shi had once denied the fact that China
had “revolution” since ancient times and said “The word ‘revolution’ came from
Western language. ” Under such environment Western modern revolutionary ideas be—
came more prominent and gradually evolved into a main understanding of Chinese

people about revolution.

The introduction to Western modern revolutionary ideas facilitated revolutionary
thinkers’ deep understanding about revolution. In  Revolutionary Motto Qin Lisan
pointed out that the word “revolution” included broad and narrow meanings. Broadly
speaking ‘revolution” referred to reasonable change breaking with the old and es—
tablishing the new or the new replacing the old. Narrowly speaking ‘revolution” re—
ferred to the founding of a democratic republic or a constitutional monarchy in order
to put an end to monopoly of state’ s political power from the national system which
was known as “civil rights revolution” or “political revolution”. Consequently the
revolutionary thinkers’ understanding about revolution was far beyond the ancient
Chinese “Tang Wu Revolution” and possessed modern elements of Western bourgeois
revolution. It was the critical point at which Chinese revolutionary ideas shifted from
the ancient form to the modern one.

IIl. Preliminary Advance of the Chinese Democratic Revolution Program

In 1903 revolutionary thinker Zou Rong’ s masterpiece  Revolutionary
Army was published in Shanghai resulting in revolutionary trend of thoughts in China.
The revolution Zou Rong called for in the book referred to both “national revolution”
and “democratic revolution”. In the book he elaborated the purpose basis nature
theory and prospect of anti — Manchuism revolution through absorbing and propagan—
dizing Western modern revolutionary ideas and analyzing Chinese actual condition.
Zou Rong believed that anti — Qing revolutionary had dual purposes: one was overthro—
wing two — hundred — year Manchu rule in China and the other terminating thousand

—year absolute monarchy system. The basis of revolution not only was against the in—
ternal oppression and exploitation and external loss of rights and sale of country of the
Qing rulers but also restored the rights of equality and freedom each person is born
with. Therefore following British American and French revolutions in the 17 - 19
century instead of ancient China’ s “Tang Wu revolution” this revolution was carried
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out under the ideological guidance of Western modern political philosophy and
thoughts of Rousseau Montesquieu and John Muller Washington. which were regar—
ded as its theoretical basis. Zou Rong designed politically new China after the victory
of revolution stressing that new China should abandon absolute monarchy system and
a constitutional monarchy; conversely it must be a people — centered democratic re—
public.

Hence Zou Rong’s Revolutionary Army preliminarily proposing a program of
Chinese democratic revolution was essential to the transference from Ancient Chinese
revolutionary ideas to Modern Chinese revolutionary ones and the shift of emphasis
from “national revolution” to “democratic revolution”.

IV. The Advance of Three Principles of the People and Its Role in the De—
velopment of Modern Chinese Revolutionary Ideas

A shortage in Zou Rong’s Revolutionary Army was that universal human rights
were considered revolutionary basis and however livelihood of the majority of people
from the lower classes was not taken into account and their particular revolution re—
quirements were ignored. It was Sun Yat — sen the leader of Chinese revolution who
highlighted livelihood in the program of Chinese democratic revolution and then put
forward “social revolution” which incorporated “national revolution” “democratic
revolution” and “social revolution” into the Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas.

In 1905 Sun Yat — sen founded the Revolutionary Alliance whose basic program
was to “drive out the Manchus restore the Chinese sovereignty create the Republic
and equalize landownership”. This program could be clearly summarized as “national—
ism (minzhuzhuyi)” “the principle of democracy” (minzhuzhuyi) and “the
principle of the people’ s livelihood (minzhuzhuyi) ”. Sun Yat —sen’ s Three Prin—
ciples of the People manifested the overall goal of his revolution and reflected his rev—
olutionary ideal and pursuit. Thanks to it Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas had
been further developed and had a more complete connotation and a long — term goal.
Just as Sun Yat — sen said “The purpose of our revolution is to seek happiness for all
beings; we need national revolution because we are dissatisfied with the monarchy of a
small number of Manchu people; we need political revolution because we are dissatis—
fied with the monarchy of the king; we need social revolution because we are dissatis—
fied with the monarchy of a few rich people. Therefore we intend to achieve them. Af-
ter realizing three goals our China will become the perfect state. ” So Sun Yat — sen
put forward “national revolution’ ‘political revolution” and “social revolution” and
incorporated these revolutionary ideas as a unified revolutionary purpose. Here “polit—
ical revolution” was “democratic revolution”. The following revolutionary thinkers
preferred to express “democratic revolution” with “political revolution”.

Sun Yat —sen’ s Three Principles of the People has played an important role in
the formation of Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas. Modern Chinese revolutionary i-
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deas developed step by step and were gradually enriched from “national revolution”
“political revolution” to “social revolution”. In this process the highlighted “national
revolution” gradually gave way to “political revolution” and “social revolution”. Rev—
olutionary thinkers’ emphasis on people’ s livelihood and concern about “social revo—
lution” forced them to turn their attention to Socialism and Marxism. At this time
Marxism began to spread in the ideological world of China.

V. The Distinction between “Hero Revolution” and “National Revolution”

With the complete advance of Three Principles of the People and the develop—
ment of Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas revolutionary thinkers began to reflect
ongoing anti — Manchuism revolution and consciously made the distinction between
their revolutionary movement and Ancient Chinese revolutionary movements.

In 1905 the revolutionary thinker Chen Tianhua published On History of the
Chinese Revolution in which he analyzed revolutions in history and in reality and
pointed out that the revolutions were different in nature and could be classified into

“hero revolution” and “national revolution”. “National revolution” aimed at libera—
ting people in the world and establishing the Republic in order to protect the people’

s well — being after the victory of the revolution while “hero revolution” aimed at re—
placing the old absolute monarchy system with the new one. Though “hero revolution”
might abolish the old it could not guarantee people’ s well — being after the victory of
the revolution. Hence ‘hero revolution” only led to the alternation of autocratic dy—
nasties. “National revolution” alone may jump out of chaotic historical cycle. In his
view the revolutions in the past in Chinese history belonged to “hero revolution” in—
stead of “national revolution”. Therefore it does not mean that there were no revolu—
tions in Chinese history. And these revolutions had historical limitations and could not
change absolute monarchy system so as to guarantee the people’ s well — being after
the victory of revolution. Chen Tianhua hoped the anti — Manchuism revolution he was
dedicated to would not repeat “hero revolution” on the contrary should follow the ex—
ample of Europe and America and become new “national revolution”.

Sun Yat — sen was in favor of Chen Tianhua’ s viewpoint and formulated it. In
1906 Huang Xing Zhang Taiyan and Sun Yat — sen drew up Revolutionary Strategy
of the Revolutionary Alliance. The opening chapter discussed the differences between
anti — Manchuism revolution of the Revolutionary Alliance and anti — Manchuism rev—
olution of Ming Dynasty and Taiping Heavenly Kingdom and pointed out that “the for—
mer is national revolution while the latter is hero revolution”.

“National revolution” became a crucial concept which had a profound impact
upon the course of 20th century Chinese history. The Revolution in 1925 — 1927 joint—
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ly launched by the two parties was undertaken under the flag of “national
revolution”. Thus the distinction between “hero revolution” and “national revolu—
tion” during the decade before the 1911 Revolution is critical for the formation of
Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas.

VI. The Distinction between “Political Revolution” and “Social Revolu-
”

In 1906 the revolutionary thinker Zhu Zhixin published some articles such as
The Biography of the German Social Revolutionaries and On the Coexistence of So—
cial Revolution and Political Revolution which expounded “social revolution” pro—
posed by Sun Yat — sen and distinguished “political revolution” and “social revolu—
tion”.

In Zhu Zhixin’ s view the subject of “social revolution” could be interpreted as
“Proletarians ” in English while the object of “social revolution” could be interpreted
as “Bourgeois” in English. Therefore ‘social revolution” and “political revolution”
had different naturé “political revolution” meant that people opposed absolute mon—
archy system which was also called “national revolution” while “social revolution”
meant that modern proletariats struggled against the capitalist system.

Zhu Zhixin thought that the reason of “social revolution” lay in the imperfection
of economic organization of the capitalist system especially unrestricted competition
and absolute private property system which resulted in the polarization between the
rich and the poor and sharp confrontation between the proletariats and the bourgeois.
So the goal of “social revolution” was to create a new system of equality. In his eyes
there was still distinction between the rich and the poor in present China but it did
not yet evolve to the polarization between the rich and poor. Hence it was necessary

tion

and relatively feasible to carry out “social revolution” in order to prevent European
and American hanging compartment between the rich and the poor. Thus he advocated
“the parallel of social revolution and political revolution”.

VI. The Introduction to Marxist Revolutionary Theory

Connected with “social revolution” revolutionary thinkers started to introduce
Marxist revolutionary theory into the ideological world of China. The thinkers of the
Revolutionary Alliance led by Sun Yat — sen became the most active disseminators
who propagandized Marxist revolutionary theory before the appearance of Chinese
Marxists.

The first section of Zhu Zhixin’s The Biography of the German Social Revolu—
tionaries was entitled “Marx” focusing on Marx’ s life and the basic content of Com-—
munist Manifesto and Das Kapital. It was the first time that Marx as the title could be

found in the articles in Chinese. In the text Zhu Zhixin labeled Marx as “social revolu—

tionist” regarded Marx as the most important advocate of “social revolution” and intro—

duced the core of Marxist revolutionary theory — the class conflict theory and the doc—
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trine of surplus value. He thought that Marxist revolutionary theory renewed Western
modern revolutionary ideas and made utopian secialism become science which was
worthwhile for Chinese revolution.

The introduction to and spread of Marxist revolutionary theory made the under—
standing of revolutionary thinkers about revolution go beyond Western modern revolu—
tionary ideas and have been granted with a more profound connotation.

VI. The Introduction to Anarchic Revolutionary Theory

Accompanied by Marxist revolutionary theory anarchic revolutionary theory was
also introduced into the ideological world of China during the decade before the 1911
Revolution. At that time the anarchists were the most active proponents of the revolu—
tion.

Similar to Zhu Zhixin anarchic thinker Li Shi once thought that the revolution
included “political revolution” and “social revolution”. “Political revolution” was to
transfer state’ s political power and even change state’ s political system while “so—
cial revolution” was to realize the ideal society in which everyone is bomn to be equal.
Therefore anti — Manchuism and even overthrowing absolute monarchy system were
only “political revolution” instead of “social revolution”. From the point view of an—
archists the revolutions in the past like “democratic revolution’ “political revolu—
tion” and “national revolution” did not solve social inequality. So they proposed that
more complete “social revolution” should subvert all governmental institutions de—
stroy all societies with all classes and achieve the equality of all mankind in order to
seek the happiness of mankind.

At that time anarchists thought that their revolutionary idea just like Marxism
was also socialism. They set up a socialist workshop in Tokyo. The representative Liu
Shipei has written the preface of Communist Manifesto held positive attitude and
sung highly of it.

Anarchic revolutionary theory is a mixture of fantasy and the ideal. Because of its
utopian nature it can not guide the actual revolutionary movement. Besides due to its
ideal nature it can put forward a high goal for the actual revolutionary movement.
Consequently anarchism had great effect on the ideological world of China during the
decade before the 1911 Revolution especially on Chinese revolutionary thinkers.

People ’s Journal of the Revolutionary Alliance has published many articles in order to in—
troduce anarchism.

IX. Conclusion

From the above discussions about the history and theoretical study of the forma—
tion of Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas we can see clearly that Chinese revolu—
tionary ideas underwent historical changes during the decade before the 1911 Revolu—
tion bringing about the transformation from the ancient forms to the modern ones.

The formation of the Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas not only inherited the
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vitality and the influential elements of the ancient revolutionary ideas but also intro—
duced Western modern revolutionary ideas Marxist revolutionary ideas and anarchic
revolutionary ideas. Chinese revolutionary thinkers integrated both Chinese with West—
ern ideological resources ancient and modern and brought forth the new ideas. For
example Zou Rong put forward the program of Chinese democratic revolution; Sun Yat
—sen established Three Principles of the People; Chen Tianhua made the distinction
between National Revolution and Hero Revolution; Zhu Zhixin proposed the coexis—
tence of social revolution and political revolution. These thoughts included not only
anti — Manchuism ideas and ideas against absolute monarchy system but also the pur-
suit of socialist ideas against capitalist exploitation and oppression.

Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas brought Chinese people new ideals and hope
just because of this. And “revolution” became the theme of the era which replaced
“reform ”. These ideas laid the ideological foundation for the outbreak of the 1911
Revolution and the complete collapse of Qing Dynasty. Under the guidance of these
revolutionary ideas the 1911 Revolution not only put an end to feudal social system
established the system of New Republic but also opened the way to spread develop
and sinicize Marxism and the way to establish socialist system in China. The tremen—
dous social and historical changes which have taken place in the last hundred years
after the 1911 Revolution resulted from the ideological sources which were rooted in
the formation of Modern Chinese revolutionary ideas during the decade before the

1911 Revolution.
( Translator: Yu Yongfang)
Wuhan University

Zhang Yunyi

Marxism in China During the 1911 Revolution

The widespread dissemination of Marxism in China occurred from the October
Revolution of Soviet Union to the May Fourth Movement. Marxism and its founder’ s
name however were introduced into China long before this times although there were
some limitations in scope and content. Bourgeois Revolutionaries presented and pro—
moted Marxism to build an ideological groundwork during the Revolution which
played a positive effect at a certain degree for Marxism to sweep the whole country in
its spreading history. In commemoration of the 100th anniversary of the Revolution
reviewing and reflecting on this history there is very important referenced significance
for building socialism with Chinese characteristics currently.
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