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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

THE YEAR 1 9 2 7 ended the first phase of the history of the Chinese 
Communist movement. The tiny Communist groups that had been 
organized seven years before by Ch'en Tu-hsiu and Li Ta-chao from 
among a handful of their more devoted student followers had 
grown with a speed unparalleled in the history of Communist 
parties. In the appearance of militant labor and student organiza-
tions, in the peasant risings, and in the seething anti-imperialist 
crusade that marked China's great revolutionary upsurge of the 
mid-1920's, the Chinese Communist party was centrally involved 
and frequently exercised a dominant influence. 

The early successes of the Chinese Communists were all the more 
remarkable in that they occurred in a country which lacked a Marx-
ist Social-Democratic tradition and in which the material prerequi-
sites for the realization of the Marxist program were almost totally 
absent. Although such deficiencies have since been converted into 
positive advantages by Chinese Communist ideologists, those of less 
"dialectical" persuasions may be inclined to attribute the early 
Communist successes, in part, to the political vacuum left by the 
collapse of the Ch'ing dynasty in 1 9 1 1 and the chaotic years of 
separatist warlord rule and civil war that followed. In part, the 
early triumphs of the Chinese Communists in what was then called 
the "national revolution" were dependent upon the same tactical 
factor that soon led to their near destruction — the Comintern-
sponsored alliance with the Kuomintang. The united front with the 
party of Sun Yat-sen helped to provide the Communists with access 
to the popular movement, but the military power of the alliance 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

remained firmly in the hands of the Nationalists. In the spring of 
1927 Chiang Kai-shek chose to exercise that power against his 
Communist allies. On April 12 in Shanghai Chiang abruptly shat-
tered the united front and began the bloody reign of terror that 
destroyed the Communist and labor movements in the major urban 
centers of China and very nearly extinguished the party itself. 

Six days before Chiang Kai-shek struck in Shanghai, a grim pre-
lude to the disasters that were to befall the Chinese Communist 
party began in Peking, then under the control of warlord forces 
hostile to both the Communists and the Nationalists. On April 6, 
Li Ta-chao, the leader of the party in North China, was arrested in 
the Soviet embassy compound in Peking by soldiers of the Man-
churian warlord Chang Tso-lin. Three weeks later, still in his thirty-
ninth year, Li was secretly executed by strangulation. 

Li is now honored by the Chinese Communist party as its first 
true leader and its greatest martyr. He is not the Lenin of China, 
for that honor is reserved for Mao Tse-tung. But Li represents the 
link between the older generation of democratically oriented and 
Western-educated intellectuals of the early phase of the New Cul-
ture movement (ca. 1 9 1 5 - 1 9 1 9 ) , from whom the first Chinese 
Marxists emerged, and the new generation of young Communist 
intellectuals who inherited party leadership after 1927. In the un-
broken chain of continuity that the Chinese Communists are at-
tempting to forge with the Chinese past, Li is the link just preceding 
Mao Tse-tung. 

A professor of history and the chief librarian at Peking Univer-
sity, Li Ta-chao was the first important Chinese intellectual to 
declare his support for the Russian October Revolution. He is also 
known as one of the two principal founders of the Chinese Com-
munist party and a leading architect of the ill-fated Communist 
alliance with the Kuomintang. Yet Li was perhaps less important as 
a Communist political leader than as a Chinese interpreter of Marx-
ist theory. He was the first to undertake the task of adapting 
Marxism to the Chinese environment. He not only introduced 
Marxist-Leninist ideas but was the harbinger of changes that were 
to come, for his writings foreshadowed the most explosive revolu-
tionary ideology of our time — the combination of a voluntaristic 
interpretation of Marxism and a militant nationalism. Li's interpre-
tation of Marxist doctrine profoundly influenced both the thought 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

and the actions of a whole generation of future Chinese Communist 
leaders. Not the least of these was his young assistant at the Peking 
University Library in the crucial winter months of 1 9 1 8 - 1 9 1 9 , Mao 
Tse-tung. 

This book is in part a study of the intellectual evolution of 
China's first Marxist, Li Ta-chao. It is also a study of the early 
reception and transformation of Marxist ideas in China. The chap-
ters which follow are concerned with Marxist theory as a philo-
sophic world view, as an interpretation of history and social change, 
and as a theory of revolution. Although some attention is paid to 
the manner in which Li Ta-chao's interpretation of Marxist doc-
trine was reflected in his political practice, no attempt is made to 
investigate in any detail the fluctuating "party line" and the polemi-
cal writings that were linked directly with the political strategy and 
internal disputes of the Chinese Communist party in the 1920's. 
The study begins with the assumption that Marxist theory qua 
theory has been (and still is) an historical force in its own right 
which has molded as well as reflected Chinese reality. It is further 
assumed that the various political strategies employed by the Chi-
nese Communist party were at least partially the product of the 
way in which Chinese Communist leaders understood and inter-
preted the inherited body of Marxist ideas. 

Some justification of this approach should be given since the 
validity of studying the Chinese Communist movement from the 
point of view of its Marxist ideas has frequently been brought into 
question. For orthodox Marxists, or for those whose view of Marx-
ism is orthodox, the significance of the changes that Marxist doc-
trine has undergone in the Chinese environment has seemed to lie 
in the distortions and deformities that have been inflicted upon the 
original theory; from this perspective it has been argued that there 
has never been a serious Marxist tradition in China worth consider-
ing. Others have treated Chinese Marxist ideology as no more than 
an elaborate rationalization designed to justify the power interests 
of a new ruling group. It has also been asserted that the history of 
Chinese Communism is a history of the triumph of pragmatic 
methods of organization and strategy over ideology, and that the 
inherited body of Marxist theory was thus largely irrelevant in the 
Chinese situation. 

Yet these and similar assertions, all of which would tend to deny 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

that the study of the Chinese Communist movement is the proper 
concern of the intellectual historian, ignore the truism that men 
make history and that men act, at least partially, on the basis of 
what they think. In the infinitely complex interrelationships be-
tween the consciousness of men and the historic situations in which 
they live, the study of ideas is one of several ways to approach 
historical experience as a whole. This proposition is no less valid for 
the history of China than elsewhere. Unless one chooses to believe 
that the modern history of China was predestined, Marxist theory 
must be granted an important role in setting the goals and condi-
tioning the responses of men to objective situations that permitted 
a variety of subjective choices. 

In the confrontation of Marxist theory with the Chinese environ-
ment, three general areas of interrelationship are evident. In each 
area Marxist theory merged imperceptibly into the historic situation, 
and the sharp distinction between theory and "objective" reality 
tended to break down. First, both the explicit and the implicit 
changes in Marxist doctrine can be seen as reflections of the Chinese 
historic situation of the 1920's and after. However, these changes 
were never reflections of objective Chinese reality; they were reflec-
tions of the images of reality held by Chinese Communists — 
images that were themselves conditioned by Marxist categories of 
thought. 

Second, Chinese Marxism can be understood as an attempt to 
rationalize Communist political practice, to obscure historical reali-
ties, and to conceal the implications of Chinese Communist practice 
for Marxist theory. Yet ideologies are not necessarily conscious 
deceptions. Myths are often taken for truths, which are converted 
into norms and profoundly influence thought and action. 

Finally, Marxism in China can be seen as a form of Utopian 
mentality — a radically new interpretation of history and society 
and a vision of the future — which has tended to transcend and 
transform the existing historic situation. This new body of ideas 
has served as a spur to political action to change China in accord-
ance with Marxist ideals. In the process the ideas and goals have 
themselves been conditioned by a variety of pre-existing cultural 
and intellectual factors, as well as by the practical possibilities for 
revolutionary action. Just as the influence of Marxism changed the 
Chinese intellectual's goals and his image of Chinese reality, so the 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

impact of that reality modified the content of the doctrines he em-
ployed and the ends to which they were put. 

The history of Marxist theory in China must be studied not only 
in terms of the complex interaction between the Chinese historic 
situation and the inherited body of Marxist ideas but in terms of 
the individual Marxist and his particular intellectual and emotional 
predispositions. The early Chinese Marxists were not formed in the 
same mold. They came to Communism for different reasons and by 
different roads, and their interpretations of Marxism were influ-
enced profoundly by their differing pre-Marxian intellectual ex-
periences and orientations. When they looked at the Chinese situa-
tion through the prism of the same doctrine, they saw different 
pictures. 

The pages that follow are concerned only with the way in which 
one Chinese Communist received, interpreted, and applied Marxist 
theory. But the problems that Li Ta-chao dealt with were con-
fronted by all the members of the early Chinese Marxist intelli-
gentsia. Those problems, and Li Ta-chao's response to them, are 
especially relevant to the manner in which Marxist theory has been 
treated by Li's one-time assistant librarian, Mao Tse-tung. 

Maurice Meisner 

Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences 
Stanford, California 
September 1966 
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C H R O N O L O G Y 

1888 October 6: Birth of Li Ta-chao in a village in Hopei. 
1 9 0 5 Li enters Yung-p'ing prefectural middle school. 
1 9 0 7 - Li becomes a student at the Peiyang College of Law and Political 
1 9 1 3 Science in Tientsin. 
1 9 1 1 - Revolution of 1 9 1 1 overthrows Ch'ing dynasty and establishes Chi-
1 9 1 2 nese republic. 
1 9 1 3 March: Assassination of Sung Chiao-jen and usurpation of power 

by Yüan Shih-k'ai. Summer: Li edits the newspaper Fa-yen pao in 
Peking. Autumn: Li leaves China to study at Waseda University 
in Tokyo. 

1 9 1 5 Ch'en Tu-hsiu founds the periodical Hsin ch'ing-nien (New 
youth); beginning of the New Culture movement. 

1 9 1 6 April: Li returns to China and becomes associated with T'ang Hua-
lung and the Chinputang (Progressive party) in Shanghai. June: 
Death of Yüan Shih-k'ai. Summer: Li appointed editor of Chinpu-
tang newspaper Ch'en-chung pao in Peking. September: Publication 
of Li's essay "Spring" in Hsin ch'ing-nien. October: Li breaks with 
T'ang Hua-lung and the Chinputang. 

1 9 1 7 January: Li appointed editor of the liberal newspaper Chia-yin 
jih-k'an in Peking. June: Li flees to Shanghai; becomes associated 
with the New Youth group. 

1 9 1 8 January: Li appointed to editorial board of Hsin ch'ing-nien. 
February: Li appointed chief librarian of Peking University. July: 
Li is first important Chinese intellectual to announce his support 
for the Russian October Revolution. September: Mao Tse-tung be-
comes Li's assistant at the Peking University Library; Li organizes 
the Marxist Research Society. November: Publication of Li's article 
"The Victory of Bolshevism" in Hsin ch'ing-nien. 

1 9 1 9 February: Li calls upon young Chinese intellectuals to "go to the 
villages." May: Publication of Li's "My Marxist Views"; beginning 
of May Fourth movement. Summer: "Problems and Isms" contro-
versy (L i Ta-chao versus Hu Shih); beginning of breakup of the 
New Youth group. Li begins a reinterpretation of Marxist theory. 

1920 Ch'en Tu-hsiu's conversion to Marxism and Communism. March: 
Li organizes Peking Society for the Study of Marxist Theory; 
Comintern agent Voitinsky arrives in Peking. May-December: Or-
ganization of local Communist groups in various cities in China. 

1 9 2 1 Debate on "industrialization and socialism" between Marxists and 
non-Marxian socialists. July: First Congress of Chinese Communist 
party held at Shanghai; official establishment of the CCP on a 
national basis. 

1 9 2 2 August: Li attends special plenary session of CCP central committee 
at Hangchow; Comintern representative Maring proposes CCP al-
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C H R O N O L O G Y 

liance with Kuomintang. Autumn: Li is first Communist to join 
Kuomintang. 

1923 February 7: Suppression of Peking-Hankow railroad worker's strike 
destroys main proletarian base of CCP in North China. June: Third 
Congress of Chinese Communist party meets at Canton and officially 
approves alliance with Kuomintang, of which Li Ta-chao is princi-
pal Communist advocate. 

1924 January: Li selected by Sun Yat-sen as the only Communist on the 
five-man presidium at the First National Congress of Kuomintang 
in Canton. June: Li goes to Moscow as head of the Chinese delega-
tion to the Fifth Comintern Congress and remains six months. 

1925 January: Sun Yat-sen discusses the unification of China with the 
Peking government. March: Death of Sun Yat-sen in Peking. De-
cember: Rise of the right-wing "Western Hills" faction of the 
Kuomintang in Peking; de facto collapse of the Kuomintang-Com-
munist alliance in North China; appearance of first part of Li's 
article "Land and the Peasants," signifying revival of his interest in 
the revolutionary potentialities of the peasantry. 

1926 January: Feng Yii-hsiang forced to retire from Peking; government 
under Tuan Ch'i-jui becomes increasingly anti-Communist. March: 
The March Eighteenth Massacre; suppression of Communist and 
left-wing Kuomintang organizations in Peking; Li takes sanctuary in 
the Soviet embassy in Peking. Summer: Publication of Li's article 
on the Red Spear Societies advocating armed peasant revolt. 

1927 April 6: Li arrested by troops of the warlord Chang Tso-lin in raid 
on Soviet embassy. April 12: Chiang K'ai-shek launches anti-Com-
munist campaign in Shanghai. April 28: Li Ta-chao executed in 
Peking. 
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PART  ONE

THE ORIGINS OF A CHINESE MARXIST





C H A P T E R I T H E E A R L Y Y E A R S 

THE PROVINCE of Hopei in Northeast China is one of the oldest 
centers of Chinese civilization — an area rich in historical tradition. 
During the fourth and fifth centuries B. c . the state of Yen, one of 
the seven contestants in the famous "Era of the Warring States," had 
its capital at the site of present-day Peking and covered roughly the 
area of modern Hopei. It was in the northeastern part of the former 
state of Yen, in the plains near the Yellow Sea, that Li Ta-chao was 
born on October 6, 1888. 

During Li's youth the traditional Chinese order was in an ad-
vanced stage of disintegration. The moribund Ch'ing dynasty, beaten 
into submission by the imperialist powers, was lingering ingloriously 
into its final two decades. New economic forces from abroad were 
undermining the old rural economic structure and intensifying the 
crisis of the traditional economy while preventing the employment 
of traditional methods for its solution. In the late 1890's reformers 
and then revolutionaries began preparing the final assaults that 
would soon bring about the complete collapse of the old order. With 
the end of the Manchu emperors went a more than two-thousand-
year-old bureaucratic system, which left a vacuum of power and 
ideology that only the Communists proved capable of filling. 

Even conservative Hopei province, the last stronghold of the 
archaic Ch'ing court, could not escape the onrush of the new forces. 
In 1878 the T'ang-shan coal mines in eastern Hopei became the first 
in China to introduce Western mining techniques. From the treaty 
port of Tientsin the influences of Western commerce, religion, and 
education radiated to the countryside. Especially after the suppres-
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O R I G I N S OF A C H I N E S E M A R X I S T 

sion of the Boxer Rebellion in 1900 the Western "new learning" 
became increasingly popular in the schools of Hopei province. 

Yet the ancient traditions persisted. The Chinese environment 
was still permeated by the Confucian belief that there were eternal 
human values, which were to be found in the corpus of classical 
literature and in the records of Chinese history. Young Li Ta-chao 
was influenced profoundly by the Chinese historical tradition and 
especially by the romantic tales of the legendary heroes of the Era 
of the Warring States. In his writings appear many allusions to the 
history of this turbulent age. Several of his early essays were writ-
ten in the style of Ch u Yüan's Li Sao (The lament), the famous 
poem of the third century B. c. in which the ill-fated statesman pas-
sionately revealed his deep sorrow over the fate of his land and his 
profound loyalty to the prince who had exiled him.1 The Confucian 
concepts of loyalty and public service, as symbolized in the heroic 
figure of Ch'ii Yiian, nurtured in Li a highly romantic temperament, 
a fierce Chinese patriotism, and a burning desire to serve his country 
and people. Li's later life illustrated how easily elements of this 
Chinese historical tradition could be used for radical and antitradi-
tionalist ends. 

Li Ta-chao was born in the village of Ta-hei-t'o in Lo-ting county. 
His father, a young farmer only nineteen years old when Li was 
born, died before his only child had reached his second birthday. 
A few months later Li Ta-chao's mother died.2 More than two 
decades later, in a composition entitled "My Autobiography" pre-
pared for an English language class in Tokyo, Li wrote, in imperfect 
English, of the tragic events of his childhood: "When I was just 
two years old my father died and next year my mother died also, 
leaving a baby who needed her very sadly, as I was without a brother 
and sister. Then I lived with my grandfather and grandmother and 
they left me lonely in the world until [when?] I was fifteen years 
old. How poor I was."3 

Despite the tragic tones of this recollection, the orphaned child 
appears to have been well treated by his grandparents, and his 
grandfather provided as best he could for his education. The ex-
perience of living with an elderly and apparently indulgent guard-
ian undoubtedly contributed much to the formation of Li Ta-chao's 
personality. In China, as in many other societies, the relationship of 
a grandparent to a grandchild is often particularly close and warm. 
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T H E E A R L Y Y E A R S 

This is especially true in situations where parental authority is 
absent.4 One may suppose that there were affectionate ties between 
the young Li and his grandparents, and that these ties were at least 
partly responsible both for the sympathy that Li later showed for 
older people and their traditions and for his generally warm and 
open temperament. In his adult years he was known by his fellow 
intellectuals as "a friend of everyone" and was regarded as a benevo-
lent and fatherly adviser by his student followers at Peking Univer-
sity.5 Even as a Communist, Li maintained close personal relation-
ships with many non-Communist intellectuals, avoided personal 
disputes, and within the party played the role of a conciliator rather 
than an authoritarian leader. However one may interpret the in-
fluences of Li's early upbringing on the development of his person-
ality, it seems clear that the sources of Li's political radicalism must 
be sought in factors other than those suggested by the peculiarly 
simplistic theory that men become revolutionaries because they are 
in revolt against parental authority. 

Li Ta-chao's early years were spent in a village though not in a 
wholly peasant environment. Like Mao Tse-tung, Li came from 
China's rural middle classes. His grandfather had in his younger 
days been engaged in commerce. With the capital he had managed 
to accumulate in trade he purchased land and became a small 
village landlord.® Since there were few for whom he had to provide, 
the grandfather was able to promote the education of his young 
ward. At the age of four Li began to attend a private village school, 
where he embarked upon the study of the Four Books, the Five 
Classics, and the traditional histories. In 1904 Li's grandfather died, 
but he left a portion of his modest estate to provide for his grandson's 
further education. The following year the sixteen-year old Li left 
his village home and enrolled in a prefectural middle school, where 
the traditional pattern of learning was combined with Western 
studies. In his English composition "My Autobiography" Li noted: 
"Next year [ 1905] I went to Yung Ping Fu to study the primer 
sciences in the middle school. It was the beginning of my English 
lesson and I spent two years time there." 7 

Li Ta-chao's private life, like his education, was cast in a tradi-
tional mold. When Li was eleven years old, his grandfather, in ac-
cordance with village custom, married him to a young girl with 
bound feet, named Ch'ao Chi-lan, the daughter of a neighboring 
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O R I G I N S OF A C H I N E S E M A R X I S T 

peasant.8 Unlike most of the arranged marriages among the future 
members of the Western-educated intelligentsia — marriages that 
sometimes ended in divorce or more often in desertion — Li grew 
devoted to Chi-lan, who bore him six children.9 It was characteristic 
of Li to adapt himself to the traditional way of things unless the 
most compelling reasons dictated otherwise. 

Despite the traditional pattern of Li Ta-chao's early life, it was 
no longer possible in the last decade of the nineteenth century to be 
educated in Confucian values without being aware of the challenge 
to those values posed by the intrusion of outside forces. During the 
period that young Li was being trained in the ancient classics, the 
battered Chinese Empire suffered its greatest humiliation — the 
disastrous defeat of 1895 at the hands of a modernized Japanese 
army. This shock was followed by the near partition of China among 
the foreign powers, by the abortive reform movement of Western-
influenced politicians in 1898, and by the Boxer Rebellion of 1899-
1900, bringing the intervention of foreign armies to suppress the 
Boxers. By the end of the nineteenth century the pressures had 
become too great to ignore. Even a young boy being trained in the 
belief that "the ways of Heaven do not change" could hardly fail to 
notice that the "ways of Heaven" were indeed profoundly altered. 

Because of the dramatic events of these formative years, Li's 
response to the Confucian value system was of a different character 
from that of the intellectuals of the previous generation. Those who 
were born before the 1880's and who reached maturity before the 
disasters of 1895 and afterward, were still, as youths, largely in-
sulated from the direct impact of the foreign impingement while 
they were being trained in the Confucian classics and being innoc-
ulated with the old aspirations for official careers. Only after they 
had reached maturity did many of them become fully aware of the 
challenge posed to the traditional order. Whether their response was 
to defend doggedly the tradition against the menace from abroad, 
to attempt to reconcile traditional values with "Western learning," 
or to advocate all-out Westernization, they all remained preoccupied 
with the fate of traditional values and institutions. Even the future 
Marxist Ch'en Tu-hsiu, who was born in 1879 — nine years before 
Li Ta-chao — was continually concerned with the role of traditional 
ethics and ideas in modern Chinese life. Ch'en's response was en-
tirely negative. He looked upon the persistence of old ideas and 
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T H E E A R L Y Y E A R S 

habits as the main obstacle to the reformation of Chinese society 
and to the survival of the Chinese nation. Yet the very intensity of 
his assault on traditional values and his strident calls for Western-
ization reflected the influence that those values once exerted on him. 

For Li the confrontation between the traditional world view and 
the modern West did not appear in so sharp a form because the 
events of 1 8 9 5 and after had made that confrontation apparent be-
fore he could become so deeply immersed in the traditional culture. 
Because his original attachment to traditional values was not as 
deep-rooted, his reaction against them was not as severe. Li's intel-
lectual development was indeed influenced by traditional modes of 
thought and language, but they never became a burden upon him. 
He was concerned but never obsessed with the question of the rele-
vance of the Chinese tradition to the modern world, and thus he felt 
relatively free to dissect the tradition, to accept or reject its various 
parts, and to use what he accepted as he saw fit. 

Nor could Li have ever seriously aspired to an official career. In 
1905, the very year that Li entered the middle school in Yung-p'ing-
fu, the Empress Dowager abolished the antiquated civil service 
examination system, without providing for any other regular means 
of bureaucratic recruitment. It was no longer possible for Chinese 
students to study the Confucian canon with the expectation that 
such studies might lead to an official career. This development ac-
celerated the formation of a new, nontechnical intelligentsia that 
was politically oriented like the older scholar class but, unlike its 
predecessor, alienated from the existing organs of political power. 
Whereas the members of the earlier generation had usually looked 
upon attendance at a school of Western learning as a painful alterna-
tive to a traditional education and an official career, Li must have 
considered the acquisition of a Western education as the preferred 
alternative. 

One event of Li's youth that influenced his intellectual develop-
ment in a quite different way was the Boxer Rebellion, which orig-
inated in neighboring Shantung province and reached its climax in 
his native province of Hopei. The mass antiforeignism that the 
Boxer movement reflected, and the even stronger antiforeign senti-
ments that were aroused when the Boxers were suppressed with the 
intervention of foreign armies, did not escape the attention of young 
Li. Powerful antiforeign strains appeared prominently in his early 
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essays and never disappeared completely from his world view. Un-
like his future Communist colleague Chen Tu-hsiu, who saw in the 
Boxers only the most backward and reactionary elements in the 
Chinese environment,10 Li later interpreted the Boxer Rebellion as 
one of the glorious chapters in the history of the Chinese people's 
struggle against imperialism. 

In 1907 after two years in middle school Li determined to use 
what remained of the money left him by his grandfather to pursue 
Western studies in the treaty port of Tientsin. Rejecting the possibil-
ities of entering military, medical, or banking schools, Li took ex-
aminations for the Peiyang College of Law and Political Science 
(Pei-yang fa-cheng chuan-men hsiieh-hsiao), a school modeled on 
modern Japanese educational methods. It is said that his wife, who 
remained in her village home while Li pursued his education, en-
couraged him in his plans to go to Tientsin.11 

Li spent the six years from 1907 to 1 9 1 3 m Tientsin. He majored 
in political economy and studied Japanese and English. By choosing 
not to pursue a technical or scientific education, he deliberately cut 
himself off from the professional opportunities afforded by the 
newly developing economic forces. Instead, he cast his lot with the 
emerging group of young intellectuals who rejected practical pro-
fessional pursuits and who, like their Confucian predecessors, were 
predisposed to public life and service. 

While Li was studying in Tientsin, there occurred the stirring 
events of 1 9 1 1 - 1 2 that finally destroyed the traditional monarchy. 
Li was profoundly inspired by the hope for a new and powerful 
China that the republic promised. This hope soon turned to despair, 
however, as the republican constitution was perverted by the tyran-
ny and chaos of warlordism. 

After the fall of the Ch'ing dynasty the problem facing young 
intellectuals concerned with the fate of China was no longer the old 
dilemma of whether the interests of the state could be reconciled 
with the preservation of Confucian values, for one could no longer 
seriously seek a solution for China's problems within the framework 
of the traditional value system. It soon became equally clear that one 
could no longer offer one's loyalties to the Chinese state, for in the 
confusion of warlordism responsible political authority had virtually 
ceased to exist. The first need was to create out of the chaos left by 
the Manchus a new social and political order that would be worthy 
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of loyalty and service. Whereas many leading intellectuals of Li's 
generation felt that the first task in building a new order was the 
introduction of new social and cultural values, Li's instincts were 
basically political. He was committed to the ideal that the duty of the 
intellectual is to serve his country and people, and he could conceive 
of no other way of doing so except through political activity. 

Li not only committed himself to political participation at an early 
point in his intellectual development, but also clearly thought of 
living for politics rather than off of it. For Li politics was a passion 
rather than a career. Throughout his life his major concern was the 
salvation of China, and his image of his own role in political life was 
one of national service and individual sacrifice. The ideal of service 
was romantically associated in Li's mind with the heroes of the 
Chinese past, particularly Ch u Yüan, whom Li often contrasted 
with his contemporaries who "hanker after wealth and power." In 
his famous essay "Spring," written early in 1916,12 Li described 
"seekers after profit and position" as "ants grubbing for grease or 
moths fluttering around a flame; they devote most of their lives to 
the search for these things. Straining forward under the incubus of 
wealth and power, they are bound to stagger and fall. The greater 
their wealth and power, the less able they are to retain their youth." 13 

In 1919, shortly after he had announced his conversion to Com-
munism, Li once more defined the goals of political participation in 
tones that invoked the heroic image of the martyr Ch'ii Yüan: "The 
aim of human life is to develop one's own life, but there are times 
when the development of life necessitates the sacrifices of life. This 
is because there are times when ardent sacrifice can extend the 
beauty of life further than normal development . . . Tragic mel-
odies usually make the most exciting music. The life of superior 
attainment always lies in ardent sacrifice." 14 

In the years 1912-13 Li's political interests drew him into jour-
nalistic activities. He took a leading part in the organization of the 
Peiyang Legal and Political Study Society, an organization of stu-
dents in Tientsin whose purpose was to investigate political and 
social problems. Yü I, Li's close friend during his years in Tientsin, 
wrote of Li that when the members of the organization proposed the 
creation of Yen-chih tsa-chih (Statesman magazine) "in order to 
express the ideas that have accumulated in us over the years, you 
[Li] rose up from among the group to plan and manage this maga-
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zine with me." Through Yen-chih tsa-chih Li first began to make his 
mark upon the new intellectual and political scene. Several of his 
articles were reprinted in popular newspapers and journals early in 
1 9 1 3 . In the summer of that year, following his graduation from 
the Peiyang school, he went to Peking to edit the newspaper Fa-
yen pao.15 In addition to his journalistic ventures, Li was engaged in 
translating Japanese books and articles during his last two years in 
Tientsin. These included a long treatise on Chinese international 
law and an interpretation of the principles of Tolstoy,16 whose writ-
ings influenced Li's early intellectual development. 

Li's political ideas during the first years of the republic consisted 
of a rather uncertain mixture of Confucian moral precepts and 
Western liberal constitutional theory. He expressed a faith in the 
efficacy of good rulers and a belief that China needed a political 
system that would express the "will of the people." Like many other 
Chinese intellectuals of the early republican era, Li was totally 
unprepared for the realities of political power. The monarchy was 
gone, but he had only the dimmest idea of how the new China was 
to be reorganized politically. While in Tientsin, Li read widely in 
nineteenth-century European constitutional and democratic theory. 
He spoke vaguely of the sovereignty of the people and the desirabil-
ity of representative government. He debated the question of 
whether China should have a unicameral or bicameral legislature,17 

and he deplored the fact that the bureaucratic patterns of the Ch'ing 
had carried over into the republic.18 But he had few firm ideas about 
what the new order in China should look like, and even less to offer 
in the way of specific proposals to bring it about. In 1 9 1 3 he could 
say little more than that political party activity should be based upon 
the principle of "making our country stronger and the people pros-
perous." In many respects his political thought was still tied to the 
traditional concept that a good social order consisted of prosperous 
peasants and virtuous rulers: "The basis of wealth and strength lies 
in the support of the peasants, the conduct of commerce, and the 
granting of benefits to the workers. What is produced by the peasants 
is completed by the workers and circulated by the traders . . . If 
we had a good government, then in less than ten years there would 
be abundance."19 

The advocacy of "wealth and strength" or fu-ch'tang, which ap-
peared frequently in Li's essays of this period, was a common theme 
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in the writings of Chinese reformers of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. The term fu-ch'iang was traditionally used by 
those who were primarily concerned with the necessity of strength-
ening the power of the state. Li was also very much concerned with 
the strength of the Chinese nation and its ability to withstand the 
onslaught of the "evil foreigners." However, he expressed equal 
concern for the welfare of the people, which he did not identify 
solely with the interests of the state. Li expressed the idea of fu-
ch'iang in an almost Populist context, in which "the people" were 
conceived as a single, indivisible entity and the state as a continual 
threat to the "natural" social life of the people. His essay "The Great 
Grief," written early in 1 9 1 3 , was subtitled "Grief for that which 
has been lost by the people." What had been lost was their "natural 
freedom of social relationships" Qt'ien-chth tzu-yu), which had been 
usurped by "those who rule the state." This usurpation, Li argued, 
was a millenial process that began with the Ch'in dynasty in the 
third century B. C., was intensified under the "dictatorship of for-
eign tribes" (i.e., the Manchus), and was further aggravated by the 
tyranny of the provincial viceroys and local warlords who seized 
power after 19 1 1 . 2 0 

This argument was no doubt partly inspired by the orthodox 
Confucian view that the state should not interfere with the produc-
tive activities of the people. Li was not interested, however, in the 
resurrection of the traditional Confucian order, and this particular 
traditional conception led him to very nontraditional ideas — first 
to the notion of popular sovereignty as a means of protecting the 
people from the state, and then to a full-blown Populist strain. 

The year 1 9 1 3 inaugurated a half-decade of deep disappointment 
and profound pessimism among the members of China's newly 
emerging Westernized intelligentsia. During this period they with-
drew from or refused to enter public life, often went abroad as 
students or exiles, and devoted themselves to study and writing. The 
fragile structure of the republic, born with such high hopes the year 
before, had collapsed within a matter of months, and free rein was 
given to what Ch'en Tu-hsiu later described as China's "three evils" 
— politicians, bureaucrats, and warlords. Among the latter, the 
most ominous was Yiian Shih-k'ai, who had replaced Sun Yat-sen as 
president of the republic in March 19 12 . A year later, on March 20, 
1 9 1 3 , Yiian's henchmen assassinated Sung Chiao-jen, a leader of 
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the newly organized Kuomintang. By the summer of 1913 the in-

creasingly dictatorial and terroristic character of the Yiian regime 

provoked Sun himself into an abortive revolt and subsequent exile. 

T h e spectacle of the cynicism and corruption that characterized 

Chinese political life under the Yiian regime filled Li with such 

despair that he expressed the fear that "our country will be de-

stroyed and our people will not produce another generation."21 T h e 

Revolution of 1 9 1 1 , he wrote, had been the work of martyrs who 

died for their country in order to "achieve good and save the people": 

If one asks why they struggled and sacrificed their lives, it can be said 
that it was for the benefit of the people and to obtain the blessings of a 
republic. Our people appreciate the righteousness of these martyrs and 
their deeds are deeply imbedded in our hearts. We understand the 
virtuousness of their wills . . . But arrogant and evil rascals have 
taken the flesh and blood of the martyrs to adorn their faces . . . and 
they dare to say to the people that 'we strongly support you people who 
are creating the benefits of the republic.' Alas! Our martyrs are dead 
and the rascals are boasting . . . The republic is the republic, yet how 
can it be said that blessings have come to the people? 22 

Not only had the republic failed to mitigate the evils of the old 

system, but it seemed to have intensified these evils: 

Before the revolution [our people] owed their loyalty to a single dicta-
torial monarch; now, after the revolution, they owe their loyalty to 
dozens of dictatorial viceroys . . . The former excessive authority of 
the single dictatorial monarch, whose power was spread throughout the 
various provinces, did not equal that of today's viceroy and therefore 
the suffering of the people was comparatively light. Today the excessive 
authority of a single dictatorial viceroy is double that of the former 
monarchs, their power is concentrated in one province, and thus the 
suffering of the people is even heavier than before.23 

Although Li held resolutely to the belief that China could be 

saved through the political participation of dedicated men willing 

to serve their country unselfishly, his search for firm political loyal-

ties was beset with endless frustrations. He was torn by the conflict 

between the need for a strong government to bring order out of the 

chaos in the republic and the fear that a strong state would suppress 

the "natural freedom" of the people. T h e need for order prompted 

Li to support the government of Yiian Shih-k'ai during the first 

year of his presidency. T h e Peiyang Legal and Political Study So-

ciety was, in fact, closely associated with Yiian. It received the finan-
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cial support of the government and served as a political training 
ground for young intellectuals who later joined the entourages of 
Yüan and other northern warlords.24 Although Li did not follow this 
particular bureaucratic path, he later indirectly acknowledged his 
early support for Yiian when he wrote Yüan "rose to power when 
he followed the peoples will and was destroyed when he betrayed 
the peoples will." 25 It is not exactly clear when Li came to the con-
clusion that Yiian was betraying the will of the people, but the 
assassination of Sung Chiao-jen seems to have finally destroyed 
whatever hopes he had in the existing regime. 

Li's early support for Yiian Shih-k'ai did not seem to him incon-
sistent with a sympathy for the principles of Sun Yat-sen. Although 
it is highly unlikely that at the time of the Revolution of 1911 Li 
was a member of Sun's revolutionary organization, the T'ung-meng 
hui (Alliance society), as some Communist accounts have claimed,26 

his earliest writings of 1912 and 1913 suggest that he admired Sun 
and particularly Sun's close associate Sung Chiao-jen. His early essays 
stressed the need for min-sheng or "peoples livelihood," a traditional 
term that Sun had appropriated for one of his "Three Principles of 
the People." Li wrote of the evils wrought by the departed Manchu 
rulers in the same racialistic tones that characterized Sun's writings. 
The assassination of Sung Chiao-jen inspired a bitter essay in which 
Li passionately mourned Sung's death. He described Sung as one 
of the "most virtuous and heroic men of our age" and attributed 
his death not simply to the hand of the assassin but to the moral 
corruption of Chinese society.27 

Li's admiration for Sun Yat-sen and Sung Chiao-jen in 1912-13 
did not extend to the Kuomintang as a whole, however. A major 
theme in his writings of these early years was the accusation that 
the political factionalism and opportunism of "party politicians" 
was responsible for the disorderly and corrupt character of Chinese 
life under the republic. Most prominent among "party politicians" 
were the members of the Kuomintang, many of whom had compro-
mised with, and some of whom had been corrupted by, the increas-
ingly repressive regime of Yiian Shih-k'ai. 

Li's antipathy to "party politicians" and his disillusionment with 
the republic under Yiian did not draw him to the most radical 
Chinese political current of this period — the anarchist movement. 
He clearly made known his opposition to both the methods and the 
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philosophy of anarchism in two essays written in the spring and 
summer of 1913 . In "Assassination and Social Morality" Li dealt 
with the question of terrorism. His basic argument against the 
anarchists (at least those who advocated terrorism) was that assas-
sination was justified as a weapon against tyrants only when the 
level of social morality was high, such as he assumed it had been 
during the Era of the Warring States or even during the years when 
Chinese patriots were struggling to throw off the Manchu yoke. 
But when social morality disintegrated, terrorism became a purely 
destructive, unprincipled, and irrational phenomenon. "Since the 
Celestial Empire has regained independence," Li repeatedly empha-
sized, "the decline of our public morality has been [as rapid as] the 
descent of a river into the sea." Terrorism then expressed the worst 
aspects of Chinese society and inspired the most evil instincts of 
men; the former revolutionary terrorist heroes had become mur-
derers. "How could it have been known," Li cried, "that the very 
people who earlier tried to destroy the enemies of the people would 
now be killing our patriots, that those who formerly brought merit 
to the republic would now be the scourge of the republic?"28 

Li's basic antipathy to the anarchist point of view became further 
evident in his "Essay on Right and Wrong." There he took a rather 
conservative, almost Confucian, approach to the problem of freedom 
and order. He argued that the post-1911 reaction against the re-
straints imposed by the Manchu regime had gone to extremes. As a 
result, standards of right and wrong had become confused, and a 
multitude of political factions had arisen to engage in a partisan 
struggle that threatened the nation with fragmentation. "I am sad-
dened," Li wrote, "that from the bloody waves of the revolution 
there have hardly come forth even a few men who are capable of 
managing the affairs of the nation . . . amidst the disorders of 
China there is not even one perfect man [wan jen]."29 

These views point to the second of the two contradictory strands 
that marked Li's approach to the problem of political authority. 
On the one hand, he tended to view with suspicion the intrusion 
of political power upon the "natural" condition of man's social life. 
On the other hand, as the "Essay on Right and Wrong" suggested, he 
was concerned as much with the search for order and national unity 
as with the revolt against authoritarian social and political restraints. 
Li seemed to be arguing that there were times when freedom must 

1 2 



T H E E A R L Y Y E A R S 

be subordinated to maintaining the fabric of the nation, particularly 
when the nation was threatened from without (it was doubtless this 
latter view that lay behind Li's early support for Yiian Shih-k'ai). 
Although these conflicting strands could to some extent be recon-
ciled in the idea of popular sovereignty towards which Li was grop-
ing at this time, both remained prominent and contradictory features 
of his attitude toward political authority. 

The point to be emphasized is that Li found terrorism and the 
anarchist impulse inconsistent with the needs of China in the 
chaotic conditions of the post-Manchu period. When the Ch'ing 
dynasty still exercised despotic authority, anarchism appeared as a 
reasonable response to the political situation. Indeed, in the early 
years of the century the influences of anarchist thought had been 
widespread among the members of the Chinese revolutionary intel-
ligentsia. But the fall of the Ch'ing dynasty transformed the environ-
ment and created the new milieu from which the first Chinese 
Marxists emerged. The Chinese intellectuals of the second decade 
of the twentieth century were faced not with the power of an 
authoritarian bureaucratic state but with overwhelming political 
chaos and social disintegration. Although many were in revolt 
against the remaining restraints of the Confucian past, they were 
also motivated by a quest for order and unity. After 1911 anarchism 
was no longer a dynamic force in radical intellectual circles. In a 
society searching for order amidst chaos the anarchist impulse had 
become anachronistic. The birth of Marxism in China, in fact, 
owed more to the Western liberal and democratic tradition (more 
precisely, to disillusionment with that tradition) than to the earlier 
anarchist movement.80 

Nevertheless, anarchists and their intellectual influences were 
still present after 1911 , and many future Chinese Communists, 
including Mao Tse-tung, were influenced by anarchist theories at 
one time or another.31 Yet the nature of many of these influences 
illustrates a characteristic phenomenon in the history of the modern 
Chinese intelligentsia: the selective borrowing of particular ideas 
from many different Western ideologies for purposes that were often 
far removed from the premises upon which they were based. Li Ta-
chao, for example, looked with great favor upon Kropotkin's theory 
of "mutual aid"; but the influence of Kropotkin was most strongly 
evident only after Li had already declared himself a Marxist in 
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19 19 , and he then used the idea of "mutual aid" for the explicit 
purpose of reinterpreting the Marxist theory of class struggle. 

Insofar as Li had developed political ties by mid-1913, they were 
with the newly formed constitutionalist group, the Chinputang 
(Progressive party), which was then in an uneasy alliance with the 
Yüan Shih-k'ai regime. His association with this rather conservative 
group was in part the product of an intellectual affinity, for Li was 
then genuinely attracted to the liberal constitutional philosophy 
propagated by the leaders of the Chinputang; in part it was based 
on the more mundane bond of the financial patronage of T'ang 
Hua-lung, a well-known constitutional monarchist who after the 
Revolution of 1 9 1 1 had become a principal founder (along with 
Liang Ch'i-ch'ao) of the Chinputang. Li's early political inclinations 
had attracted the attention of T'ang Hua-lung when Li was still a 
student in Tientsin. T'ang had helped to support Li during his last 
two years at college in Tientsin, and T'ang's financial aid enabled 
him to go to Japan to study in the autumn of 1913 . 3 2 

However, while Li had rejected the anarchists and the Kuomin-
tang, he was also unwilling to commit himself fully to the Chin-
putang. Since the Chinputang was less a political party than a loose 
grouping of parliamentary politicians, it could hardly have seemed 
to Li the most suitable instrument to express the long suppressed 
"will of the people" that he so ardently championed. By the spring 
of 1 9 1 3 the prospects for constructive political participation seemed 
utterly hopeless. Recurrent in his essays of this period is the theme 
of rapacious politicians plundering the republic and cynically sacri-
ficing the interests of the nation to their selfish ends. Radical and 
conservative politicians seemed equally guilty. Li described the con-
servatives as "hypocritical and evil bureaucrats" and the radicals 
as "barbarian and ill-behaved insurrectionists," while the moderates 
were only "waiting for a place between the two to feed like 
chickens."33 

Li's despair grew so great that at one point he appears to have 
considered retreating into the Buddhist "Pure Land" sect, a popular 
monastic sect with a simple doctrine of salvation that had tradi-
tionally appealed to Chinese during times of trouble. In his brief 
autobiographical sketch he noted: "During my stay in Peking [in 
the summer of 1 9 1 3 ] I envied the life of a pure society in a fit of 
misanthropic thought. In the nick of time, my friend [s] wanted me 
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to come to Tokyo to continue our studying with them."34 Li was 
rescued from the Buddhists not only by his classmates but also by 
T'ang Hua-lung, who provided the money for him to pursue his 
education abroad. But although Li accepted T'ang's financial assist-
ance, he did not accept T'ang's political philosophy. Filled with the 
deepest intellectual and political doubts, and impelled by the hope-
lessness of the internal political situation, Li embarked for Japan 
in September 1 9 1 3 . In a farewell letter Li's friend Yü I described 
his motivations: "you looked at yourself and felt inadequate, and 
thus you want to go to Japan to study social and economic problems, 
investigate the sources of the poverty of the people, and how to sup-
press the powerful and help the weak, thereupon to return to serve 
virtue and help the people . . . Your aims are high . . . How 
can I hinder your departure?" 35 

Politics in Japan 

In the autumn of 1 9 1 3 Li enrolled in the department of political 
economy at Waseda University. He lived in the YMCA Chinese 
students' dormitory at Waseda and enrolled in an English language 
class taught by Arthur G. Robinson, an American YMCA worker.36 

During the nearly three years he studied in Japan, he became fully 
exposed to the ideas of the West. His interests, however, were more 
political than academic, and he regarded himself as an exile as 
much as a student. As he wrote in 19 14 , "Today in China our plans 
and methods cannot be victorious; all we can do is study."37 When 
the political situation seemed ripe, he was to hurry back to China 
without waiting to receive his degree. 

In Tokyo he worked closely with the Chung-hua ko-ming-tang 
(Chinese revolutionary party), the secret organization established 
by Sun Yat-sen after he fled to Japan following the failure of his 
revolt against Yiian Shih-k'ai in July 1 9 1 3 . With the support of 
members of the revolutionary party, Li organized the Shen-chou 
hsiieh-hui (China study society), which attempted to mobilize 
Chinese students in Japan against the Yiian dictatorship.38 

During Li's years in Tokyo the nationalist and antiforeign senti-
ments that had been nurtured by the experiences of his youth burst 
fully forth. The environment of Japan was no doubt an important 
factor in stimulating the development of nationalist feelings. De-
spite China's humiliating defeat in the War of 1894-95, Chinese 
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intellectuals still widely admired Japan as an Asian nation that had 
successfully resisted the political and economic impingement of 
the West and which had, in fact, inflicted a decisive military defeat 
upon a great European power (Russia) in 1905. When in 1 9 1 5 
Japan finally revealed herself as the most ruthless and aggressive of 
the imperialist powers threatening China, this admiration was trans-
formed into a fiery anger, which was expressed in violently nation-
alistic outbursts. 

Even before 19 15 , however, Li was unable to resist the tempta-
tion to put his nationalist views in print. The immediate occasion 
was the expression in 1 9 1 4 of the views of Yiian Shih-k'ai's "con-
stitutional adviser," Dr. Frank Goodnow, an American professor of 
political science, who argued that because of political traditions and 
social customs the Chinese were ill-adapted to participate in repre-
sentative government and that for the present, at least, a monarchi-
cal form of government was more in tune with China's needs. Li 
responded with an angry article in Chia-yin tsa-chih (Tiger mag-
azine), in which he accused all foreigners of being incapable of 
understanding China. However sincere foreigners might be, he 
declared, they were unable to escape their own national limitations, 
and their views on China were superficial at best and frequently 
harmful: 

Today our people feel that they are able to discuss the national condition 
[of China] with the Japanese Ariga Nagao and the American Goodnow. 
I do not presume to judge the scholastic abilities of these two gentlemen. 
But I do know that Mr. Goodnow's discussion of the condition of the 
nation necessarily follows [the interests of] America . . . and the 
national condition of China in the eyes of an American is not our own 
simple and true view of the condition of the nation. Mr. Ariga's discus-
sion of the condition of the nation necessarily is in accord with [the 
interests of] Japan . . . Fortunately there is only an American and a 
Japanese discussing the national condition and thus there are only two 
different views about the new provisional constitution. If we had a great 
deal of money we could open houses and build buildings to invite the 
doctors of philosophy of the various nations to come to engage in skilful 
debate with each other, write articles . . . and applaud each other 
while they discussed the condition of our nation . . . Then China 
could be divided up according to the plans of the [foreign] scholars.39 

Li continued, "The relations between nations are antagonistic, and 
this causes foreigners to be prejudiced and filled with hate; if they 

1 6 



T H E EARLY YEARS 

are loyal to their own [countries] they cannot be loyal to other 
[countries]." Thus, he proclaimed, "the national condition cannot 
be discussed with foreigners." Especially galling was the assump-
tion that China was inferior to Japan: "If the Japanese have the 
ability to participate in government, why is it that we alone do 
not?" 40 

Li buttressed his argument against Goodnow with a lengthy inter-
pretation of Chinese history and the nature of the traditional 
Chinese state. Traditional Chinese society, he argued, was based 
upon clan ties and village organization. As a result, the power and 
organization of the state was very limited; except for the collection 
of taxes and the administration of justice, the state did not interfere 
in the lives of the people. Under these conditions there was little 
reason for people to develop an interest in political affairs. As long 
as China remained insulated from outside forces, the clan-based 
society and the traditional political system were able to persist. But 
with the intrusion of the West, the military, financial, and admin-
istrative responsibilities of the state became increasingly heavy. 
"Previously the people had little interest in politics, and the utiliza-
tion of the power of the state in regard to the individual was light; 
now the duties and responsibilities have become momentous . . . 
and the activities of the people are entirely linked up with the state." 
Li regarded this intrusion of the state as a major cause of the 
Revolution of 1911; having been forced to submit to the control of 
various governmental organs, the people had risen up to demand 
political power and representative government.41 

In Li's discussion there was a curious nostalgia for the stability 
of the old system, an almost Rousseauist aversion to the intrusion 
of the state upon the natural condition of society. This attitude 
was still within the bounds of the Confucian world-view. But Li's 
overall response was hardly a Confucian response. He called not 
for the elimination of the expanded role of the state and a return to 
the past but rather for popular control of the new state power. 
Although in responding to what he regarded as an attack by a 
foreigner upon the national traditions of China, Li felt compelled 
to defend tradition, he knew that there was no turning back. "Un-
fortunately," he observed, "there is now no power in the world that 
can resist the tendency of the times." 42 For better or worse, the old 
society had been destroyed by the forces of the modern world, the 
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power of the state had expanded to meet the new conditions, and 
a representative republic was necessary both to defend the rights 
of the people against the power of the state and to ensure China's 
security in a hostile world. 

One important stimulus in the development of modern Chinese 
nationalism was Japan's presentation of the infamous "Twenty-One 
Demands" to the government of Yiian Shih-k'ai. Taking advantage 
of the involvement of the Western powers in the First World War, 
the Okuma government in a secret memorandum, delivered in 
January 1915, demanded what amounted to a political and eco-
nomic protectorate over all China. When the contents of the note 
became known early in the spring, anti-Japanese feeling among 
Chinese students and intellectuals reached fever pitch. Nowhere 
was the indignation more intense than among Chinese students in 
Japan. Four thousand students immediately laid down their books 
and returned to China en masse as a sign of protest.43 Those who 
remained were no less eager to demonstrate their resentment. Li 
Ta-chao, who at the time was a member of the editorial committee 
of the Association of Chinese Students in Japan (Liu-Jih hsiieh-
sheng tsung-hui) was asked to write a letter of protest on behalf 
of the association. Li's long manifesto, entitled "A Letter of Ad-
monition to the Elders of the Nation," was sent to the central govern-
ment in Peking. Shortly before, he had also written a historical 
survey of Sino-Japanese relations, whose purpose was revealed in 
its title, "To Rouse the Courage of the Citizens. A Record to Com-
memorate the Humiliation of the Nation." 

In these essays Li's nationalist emotions culminated in a chau-
vinistic outburst that exalted the traditional superiority of China 
and deplored all foreign influences. "For more than four thousand 
years," Li cried, "our people have stood in a superior position, the 
ways of heaven did not change and the race continued to flourish 
. . . How brilliant is the past and how withered the present." 
Whereas Japanese imperialism was the immediate object of attack, 
the plight of China was attributed to all foreigners. "Even in our 
sleep we cannot forget that the misfortunes which have befallen 
our lost nation have come with the guns of the Europeans." 44 

The two essays were replete with references to the "traditional 
glorious history of our ancestors," the need to seek national revenge, 
and the desire to be able "to face without guilt our ancestors since 
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the time of Huang Ti" — all of which were suggestive of the old 
conservative rallying cry to "expel the barbarians." But these 
melodramatic visions of the glories of the past and the perfidy of 
foreigners were curiously mingled with a sense of national shame — 
"a shame so large that it covers the heavens" — suggesting that the 
deficiencies of the Chinese themselves were also responsible for the 
plight of China. As to what these deficiencies were, Li could say 
very little. He had previously lamented the moral decline of China 
after the Revolution of 1 9 1 1 ; now he could only repeat his charges 
about the shameful behavior of the republican politicians and ob-
serve that the people of China had not yet experienced "a self-
awakening." He was fearful, moreover, that the coming generation 
of young Chinese would "look at us as we today look at the past 
generation." 45 

One thought that frequently troubled Li at this time was the 
notion of wang-kuo (literally, loss of state or nation). In classical 
literature wang-kuo usually referred to the downfall of a dynasty. 
Li employed the term in an entirely nationalistic fashion to express 
both his fear of foreign conquest and his apprehension that China 
stood on the brink of losing its very nationhood. As contemporary 
examples of wang-kuo, he pointed to not only the colonization of 
India, Vietnam, and Korea but also the dilemma of the Jews. "The 
Jews are a lost people who dream about recovering their country; 
intellectuals and well-to-do businessmen write ardent articles and 
spend vast sums of money to seek a land where they can collect and 
settle their people . . . [but] to no avail." 46 The example of the 
Jews may not have been relevant to the condition of China but it 
did suggest the extent of Li's despair. 

The bitterly antiforeign passions that marked Li's reactions to 
the Twenty-One Demands should be distinguished from the older 
Chinese antiforeignism that was intimately tied to the defense of 
traditional Chinese cultural and intellectual values. The anti-
foreign element in Li's thought did not necessarily demand a defense 
of old traditions. The painful transition from "culturalism" to na-
tionalism, which had wracked the earlier generation of the Chinese 
intelligentsia,47 had not disturbed Li's intellectual development. 
From the very beginning of his mature intellectual life his basic 
loyalities had been to China as a nation and a people rather than to 
the particular values and beliefs of the past. Thus, the antiforeign 
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strain in his thought merged with and reinforced his modern na-
tionalist commitment to the survival and power of the Chinese nation 
in a world of contending nation-states; it never came into conflict 
with that commitment. 

The more chauvinistic passions that were inspired in Li by the 
events of 19 14 and 1 9 1 5 shortly gave way to a more restrained 
view of the relationship between China and the foreign powers and 
a growing realization that the real problem was not so much foreign 
intrusion as China's response to it. Li never again expressed his 
nationalist feelings in as extreme a manner, even though nationalism 
with a strongly antiforeign strain remained central to his thought — 
the prism through which he looked at all the ideas and ideologies 
of the West, including Marxism. 

As a nationalist whose overriding concern was the survival and 
resurrection of the Chinese nation, Li found it possible to be both 
antiforeign and yet eager to learn from the foreigners the secrets 
of national success. Thus, despite the dominance of a still con-
servative and tradition-oriented nationalism, his mind was by no 
means closed to the ideas of the West. In Japan the new ideas 
came with such dizzying rapidity that it is almost impossible to follow 
accurately the process of their reception or to weigh their real 
impact. A characteristic feature of modern Chinese intellectual 
history is that the members of the intelligentsia felt impelled to 
assimilate within a few years alien ideas based upon centuries of 
intellectual evolution. Driven by their overriding concern with 
the problem of China's survival, as well as by their own unsatisfied 
intellectual and emotional needs, the young intellectuals were dis-
posed to seek out and consider as many new ideas and ideologies 
as possible. In their eagerness to absorb all that the West had to 
offer, they picked up almost simultaneously bits and pieces of vari-
ous, often contradictory ideologies. The intellectual life of this 
period was not so much a process of shifting from one all-embracing 
philosophy to another as of experimenting with and selecting particu-
lar aspects of sometimes heterogeneous systems of thought that fitted 
immediate intellectual, emotional, and political needs. 

It would be fruitless to catalog here the many Western philoso-
phers and political thinkers that Li Ta-chao encountered during his 
three years in Japan. They ranged from Aristotle and Plato to 
Francis Bacon and Hegel. They included English utilitarian and 
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constitutional theorists as well as French and Japanese exponents 
of Utopian socialism. However, the philosophies of Henri Bergson 
and Ralph Waldo Emerson had the most immediate and profound 
impact upon Li's intellectual development — an impact that was 
apparent in an exchange of views on the problem of "self-conscious-
ness" between Li and his future Communist colleague Ch'en Tu-hsiu 
( 1 8 7 9 - 1 9 4 2 ) in the summer of 1 9 1 5 . 

Patriotism, Pessimism, and Self-Consciousness 

Shortly before Ch'en Tu-hsiu returned to China from semi-exile 
in Japan in the autumn of 1 9 1 5 to establish the periodical Hsin 
ch'ing-nien (New youth), he set forth his views on the value of 
patriotism in contemporary Chinese life. His essay, "Patriotism and 
Self-Consciousness," appeared in the April 1 9 1 5 issue of Chia-yin 
tsa-chih, which was published in Tokyo by the liberal constitution-
alist Chang Shih-chao.48 This essay foreshadowed some of the basic 
assumptions that were held by the influential group of intellectuals 
associated with Ch'en and Hsin ch'ing-nien in the period 1 9 1 5 - 1 9 . 

In "Patriotism and Self-Consciousness" Ch'en argued that there 
were two radically different forces contending for control of the 
minds of men — emotion and knowledge. Men who were mainly 
inspired by emotions tended to think in general terms rather than 
about specific problems. They were usually self-sacrificing people 
who were inclined to martyrdom. The defect in emotional thinking 
was that it led to irrational actions, which flowed from inadequate 
study and understanding. As an example of a man ruled by emo-
tions, Ch'en pointed to Ch'ü Yiian, who took his own life out of a 
misguided sense of loyalty. Ch'en identified the spirit of patriotism 
with emotional thinking. Knowledge, on the other hand, was rea-
soning and the understanding of particular things; it was the basis 
of true self-consciousness. Its virtues and defects were epitomized 
by Lao Tzu, the most eminent example of a man of pure knowledge, 
who perceived the meaning of life but withdrew from the world 
of men. As for contemporary China, Ch'en drew a bleak picture. 
Its people lacked both genuine emotion and genuine knowledge, and 
thus China had neither true patriots nor self-conscious men. Under 
such conditions it was doubtful that China could be considered a 
real nation.49 
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Patriotism, Chen acknowledged, was an important factor in 
creating a nation, but in the Chinese context it had far different 
implications from those it had elsewhere. Whereas patriotic feel-
ings in the Western countries were based upon the constitutional 
rights of the people, who viewed the state as an organization through 
which they planned for their own welfare, in China people still 
looked upon the state as the private possession of the imperial clan, 
to which they owed blind loyalty and to which they must sacrifice 
themselves. Patriotism in lieu of knowledge and self-consciousness, 
Ch'en declared, was both foolish and harmful and, in the Chinese 
situation in particular, implied the enslavement of the people to 
the state. What China required first was knowledge; it needed self-
conscious men who were capable of clear thinking about specific 
problems rather than emotionally inspired patriots. Only after the 
development of self-consciousness, Ch'en argued, could patriotism 
become a positive force in Chinese life.50 

Li Ta-chao's reply to Ch'en, which appeared in August, was sig-
nificantly entitled "Pessimism and Self-Consciousness." By sub-
stituting "pessimism" for "patriotism," he suggested that the former 
was the real barrier to the achievement of self-consciousness. Li's 
criticism was couched in most polite terms — for Ch'en, almost ten 
years his senior, was already widely recognized as the leader of the 
new intelligentsia. The criticism took the form of deploring that 
Ch'en's essay had been misunderstood. This misunderstanding, he 
wrote, had the unfortunate effect of encouraging pessimistic atti-
tudes among young Chinese intellectuals, who, upon reading 
Ch'en's essay, often distorted the significance of his call for self-
consciousness. "We want to seek the crucial point of self-conscious-
ness," Li stated, "but we have lost our way in a fog of pessimism." 51 

The main point at issue, however, was not pessimism or optimism 
but the relevance of patriotism in the contemporary Chinese social 
and political context. Li admitted that there were basic differences 
between East and West in the nature of state and politics, but he 
argued that this did not diminish the need for patriotism. On the 
contrary, however abhorrent the political life of China, patriotic 
sentiments were necessary to inspire men to reconstruct the nation 
on new foundations: "The meaning of self-consciousness lies in the 
spirit of changing the nation and in seeking to make the country 
lovable and loving it. We ought not to stop thinking about our 
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country and refuse to love it because the country has deficiencies 
. . . and thus abandon it and become people without a country 
. . . A country is a creation of men, the individual exists within the 
universe and within the vastness of the universe the individual is 
his own master. Together with people of his own race the individual 
is able to build a nation. Why should we be any different?" 52 Since 
a country was a creation of men, and since the goal of Chinese intel-
lectuals was to "change the nation," Li was prompted to ask, "How 
can this be done without the patriotism of the people?" 

Whereas Li's plea for patriotism was an old theme, his emphasis 
upon the role of individual consciousness, with its implication of 
activism, was a new element in his thought. He soon disclosed that 
the source of this new element was Bergson's Creative Evolution: 
"We cannot view theories in a kind of pessimistic and deterministic 
[manner] that weakens the spirit of struggling forward. It is neces-
sary to employ the theory of free will, to exert efforts to move forward 
and develop, in order to change the situation to suit our will." 53 

Thus, not only was Li criticizing Chen Tu-hsiu for failing to 
encourage a sense of patriotism and optimism, but he was also 
presenting a radically different conception of the role of the intel-
lectual in society and politics. The import of Ch'en's treatment of 
self-consciousness was that the intellectual should not, because of 
an emotionally motivated and misguided sense of patriotism, dis-
sipate his energies in the quagmire of Chinese politics. He should 
first gain knowledge of "particular things"; that is, he should above 
all study and learn. In the contemporary Chinese situation this 
implied that the intellectual should withdraw from political life and 
devote himself to educational activities until social and political 
conditions offered opportunities for more fruitful activity. Li, on 
the other hand, by emphasizing the role of human activity in chang-
ing reality according to man's conscious will, was in effect calling for 
the active and immediate participation of the intellectual in politics. 
He found no contradiction between patriotism and self-conscious-
ness and even regarded patriotism as an essential element in the 
development of man's self-consciousness — an element that was 
both good in itself and necessary to encourage human activity. 

The disfavor with which Li looked upon the "fog of pessimism" 
that hung over the intelligentsia did not derive from an overly 
optimistic assessment of the condition of China, for he was no less 
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aware than Ch'en of the corruption of Chinese politics and the 
inertia of the Chinese people. What disturbed him was that this 
mood of pessimism led to a retreat from society and political activity. 
The tragedies of Ch'ii Yiian and Lao Tzu, he suggested, lay in the 
fact that both in their different ways allowed pessimism to force 
them to reject society.54 

In emphasizing the importance of the conscious will of the in-
dividual, Li stopped short of advocating individualism. His concep-
tion of individual consciousness demanded the participation of the 
individual in the common work of rebuilding the nation. He took 
"free will" to mean not freedom of individual action but the duty and 
ability of self-conscious men to change the conditions under which 
they live. In some respects Li's conception of "free will" parallels 
the use of the term "democracy" in present-day Chinese Communist 
ideology, in which "democracy" does not mean individual freedom 
but the obligation of individual participation. 

Although Li did not come forth as an advocate of individualism, 
his stress on the ability of conscious, active men to shape events 
marked a fundamental departure for him from the traditional 
Chinese world view — a view that was predisposed to adapt human 
activities to nature and tradition rather than to change them. With 
his new emphasis on the role of human consciousness, Li's attitude 
towards the problems confronting China also began to undergo a 
crucial transformation. Whereas a few months before he had 
placed much of the blame for the plight of China upon the intrusion 
of foreigners, he now proclaimed that "the destruction of our coun-
try is not due to other people destroying us, but it is [because] we 
are destroying ourselves; the guilt for the destruction of the nation 
is not to be placed upon others but upon ourselves."55 Spurred on 
by the idea that man, both individually and collectively, was re-
sponsible for his own situation and was capable of changing that 
situation through conscious action, Li now began to look inward 
to the defects of China and the Chinese. This did not make him any 
less ardent as a nationalist, but his nationalism began to throw off 
its cruder antiforeign overtones. 

Li Ta-chao and Ch'en Tu-hsiu were the pioneers of Marxism and 
Communism in China. Yet when they are compared in mid-1915, 
important differences are already apparent in their intellectual 
orientations. Whereas Ch'en innately distrusted all overt manifesta-
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tions of nationalism, Li extolled the virtues of patriotism. Although 
both had already rejected the traditional world view and turned 
to the West for new ideas, Ch'en's hostility to the Chinese tradition 
was more unyielding. Most important, Ch'en saw self-consciousness 
as essentially a process of education and the gaining of knowledge 
about specific problems, but Li took self-consciousness to mean a 
process in which purposeful men actively engaged in changing their 
political and social surroundings. Thus in 1 9 1 5 Li was already psy-
chologically and intellectually predisposed to a voluntaristic ap-
proach to the solution of the problems of China. These differences 
foreshadowed many of the later differences between Ch'en and Li 
as Marxists. Ch'en interpreted Marxism in a generally orthodox and 
deterministic fashion; Li was quick to abandon Marxist-Leninist 
orthodoxy when it conflicted with concrete opportunities for revolu-
tionary practice and his own politically activistic needs. Yet the 
differences between Ch'en and Li in 1 9 1 5 should not be exaggerated. 
More drew them together than pulled them apart. They were divided 
not by firm intellectual or ideological positions but by differences 
in temperament and emotional predilections. 

Li's implicit criticism of Ch'en Tu-hsiu as a pessimist came rather 
unexpectedly, in view of his own doubts and fears about the future 
of China. Certainly he could have found little in the political events 
of 1 9 1 5 to encourage his new-found optimism. If anything, China's 
crisis had grown more acute, and the prospects for representative 
government had never seemed darker. Only a few months before, in 
May 1 9 1 5 , the government of Yüan Shih-k'ai had capitulated to all 
but the most extreme Japanese demands; and at the very moment 
that Li was criticizing Ch'en for being unduly pessimistic, the move-
ment to destroy what little remained of the republic and to establish 
Yüan as emperor of a new dynasty was approaching what seemed 
to be a successful climax. What, then, was the source of Li's new 
optimism? 

It would seem that in the very depths of his despair Li conscious-
ly sought for elements in Western philosophy that could provide 
him with a more hopeful view of the future. The initial influence 
was Bergson's concept of free will, upon which Li had so passion-
ately seized as proof that men could mold political and social reality. 
The optimism inherent in this view was reinforced by the buoyantly 
optimistic philosophy of Ralph Waldo Emerson, who was then very 
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much in vogue in Japan. The influence of Emerson is especially 

evident in the poetic essay "Spring" (Ch'ing-ch'un), written early 

in 1916. 

The Dialectic of Rebirth 

The faith that man could shape objective reality according to his 

conscious desires was further cultivated by Li in the early months 

of 1916 and cast into the framework of a more elaborate and rather 

metaphysical world view. The influential essay "Spring," which 

Li wrote while he was still in Japan but which was not published 

until after his return to China, was a basic statement in the evolu-

tion of this world view. Since he elaborated upon these ideas in the 

following years, it is necessary here to consider only the themes 

of the essay that bear directly upon the points at issue between Li 

and Ch'en in 1915. 

One of Li's aims in "Spring" was to find a firmer philosophic 

underpinning for his politically activistic, nationalistic, and op-

timistic proclivities. He therefore presented a dialectical view of 

progress in which the death of all things inevitably contained the 

seeds of rebirth. He used the analogy of the cycle of life — death 

and rebirth in nature, as manifested in the change of seasons — to 

explain the entire process of human life and history. At the core of 

this explanation was a transcendental belief in an eternal spirit of 

"Spring": 

All the cycles of life and death, of prosperity and decline, of youth and 
old age are in fact but the progress of Spring. And this infinite, eternal 
whole without beginning or end is the infinite Spring. We who are 
young and hotblooded . . . can identify ourselves with the universe, 
our springtime with the springtime of the universe. Since the universe 
is eternal, Spring is also eternal and so are we ourselves. This is the 
spirit that restores youth and life, the spirit that moves mountains. 
Only those who love Spring can see eternal Spring in the universe; and 
only when this spirit is theirs can they enjoy it forever.56 

Just as there was a cycle of life and death in nature and man, 
so too did a nation have a life cycle. There were young nations and 
old ones. Was China, Li asked, young or old? 

Other nations often speak of China as an ancient country and the 
Chinese nation as moribund. Since the dawn of history countless nations 
have risen and fallen . . . It is clear from history that when a rising 
nation meets one in decline, the nation in decline will be defeated. 
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When a vigorous young life meets moribund life the moribund life will 
be defeated. When a young people meets an old, the old people will be 
defeated. This is an inevitable law of nature. For more than 4800 years, 
since the time of Huang Ti, China has stood as a mighty nation in East 
Asia. Its long, rich history is unique. We can consider the Chou dynasty 
as the time of China's youth when its culture was already splendid; 
after that, decline set in, but by such gradual degrees that some of the 
splendor has remained to this day. This is a glorious national tradition 
. . . At present, however, all we can see is corpses, while the whole 
of our splendor is gone. How can a nation in such a condition survive? 57 

But the "corpse" of China could be thrown off and China could 
be regenerated, for the corpse was merely the outer shell that had 
already produced within itself the seeds of rebirth. Just as the flower 
is followed by the fruit and the fruit by the seed, so "old China is 
the fruit from which young China is born, young China is the 
flower by means of which old China has a new birth. Old China is 
a fading flower; young China is a flower in bloom. Fading precedes 
fresh flowering; this was so in the past and will be so in the future." 
In this analogy the seeds of rebirth were the youth of China: "Our 
young people should pledge themselves to show the world not 
whether old China is going to live or die but that we are busily 
paving the way for the resurgence of a young China . . . Whether 
or not we can stand up in the world depends not on the survival of 
old China but on its resurrection as young China; for life is a cycle 
of birth and death and our problem is not one of national survival 
but of being born again and recovering the springtime of our 
nation."58 

Li's transcendental philosophy of dialectical evolution and rebirth 
not only played a major role in his own intellectual evolution but 
was also an early expression of one of the dominant intellectual 
tendencies of the modern Chinese intelligentsia. The notion of the 
rebirth of a young China from within the very womb of the dying 
civilization stimulated the entire generation of young intellectuals 
and political leaders who burst into prominence with the May 
Fourth Incident of 19 19 . It became a deeply rooted emotional belief, 
which underlay much of both the form and the content of later 
Chinese Communist ideology. 

This dialectical image of the universe and China's rebirth pro-
vided Li with a highly optimistic philosophy at a time when politi-
cal developments in China offered very little cause for optimism. 
At the same time it helped satisfy his need to maintain a nationalistic 
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attachment to traditional values when the influence of Western 
ideas was in fact increasingly alienating him from them — for from 
this dialectical point of view it could be denied that Chinese tradi-
tions were simply to be thrown onto the scrap heap of history and 
replaced with new ideas and an alien culture. Rather, it implied that 
however much might be new, the young China emerging in the 
present was somehow organically related to the old China of the 
past. 

Precedents can be found in traditional Chinese thought for Li's 
philosophy, particularly in the dialectical thought of Chuang Tzu 
(whom Li referred to in "Spring"), the Buddhist doctrine of rein-
carnation, and the traditional Chinese cyclic view of history. But 
the immediate inspiration appears to have come from Emerson 
rather than from ancient Chinese philosophy. Li interpreted Emer-
son's transcendentalism and emphasis upon the role of the individual 
to reinforce his own very nontraditional conviction that man was 
capable of shaping his own environment and to express his growing 
desire for immediate political participation: 

A young man's aim should be to advance from the present. Our life is an 
eternity within time, an eternity expressed in the present moment, not 
in the past or the future. A man who grasps the present grasps eternity. 
Emerson has said that one who loves eternity should make the best use 
of the present; yesterday is beyond recall and tomorrow is uncertain, 
the sole thing within our grasp is today. The present day is as good as 
two tomorrows. His words are well worth pondering, for the present is 
the springtime of our youth; with this eternal Spring we are capable of 
everything and should have no worries or fears.59 

Armed with the Bergsonian theory of free will, the belief that 
"we are capable of everything," and Emerson's injunction to "grasp 
the present," Li Ta-chao, now in his twenty-eighth year, had become 
noticeably impatient with his exile in Japan and eager to return to 
the political struggles in China. He had not long to wait. In China 
the monarchical movement of Yüan Shih-k'ai collapsed early in 
1916, and his dictatorship was tottering. The Chinputang was now 
in open opposition. In April Li received an urgent telegram from his 
patron, T'ang Hua-lung, with whom he had maintained close con-
tact during his three years in Japan. The anti-Yiian movement, 
T'ang reported, was reaching a climax; Li should return to China as 
quickly as possible.80 Without waiting to take his final examinations 
at Waseda, Li hurriedly embarked for Shanghai. 
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IN VIEW OF the politically activistic implications of Li Ta-chao's 
views during his final years in Japan, it is hardly surprising that he 
should have immediately plunged into politics upon his return to 
China. For the first six months he was deeply involved in Chinpu-
tang activities, first in Shanghai and then in Peking. In order to 
participate in the movement against Yüan Shih-k'ai's crumbling 
dictatorship, he joined T'ang Hua-lung's faction of the Chinputang, 
the Hsien-fa t'ao-lun hui (Constitutional discussion association), 
and served as a personal secretary to T'ang.1 

On June 6, 1916 , less than two months after Li had arrived in 
Shanghai, Yüan died. With a great flurry the party politicians rushed 
to Peking to reconvene the parliament Yüan had dissolved in 19 13 . 
It soon became apparent, however, that the politicians were celebrat-
ing a victory that belonged to others. It was not the opposition of 
the political parties but rather a shift in the loyalties of the provincial 
warlords that had been responsible for the disintegration of Yüan's 
power, and it was the warlords who became the chief beneficiaries 
of the fall of his dictatorship. The process of disintegration had 
begun in December 19 15 , when Ts'ai Ao's "National Protection 
Army" had revolted in Yunnan. One by one the military leaders of 
the southern and central provinces had joined the revolt. By early 
spring eight provinces had declared their independence from the 
central government at Peking. The political parties had played a 
role in encouraging these defections, but instead of having used the 
warlords, as they imagined, they were in fact being used by them. 
By the time parliament convened on August 1 , 1916, political power 
in China was more fragmented than ever among the provincial and 
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subprovincial militarists. The power of the political parties, both 
within and outside parliament, extended no further than their 
ability to gain the favor of one or another of the rival militarists. 

As China sank deeper into the dark age of warlordism, Li Ta-chao 
followed T'ang Hua-lung to Peking when the latter resumed his 
post as speaker of the House of Representatives. Upon T'ang's 
recommendation Li was selected chief editor of the Peking Ch'en-
chung pao (Morning bell newspaper), which was established as 
the organ of the Chinputang elements.2 Li also became a member 
of the Research Clique (Yen-chiu-hsi), the parliamentary grouping 
that through a series of inconsequential political maneuvers had 
succeeded the Chinputang and reunited the factions led by T'ang 
Hua-lung and Liang Ch'i-ch'ao. 

In retrospect it seems astonishing that the young intellectual who 
was to be China's first Marxist should have chosen to associate him-
self with so conservative a group as the Chinputang just two years 
before he was to greet enthusiastically the Bolshevik Revolution. 
Of the antimonarchical political parties, the Chinputang was the 
most conservative. To its left stood the moderate wing of the Kuo-
mintang; then came the more radical elements of the Kuomintang, 
which were still organized separately in Sun Yat-sen's Revolutionary 
party. Further to the left, on the outer fringes of Chinese politics, 
were various anarchist groups. Li's decision cannot be explained on 
grounds of political opportunism, for just at the moment that his 
personal political prospects appeared the brightest, he was abruptly 
to cut his conservative ties and temporarily retire from political life. 

Li's gratitude to T'ang Hua-lung for his financial assistance and 
friendship was no doubt a factor in determining his association with 
the Chinputang, but more important was the character of his own 
political thought. At the time he returned to China the revolutionary 
implications of the dialectical and activistic philosophy that he had 
evolved in Japan had not yet expressed themselves in a radical politi-
cal position, nor indeed was it inevitable that they should do so. 
Hegel had long before demonstrated that revolutionary politics do 
not necessarily follow from revolutionary philosophy. As both Hegel 
and Marx had shown in different ways, the dialectic has that re-
markably convenient political quality of inevitably evolving toward 
whatever goal is arbitrarily set for it. In 1916 Li had not yet arrived 
at any firm political goals, much less a world view that was in-
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tegrated with practical political ends; between his philosophy and 
his politics still lay a huge abyss. Insofar as he had developed con-
crete political goals, however, they centered upon the conviction 
that China required a constitutional system of government, and the 
main exponents of this proposition were the leaders of the Chinpu-
tang. 

In Japan Li's early belief in the virtues of constitutional govern-
ment had been reinforced by the writings of John Stuart Mill, Rous-
seau, Montesquieu, Voltaire, and even Tolstoy, as well as of nu-
merous now obscure American and English writers on constitutional 
theory. Shortly before his return to China he wrote a long essay 
attempting to prove that a democratic constitutional system was 
appropriate to the needs and conditions of China. His argument 
was based upon the notion of mitt-i, literally "the rules of the 
people," a term that he apparently improvised and which he op-
posed to the principle of tsung-i or the "rules of the clan," the norms 
traditionally dominant in Chinese society. Li treated the "rules of 
the people" as an elemental expression of human nature. It was the 
inherent right of the people to decide all public matters and to 
measure the truth of all things. The "rules of the clan" could be 
changed, but the "rules of the people" were eternal. However much 
the "rules of the people" might be suppressed by the "unnatural" 
forces of history, they must inevitably come to the fore. "The rules 
of the people can create history, but history cannot restrain the 
rules of the people."3 

Li defined min-i as a combination of the spirit of "only-peopleism" 
(wei-min chu-f) and a representative form of government. He 
pointed to the "advanced countries" of Europe and the United 
States as examples where the principle of min-i was flourishing. 
Since the principle of min-i was universal, he argued, China should 
follow the "advanced countries" in establishing a parliamentary 
form of government.4 

Although Li's argument for representative government and parlia-
mentary rule was clearly drawn from classical Western democratic 
theory (there were frequent references to Mill in particular), he 
was reluctant to admit that he was simply advocating a Western 
import, wholly alien to the Chinese tradition. While conceding that 
China was politically underdeveloped in comparison to the West, 
he maintained that "the flower of popular sovereignty and freedom 
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is really already buried in the soil of our country."5 In an earlier 
essay Li had found a precedent for the idea of republican govern-
ment in China as early as the eleventh century B.C. when the people 
of Chou revolted against the tyrant Chou Hsin, the last of the 
Shang kings.6 Although Li attributed the suppression of min-i in 
Chinese history to the oppressive nature of the Chinese tradition 
and the loss of the people's individuality owing to their blind venera-
tion of the sages, he himself felt compelled to draw upon the sages 
for support. In passages reminiscent of Kang Yu-wei's reincarnation 
of Confucius as a modern constitutional democrat, Li argued that 
Mencius was an unappreciated advocate of individualism and that 
"the history of the past has been one in which the local gentry and 
the big officials have distorted and misinterpreted Yao and Shun 
[the mythical sage emperors] and Confucius."7 Yet despite Li's 
need to seek roots in the Chinese past, the nature of the political 
reform that he advocated was clear: the constitutions of England 
and the United States were the models for China to follow. It was 
here that Li found a meeting of minds with the leaders of the 
Chinputang. 

Throughout Li's discussion of constitutionalism there also ran a 
strong radical democratic and Populist current. The constitution 
and the parliament, he assumed, were only the means for the ex-
pression of a single, indivisible "will of the masses." The basis of 
the constitution must be the principle of "only peopleism." He 
negated the role of the individual hero in history and enthusiastically 
championed Tolstoy's emphasis upon the creative forces of the 
"collective mass."8 Moreover, he was somewhat skeptical that even 
the most advanced constitutional systems of government in the 
West were truly able to reflect the will of the people. In an essay 
written in 1913 discussing the persistence of bureaucratic political 
patterns and habits in China, Li had found that a bureaucratic 
psychology was tending to vitiate French democracy and the Eng-
lish parliamentary system. Even America seemed to be succumbing 
to the evil practice of appointing officials.9 

It was this side of Li's constitutionalism that set him apart from 
the Chinputang. He had assumed that the parliamentarism of the 
Chinputang leaders was consistent with his own Populist and demo-
cratic beliefs. He soon became aware of his mistake. Hardly had 
the ceremonies marking the reopening of parliament taken place 
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than it became apparent that Liang Ch'i-ch'ao and T'ang Hua-lung, 
who were quick to appreciate where power really resided, were 
attempting to establish an alliance with the new prime minister, 
Tuan Ch'i-jui, the leader of the powerful Peiyang warlord coalition. 
In late October 1916, T'ang and Liang refused to allow Li to pub-
lish in Ch'en-chung pao an editorial that was implicitly critical of 
the Research Clique's support of Tuan Ch'i-jui. In protest, Li re-
signed his post as editor and terminated his association with T'ang.10 

Left without the small salary he had received as editor, Li lived 
during the next few months in the house of a friend who was a 
minor official in the Peking government. He had lost faith in the 
parliamentary politicians but not yet in the idea of constitutional 
government. In January 1917 he was invited by Chang Shih-chao, 
his close friend and a leading Chinese advocate of constitutionalism 
who had remained aloof from party politics, to become editor of a 
newspaper that Chang proposed to publish in Peking. Li gladly 
accepted the new position. For the next four months Chia-yin jih-
k'an (Tiger daily) provided Li an opportunity to comment upon 
current political developments.11 

It has been suggested that friction developed between Li and 
Chang over the radical character of Li's articles, which Chang feared 
would provoke repressive measures by the warlord-controlled gov-
ernment.12 Whatever disagreements there may have been, they were 
not allowed to come to a head. Chia-yin jih-k'an was suppressed and 
Chang was forced to flee Peking early in June when the Peiyang 
militarists chose to demonstrate their power by carrying out far-
reaching measures of political repression, including the dissolution 
of parliament. Li also left Peking and took refuge in Shanghai, 
where he lived for the remainder of the year. 

After his break with the Chinputang, Li's writings took on an 
increasingly radical tone. Removed from the compromising influ-
ences of direct political involvement, he began to look with a more 
critical eye at the Chinese tradition and grew increasingly doubtful 
over the prospects for constitutional government in China. His 
association with Chang Shih-chao and Chia-yin jih-k'an in the early 
months of 1917 marked the last phase of his belief that the plight of 
China could be resolved through the establishment of a parliamen-
tary system of government. 

Li's new radical orientation was first expressed in an attack upon 
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the Chinese tradition that was much more severe than any he had 
before been willing to make. Whereas he had previously been in-
clined to draw upon tradition to support social and political change, 
he now described the entire Confucian heritage as "the ethics of a 
dictatorial society that has been utilized to support a dictatorial 
monarchy." He dismissed Confucius himself as "the skeleton and 
dried bones of several thousand years ago" and the "screen that has 
sheltered imperial tyranny."13 When the news of the Russian 
February Revolution reached China, Li welcomed it as foreshadow-
ing a similar revolution in China. 

The radical character of Li's thought became even more pro-
nounced in an essay written shortly before the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion, in which he reluctantly came to the conclusion that political 
reform in China could not be accomplished without revolution. The 
essay, "Violence and Politics," published in the T'ai-p'ing yang 
(Pacific monthly) on October 15, 1917, marked the final abandon-
ment of Li's faith in constitutionalism and attempted, with the as-
sistance of Rousseau, to establish a theoretical justification for 
revolution. 

"Violence and Politics" was written as a criticism of the political 
activities and philosophy of Liang Ch'i-ch'ao and thus served as a 
repudiation of Li's recent association with the Chinputang. Liang 
was attacked both for his practical political cooperation with war-
lords and for his theoretical opposition to revolution. Revolution 
might be undesirable, Li conceded, but it was inevitable in a sit-
uation where political authority was based upon violence. Political 
power in China, he maintained, was characterized by a degree of 
violence that exceeded even that of the sultans of Turkey or the 
czars of Russia at the height of their autocratic powers. In such 
a situation the "will of the people" must be realized by force if it 
cannot be realized by reason. It was thus inconsistent for Liang to 
oppose revolution when he supported the "unrestricted violence" 
of the warlords, for violence inevitably breeds revolution. In oppos-
ing revolution, Liang was like a man who does not wish the pot of 
water to boil but nevertheless adds more fuel to the fire. "Opposi-
tion to revolution has the result of promoting revolution. Reliance 
upon violence actually brings upon oneself the calamity of violence. 
Those who employ violence will themselves be destroyed by violence 
and be extinguished in a continuous revolution."14 
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In suggesting that Liang consider Rousseau's doctrine that au-
thority dependent upon force and violence is evil and that a revolu-
tion that reacts against such authority is justified, Li revealed how 
much his own view of both Rousseau and the condition of China 
had changed. Two years before he had drawn from Rousseau the 
concept of popular sovereignty to support the argument that a con-
stitutional system of government was just what China needed. 
Now he found the revolutionary side of Rousseau more relevant. 

However, the growing radicalism in Li's thought and his increas-
ing interest in revolution did not lead him to the revolutionary polit-
ical movement of Sun Yat-sen or to the anarchist groups. Instead, 
he was drawn to the group of "nonpolitical" young intellectuals who 
were loosely associated with Ch'en Tu-hsiu and the periodical Hsin 
ch'ing-nien (New youth), the leading organ of China's emerging 
westernized intelligentsia. In January 1918, Li formally joined 
Ch'en as one of the six members of the editorial board of Hsin 
ch'ing-nien.15 

The Hsin ch'ing-nien group in the period from late 1915 until 
the May Fourth Incident of 1919 was perhaps as close as China 
ever came to having an "alienated intelligentsia." Ch'en Tu-hsiu 
and his followers had proclaimed publicly their rejection of the 
entire Chinese intellectual and cultural tradition. In its place they 
had enshrined the Western concepts of "democracy" and "science" 
as the only worthy foundations for the erection of a new culture 
and a new society. They also rejected nationalism and proclaimed 
themselves "internationalists," who would bring to China what they 
regarded as the universally valid fruits of modern Western civiliza-
tion; for as much as they were concerned with the problems of 
China's survival and the dangers of imperialist encroachment, they 
were also suspicious that any overt expression of Chinese nationalism 
would imply a defense of old Chinese values against the modern, 
Western forces of progress. They were a socially isolated group, 
since their intellectual values separated them as much from the 
business world of the cities in which they lived as their education 
and urban environment separated them from the peasant masses of 
the countryside and the gentry class from which most of them had 
sprung. 

As Benjamin Schwartz has pointed out,16 the alienation of the 
twentieth-century Chinese intelligentsia from the state was a less 
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decisive sort of alienation than that of the nineteenth-century 
Russian intelligentsia. But if there was no powerful Chinese state to 
foster a sense of alienation, there was at least a self-imposed aliena-
tion from Chinese political life, for the members of the Hsin ch'ing-
nien group attempted to avoid political commitments and at first 
refused even to discuss political issues.17 

Li Ta-chao's own growing sense of isolation and alienation helped 
to draw him closer to the position of Ch'en Tu-hsiu and the Hsin 
ch'ing-nien group. His foray into parliamentary politics in 1916 
had been a dismal failure. His suspicion that constitutionalism 
might not prove viable in the Chinese social and political environ-
ment, and the recognition that an antiforeign nationalism was in 
itself an insufficient response to the plight of China, left Li without 
the support of the two principles that had hitherto conditioned so 
much of his intellectual development and political orientation. 
Set adrift in a country to which he was deeply attached but in a 
society that offered few opportunities for participation and service, 
he now had less than ever to propose in the way of concrete measures 
to bring about the rebirth of China. His sense of alienation was no 
doubt intensified by his departure from the political arena in Peking 
and by the experience of living in foreign-dominated Shanghai. 

At this time he became interested in a problem with which he 
had hitherto been little concerned — the problem of whether truth 
is to be determined by the individual or by society. In this case, at 
least, Li took his stand squarely in favor of the individual. "The 
highest ideal of human life," he stated, "is to seek the attainment of 
truth." As if to justify his own growing estrangement from Chinese 
society and politics, he wrote: 

If what I say really corresponds to truth, then even though the society 
of any given time does not listen to what I say or even does not allow 
me to say it, then, because of my love for truth I dare not shrink back 
and refrain from speaking in order to accept this society. If what I say 
betrays truth, then even though society welcomes what I say and, more-
over, showers me with esteem, still because of my love for truth I dare 
not play the sycophant and be subservient to society . . . In the 
former case it is difficult to avoid cheating oneself; in the latter one 
sinks [into the position of] cheating others.18 

The notion that the individual himself must determine truth was 
very probably inspired by Li's reading of Emerson. Indeed, the 

36 



P R E L U D E T O R E V O L U T I O N 

major theme of Emerson's philosophy is intellectual and ethical 
individualism; for Emerson, the individual is the sole unit to judge 
and interpret all things. Although Li never repudiated the notion 
that the individual must interpret truth as he sees it, whatever the 
consequences, the individualist strain did not remain a prominent 
feature of his world view. 

In 1917, however, his feeling that the individual in search of 
truth might be compelled to stand alone against society gave Li a 
certain spiritual identity with Ch'en Tu-hsiu and his followers. Li 
was in full accord with them on a variety of other matters as well. 
The influence of Western ideas had already led him to record pub-
licly his opposition to traditional Chinese values. He shared the Hsin 
ch'ing-nien group's spirit of public service and their faith that the 
salvation of China lay with the youth, who would sweep away "the 
old and rotten" and create "the fresh and living." Although perhaps 
less enthusiastic about the benefits of science, Li's belief in democ-
racy was no less strong than theirs — even though he had no more 
specific ideas about how a democratic system was to be established 
in China. Like the other intellectuals associated with Hsin Ch'ing-
nien, moreover, Li now found himself without formal political 
commitments. 

Despite these similarities, there were elements in Li's thought in 
the months prior to the Bolshevik Revolution that sharply distin-
guished him from Ch'en Tu-hsiu and his followers. Whereas Ch'en 
was deeply suspicious of any manifestation of patriotism or nation-
alism, Li continued to approach all political and intellectual issues 
with a strongly nationalistic predisposition. In his famous "Call to 
Youth," the manifesto in the first issue of Hsin ch'ing-nien, Ch'en 
had set the tone for the New Culture movement by raising the 
slogan: "Be cosmopolitan, not isolationist." N o similar expressions 
of internationalist sentiment appeared in the writings of Li. Even 
after his acceptance of Marxism, Li never really abandoned Chinese 
nationalism for Marxist internationalism. 

Although Li, like Ch'en, looked to the West for intellectual 
guidance, he never subjected the Confucian tradition to the 
thoroughgoing criticism and often sarcastic deprecation that marked 
the writings of Ch'en Tu-hsiu, Hu Shih, and other radical intel-
lectual leaders of the New Culture era. To the latter, the Chinese 
past represented all that was stagnant and obscurantist, and they 
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frankly called for the wholesale Westernization of China. Li's at-
tack on traditional values stemmed more from his disgust with the 
reactionary uses of Confucianism in contemporary Chinese politics 
than from any deep-seated aversion to the tradition itself. Ch'en 
Tu-hsiu compensated for his almost total rejection of the Chinese 
cultural tradition by a passionate admiration for French culture as 
the crowning achievement of Western civilization, whereas Li could 
only display enthusiasm for particular Western ideas and particular 
Western thinkers, not for Western civilization as a whole. 

Li's spirit of political activism further set him apart from Ch'en 
and other members of the new intelligentsia. In founding Hsin 
ch'ing-nien in the autumn of 1915, Ch'en Tu-hsiu had declared 
that the journal would avoid political involvements and would re-
fuse even to discuss political issues. When in 1916 Ch'en was 
criticized for his opposition to political participation — an opposi-
tion which, his critic suggested, would only encourage bureaucratic 
tendencies in government and politics — Ch'en replied that in the 
absence of a "spirit of constitutional government" politics produced 
only tyranny and political parties inevitably became private cliques.19 

In 1917 he reaffirmed that "the purpose of this magazine does 
not lie in the criticism of current politics but in the cultivation 
of the youth," although he modified his position enough to admit 
that one cannot keep silent on "the great questions concerning the 
existence of the nation." While conceding that political matters 
were important, Ch'en stood firmly by his basic point of view that 
"the foundation of the progress of the masses is in education and 
industry and not in politics."20 Ch'en adhered scrupulously to the 
principle of political nonparticipation until 1919, by which he 
fostered as well as reflected a tendency dominant among the ac-
knowledged leaders of the advanced intelligentsia. 

In contrast, Li Ta-chao's entire intellectual development had been 
conditioned by politically activistic instincts. Although in 1917 Li, 
like Ch'en, found himself separated from the political arena, it was 
a separation that had been forced by immediate political circum-
stances, whereas Chen's was a self-imposed separation demanded by 
his basic intellectual orientations. During this period of retreat Li 
did not abandon those assumptions that impelled him towards polit-
ical activism but rather sought to develop them into a more com-
prehensive philosophic system. 
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The impulse for political action also prevented Li from sharing 
the enthusiasm of his fellow intellectuals of the Hsin ch'ing-nien 
group for Social Darwinism. In 1917 Li attacked both Social Dar-
winism and Malthusian theory for promoting war. He argued that 
the material resources of the world and man's ability to utilize them 
were sufficient to preclude the necessity of war among nations or a 
struggle for existence among men. Li attributed war not to the 
deterministic "laws of life" preached by the Malthusians and the 
Social Darwinists, but to weaknesses in human psychology, especially 
the "covetous and lazy nature" of men. "All the crimes and evils 
among men," he wrote, "flow from this evil psychology." Yet these 
psychological deficiencies were not innate; they could be overcome 
and all problems could be solved.21 An optimistic belief in the ability 
of man to master his environment was a central assumption behind 
Li's faith in the efficacy of political activity. The essentially pessi-
mistic and deterministic character of Social Darwinist theory seemed 
to him to challenge that faith. 

There is, of course, nothing in Social Darwinism that necessarily 
precludes political action. The Darwinian emphasis on struggle may, 
indeed, encouraged a spirit of political activism. As Benjamin 
Schwartz has pointed out, many Chinese intellectuals drew from So-
cial Darwinism not only an explanation of the determining forces of 
the universe but also a program of action to revitalize Chinese 
society.22 Yet Ch'en Tu-hsiu and his followers employed Social 
Darwinism not as a program for political action but as a support for 
their argument that traditional Chinese values were outmoded and 
that the survival of China in the "struggle for existence" in the 
modern world depended upon the destruction of old values and the 
adoption of an entirely new culture. This preoccupation with cul-
tural renovation was a major factor in Ch'en's opposition to political 
participation. For Li, however, the fear that men would draw fatal-
istic conclusions from the Social Darwinist message made him sus-
picious of the theory; such conclusions could only encourage human 
inertia, inhibit political participation, and cause men to "neglect to 
strive to recreate civilization."23 

Although the intellectuals associated with Hsin ch'ing-nien 
were an alienated segment of the Chinese intelligentsia, Li was per-
haps the least alienated among them. His nationalistic proclivities, 
his refusal to condemn completely the Chinese tradition, and his 
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politically activistic impulses made his feelings of isolation from 
Chinese society less severe. They also lent a relatively conservative 
cast to his thought. In spite of the radical themes in his writings in 
the period following his break with the Chinputang, Li Ta-chao on 
the eve of the Bolshevik Revolution tended in many significant re-
spects to think in less radical terms than did Ch'en Tu-hsiu. The 
conservative side of Li's thought was expressed in his essay "Youth 
and Old People," which appeared in Hsin ch'ing-niert in April 
1917. This essay drew upon both John Stuart Mill and the tra-
ditional Chinese respect for old age to present a veiled criticism of 
the proclivity of contributors to Hsin ching-nien to exalt the virtues 
of youth and to condemn all generations preceding their own. 
"Contemporary civilization," Li stated, "is a cooperative civiliza-
tion. Just as the nobility and the common people cooperate, the 
capitalists and the workers cooperate, and the landlords and the 
tenants cooperate, so the old people and the youth must also co-
operate." 24 

This was the first time that Li explicitly distinguished between 
"capitalists and workers." It is noteworthy that he advocated class 
cooperation rather than class struggle. For one who little more than 
a year later was to become the leading Chinese supporter of the 
Bolshevik Revolution, his view of social relations is quite remark-
able. Equally surprising is Li's interpretation of the nature of 
progress: 

The road of social evolution lies in the strengthening of order, on the 
one hand, and in the promotion of progress, on the other. Without order 
it is difficult to expect progress. Without progress, order cannot be pre-
served. The person who explained this most clearly was Mill . . . The 
evolution of the world is controlled by two types of concepts and beliefs. 
A cart needs two wheels and a bird two wings, and if one is lacking 
progress will stop. In human nature these two concepts are progressiv-
ism and conservatism. In the generations of man it is youth and old 
age . . . Contemptuously looking down upon old age is an evil custom 
of a barbaric society.25 

Social progress, Li concluded, was dependent upon both the vigor 
and strength of youth and the superior knowledge and experience of 
older people. Thus he enjoined youth to seek to cooperate with 
their elders and older people to use their knowledge to contribute 
to the progress of society rather than turning "to their sick beds."26 
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Li believed that the major responsibility for the reconstruction 
of China rested upon "new China's new youth," but his emphasis 
on the interdependence of progressivism and conservatism was a 
much more moderate view than was usually found in the pages of 
Hsin ch'ing-nien. In a brief note appended to Li's essay Ch'en Tu-
hsiu politely wrote that he agreed with Li but then proceeded to 
strike a more radical note: 

In this article, Mr. Li quotes from Mill and Christiansen to explain 
society's need for both the forces of progress and conservatism, and his 
interpretation is very correct. I also find reasonable his warning to 
youth that they cannot regard older people as worthless. But, with 
respect to Mr. Li's instruction, our youth must remember two things. 
One is that from ancient times the strength of conservatism in our 
society has greatly exceeded that of progress. Speaking from the point 
of view of the present, one must choose which is the more important. 
The other is that at the present time, age and the powers of knowledge 
of the people of the country are in inverse proportion. If we take knowl-
edge as the criterion, then our country's old people ought to salute the 
young and vigorous.27 

The theme of the interdependence of progressivism and con-
servatism was further cultivated by Li in the essay "The New and 
the Old" published in Hsin ch'ing-nien in May 1918. In it Li 
found contemporary Chinese society filled with contradictions that 
had given rise to a general feeling of insecurity and unhappiness. 
The root of these contradictions was the conflict between new and 
old patterns in every aspect of Chinese life. This conflict was not to 
be resolved by the suppression of the old and the ascendancy of the 
new but rather through their harmonization. Again employing the 
analogy of the cart and the bird, Li took as his main thesis the 
proposition that "the motive force of progress in the universe 
wholly revolves about the action of two kinds of spiritual forces 
. . . one is the new and the other is the old."28 Although Li called 
for the destruction of the contradictions of contemporary Chinese 
society and the creation of a "new life" by China's "new youth," 
he assumed that this process would be based at least in part upon 
the reconciliation of the new and the old. 

Li's essay immediately drew the fire of the liberal Ch'ien Hsiian-
t'ung ( 1 8 8 7 - 1 9 3 9 ) , who was then one of Li's colleagues on the 
editorial board of Hsin ching-nien and later a leading figure in 
Kuomintang intellectual circles. In a note appended to Li's essay 

41 



O R I G I N S OF A C H I N E S E M A R X I S T 

Ch'ien stated: "Shou-chang wants the new youth to create a new 
life and this certainly is quite correct. But I believe that there is no 
other way to destroy the contradictory life except through suppress-
ing the old. It does not seem necessary to invite those decrepit old 
people to enjoy the blessings of the new civilization and taste the 
flavor of the new life, for, because of their psychology, they only 
know to hold onto the things that are dull and doltish."29 

In these comments by Ch'en Tu-hsiu and Ch'ien Hsüan-t'ung 
the implied criticism of Li Ta-chao for holding excessively moderate 
views was indicative of the fact that during this period Li was not 
the pioneer of radicalism in the ranks of the Chinese intelligentsia 
that Communist writers now picture him to have been. In his call 
for progress within order, in his nationalist rather than inter-
nationalist inclinations, and in his reluctance to discard tradition, 
Li appeared more conservative than Ch'en and his followers and was 
indeed so regarded by his contemporaries. Why was it, then, that 
he, rather than Ch'en, became the first to respond to the revolu-
tionary and internationalist message of the October Revolution? 
The answer seems to lie in certain unique features of Li's world 
view — features that cannot be conveniently placed in either 
radical or conservative categories. 

Differences between East and West 

When Chinese intellectuals first began seriously to consider the 
thought and culture of the West, it was inevitable that the ques-
tion of the nature of the differences between Eastern and Western 
civilizations should arise. In Chinese intellectual history the ques-
tion produced an endless series of controversies, which revolved 
about the respective merits and deficiencies of the modes of thought 
and cultural values of "the East" and "the West." At one time or 
another virtually every major figure in the Chinese intellectual 
world felt compelled to make known his views on the subject, and 
in the Chinese debate such foreign luminaries as Rabindranath 
Tagore and Bertrand Russell became direct participants. In spite 
of the impressive amount of intellectual power that was expended, 
the discussion of the question in China produced little more en-
lightenment than it has elsewhere. More often than not the dis-
cussions degenerated into vehicles for the expression of either cul-
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tural nihilism or cultural chauvinism, or else settled upon such 
cliche-ridden topics as whether the "spiritualism" of the East could 
be reconciled with the "materialism" of the West. 

Although the question of the difference between East and West 
had been raised before in China, it was introduced into the rhetoric 
of the New Culture movement by C h e n Tu-hsiu in 1915 and re-
mained a major topic for polemical controversy in Chinese in-
tellectual history for the following two decades. Those members of 
the intelligentsia who later accepted Marxism lost interest in the 
controversy after their conversion to the new creed with its uni-
versalistic assumptions, but in the pre-Marxian phases of their 
thought they stated their views on the subject. Despite the essential 
sterility of the topic, these views reflected certain fundamental 
intellectual and psychological predispositions with which they 
approached the more important problems confronting them. 

Ch'en's article of 1915, "The Basic Differences in the Thought of 
the Eastern and Western Peoples,"30 found the West animated by 
a spirit of struggle while the East languished in an atmosphere of 
tranquillity and inertia; Western society was based upon the prin-
ciple of individualism while Eastern life revolved about the family; 
the West was guided by the rational rule of law and the principle 
of utilitarianism while the East was ruled by emotions and con-
vention. In this and his other writings Ch'en left no doubt about 
which set of values he favored. Not only must China adopt West-
ern values for the purpose of sheer physical survival in the modern 
world, but the culture of the West was morally superior as well. 
Nor did Ch'en see any point in attempting to harmonize the two 
conflicting cultures: "Whether in politics, learning, morality or 
literature, Western methods and Chinese methods are absolutely 
different and they definitely cannot be reconciled or joined to-
gether." 31 For Ch'en the traditional culture of China had nothing 
to contribute to modern civilization. The West was young and 
growing; China was old and decadent. The only solution, he re-
peatedly emphasized, was to destroy the old culture completely and 
replace it with the modern democratic and scientific culture of the 
West. 

However extreme Ch'en's view of the Chinese tradition was, it 
was shared by most of the leaders of the New Culture movement. 
In some cases their view was even more extreme, as in Hu Shih's 
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often vehement denunciations of China's inferiority in every area of 
life. Yet more was involved than simply a rejection of a tradition 
that seemed unsuited to the modern conditions of life, for accom-
panying the rejection was a feeling that the traditional culture was 
fundamentally corrupt and even barbaric, and had probably always 
been so. This feeling was particularly evident in Lu Hsiin's famous 
short story "Diary of a Madman," published in Hsin ch'ing-nien 
in April 1918.32 

Lu Hsiin's "madman" is a paranoid obsessed by the fear that he is 
the intended victim of a cannabalistic conspiracy. He is the product 
of an insane society, but through his very madness he is able to 
diagnose the fundamental disease of the society: "In ancient times, 
as I recollect, people often ate human beings, but I am rather hazy 
about it. I tried to look this up but my history book has no chro-
nology, and scrawled all over each page are the words virtue' and 
'morality.' Since I could not sleep anyway, I read hard half the 
night, until I began to see words between the lines, the whole book 
being filled with the two words — 'Eat People.'" 

To his horror the "madman" soon discovers that cannibalism is 
not only a matter of ancient history: "The eater of human flesh is 
my elder brother! I am the younger brother of an eater of human 
flesh! I myself will be eaten by others, but nonetheless I am the 
younger brother of an eater of human flesh! . . . I have only just 
realized that I have been living all these years in a place where for 
four thousand years they have been eating human flesh." The 
disease seems almost incurable since it is passed down from father 
to son: "He was much younger than my elder brother, but even he 
was in it [the conspiracy to eat the madman]. He must have been 
taught by his parents. And I am afraid he has already taught his 
son: that is why even the children look at me so fiercely . . . 
Wanting to eat men, at the same time afraid of being eaten them-
selves, they all look at each other with the deepest suspicion." The 
affliction is so widespread that no one seems able to escape its cor-
rupting influence: "How can a man like myself, after four thousand 
years of man-eating history — even though I knew nothing about 
it at first — ever hope to face real men?" There is only one glim-
mer of hope: "Perhaps there are still children who have not eaten 
men? Save the children." 

The assumption shared by many of the leading figures of Hsin 
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ch'ing-nien was that the real problem of China lay in basic de-
ficiencies of Chinese culture and thus in the psychology of the 
Chinese people. If, as Ch'en and Hu believed, Chinese culture was 
so inferior and so completely without redeeming features, and if, as 
Lu Hsiin felt, China was a place where human beings had been 
eaten for four thousand years, the disease of China could be cured 
only by the most radical and fundamental measures. Every vestige 
of the old culture and tradition had to be pulled up from its roots 
and destroyed, and the whole basis of thinking of the people had 
to be completely changed. Before the new could be introduced, the 
old had to be totally annihilated. Nothing short of a complete moral 
reformation could accomplish this. Thus, Lu Hsiin's "madman" 
cries: "You should change, change from the bottom of your hearts. 
You must know that in the future there will be no place for man-
eaters in the world. If you don't change, you may all be eaten by 
each other." 

What were the political implications of these attitudes? If the 
crisis of China was seen as one that primarily grew out of the 
peculiarities of the Chinese way of thinking, if there were funda-
mental failings in the culture of the nation and the psychology of 
the people, then political methods offered little promise of reaching 
to the root of the problem. To change the thought of the people and 
erect a whole new culture presupposed methods that were pri-
marily educational and efforts that were directed toward the youth, 
who might not yet be infected by the diseased culture. This would 
require decades, perhaps generations. Therefore, to participate in 
the politics of a society that was so diseased would at best be a 
complete waste of effort and might, indeed, result in one's own in-
fection. Thus, it is hardly surprising that the radical intellectuals 
of the New Culture era generally rejected political participation. 

These attitudes played an important role in conditioning re-
sponses to the Russian October Revolution. However sympathetic 
one might be to the socialist and internationalist goals of the 
Russian Revolution, those goals could not seem immediately rele-
vant to one who was preoccupied with the sickness of the very soul 
and spirit of his country. Only after a cultural transformation could 
there be any real hope of reconstructing Chinese society — only 
then could one afford the luxury of thinking about politics. That 
Ch'en Tu-hsiu shared these assumptions partially explains his 
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relatively long delay in committing himself to Bolshevism and Marx-
ism. Only after the stormy events of 1919 had forced him to be-
come more concerned with the immediate problems confronting 
China than with the problem of her tradition, could he reconcile 
himself to the politically activist implications of the Bolshevik 
message. 

On the question of the differences between East and West, Li 
Ta-chao was something of a deviationist in the ranks of the Hsin 
ch'ing-nien group. In his essay "The Basic Differences between 
Eastern and Western Civilizations,"33 Li began with a scheme 
that, although somewhat more elaborate, was similar to the dis-
tinctions made by Ch'en Tu-hsiu. Oriental civilization was charac-
terized as natural, restful, passive, dependent, conformist, conserva-
tive, intuitive, abstract, artistic, and spiritual. Western civilization 
was described as artificial (i.e., "man-made"), motivated by the 
spirit of struggle, active, independent, creative, progressive, rational, 
concrete, scientific, and materialistic. Li attributed these alleged 
differences to the influences of geography; the Eastern peoples 
were favored by the benefits of nature and thus strove for harmony 
with nature, while the Westerners lived under less favorable geo-
graphical conditions and thus found themselves in conflict with 
nature. He placed particular emphasis upon the activistic impulses 
of Western civilization that grew out of these geographical differ-
ences : "In Oriental civilization man looked toward heaven and thus 
nature controlled man; in Western civilization man stood upon the 
earth and subdued nature." 

In pointing to the deficiencies of Eastern civilization, Li also 
sounded very much like the radical antitraditionalists. Among the 
deficiencies he listed a pessimistic view of life, inertia, lack of in-
dividualism, disrespect for women, lack of sympathy, undue empha-
sis upon the powers of the gods, and autocratic government. Yet 
from a rather similar description of the differences between East 
and West Li drew strikingly different conclusions. 

My own view is that the progress of the universe is entirely dependent 
upon these two kinds of world views . . . the peaceful and the active, 
the conservative and the progressive. Oriental and Occidental civiliza-
tions really are the two great pivots of world progress, and just as the 
cart must have two wheels and the bird two wings, it is impossible for 
one to be lacking. Moreover, these two great spirits will themselves 
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gradually harmonize and fuse to create unlimited progress and a new 
life. Oriental civilization has become stagnant and Western civilization 
is weary under the burden of materialism; the crisis of the world cannot 
be overcome unless a new, third civilization emerges.34 

Significantly, Li suggested Russia as a possible mediator between 
East and West. But the great harmony must eventually be based 
upon a "conscious awakening" of both East and West so that the 
"quiescent world view of the Orient" would be replaced by the 
"active world view of the West," and the material preoccupations 
of the West would be restrained by the "spiritual life of the 
Orient."35 

Despite its defects Li felt that the cultural tradition was still 
basically sound and should be reformed rather than destroyed. 
Moreover, it was conforting to believe that the defects of Western 
civilization were no less serious than those that afflicted Chinese 
civilization. If China was to pay the price of surrendering part of 
her culture to accept modern Western culture, then compensation 
must be sought — the West must also accept elements of the 
Chinese world view. With her reformation, China would have a 
unique role to play upon the world stage; China could make what 
Li called its "second great contribution to the reconstruction of 
world civilization." This nationalist motif underlay the entire 
essay. Li, for example, could not resist the temptation to quote a 
now obscure American professor on the superior qualities of Chinese 
civilization and to present various historical and geographical 
reasons why China rather than India must bear the responsibility 
for reconciling East and West.36 

This point of view bears upon the question of the relationship 
between nationalism and traditionalism in modern China. Chinese 
nationalism no doubt originated in alienation from the traditional 
culture, as Joseph Levenson has so brilliantly argued.37 But if 
nationalism and traditionalism proved intellectually irreconcilable 
for the previous generation of intellectuals, they nevertheless were 
emotionally compatible for Li Ta-chao and many of his contempo-
raries and successors. In the historical environment of modern China 
— where the West played the role of both teacher and oppressor — 
the two have, in fact, tended to be mutually reinforcing. When the 
national tradition was challenged by the values of the hostile West, 
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the nationalist, however much he himself might have been alien-
ated from traditional values, often felt compelled to defend the 
tradition, or at least certain parts of it. In the history of the Chinese 
Communist movement the most nationalistic Communists, such as 
Li and Mao Tse-tung, were generally those who had, or sought to 
acquire, the deepest roots in Chinese culture. 

More important for the present discussion are political im-
plications of Li's views on the question of the differences between 
East and West. His solution — the synthesis of the two conflicting 
cultures — may have been both unoriginal and quixotic, but it freed 
him from a politically inhibiting obsession with China's cultural 
"inferiority." The conception of a synthesis did not in itself en-
courage political participation, but neither was it a psychological 
barrier to political activity. Moreover, Li's almost messianic belief 
that China had a vital role to play in reconciling East and West to 
create a new, universalistic culture could not but give rise to a 
sense of hopefulness that encouraged his already politically activistic 
tendencies. Thus, Li was later able to receive Marxism without 
first having to overcome the feeling that the plight of China could 
not be resolved until China had undergone a complete cultural and 
moral renovation. 

Metaphysics 

Following his withdrawal from politics in late 1916, Li once 
again found the leisure to return to the philosophic speculations 
that he had undertaken during his last months in Japan. The ac-
tivist psychology that was implicit in his essay "Spring,"38 written 
two years before, received firmer philosophic grounding in the 
essay "Now," published in the April 19x8 issue of Hsin ch'ing-nien. 

Li's pre-Marxian philosophy was built around a belief in a "tide 
of great reality" that was "everlastingly flowing without beginning 
and without end." It was infinite in space and eternal in time. This 
"tide of great reality" was a universal spirit, representing not the 
ideas of God but the natural life-force that is present in all phenom-
ena. It was the essence of motion and change in all things in the 
universe. Although the life of the individual human body was 
finite, the "tide of great reality" was eternal. It passed through the 
lives and "egos" of innumerable individuals and in the process was 
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forever "broadening, continuing, progressing, and developing."39 

It was the "spirit that restores youth and life, the spirit that moves 
mountains."40 

Li's "tide of great reality" bore strong affinities to the philosophy of 
Henri Bergson. Like Bergson, Li was concerned with movement 
and the mode of experiencing time, which Bergson called "dura-
tion." The values of Li's philosophy, like those of Bergson, were 
the values of motion and change rather than static and nontemporal 
values. Like Bergson, Li conceived of reality as an all-pervasive life 
force that flowed unceasingly through time and through the 
personalities of individual men. Although Li did not explicitly draw 
Bergson's conclusion that reality is apprehended through intro-
spection and intuition, this conclusion seems implicit in Li's pre-
Marxian world view. The conclusion that Li did draw from his 
philosophic system was a rationale for political activity. It is in-
teresting that many young French intellectuals who advocated 
"direct-action politics" in the period shortly before the First World 
War interpreted Bergson in the same light — although, as H. 
Stuart Hughes has pointed out, the notion of "direct-action politics" 
was contrary to Bergson's own convictions.41 

Li's "tide of reality" progressed in dialectical rather than uni-
linear fashion: "since there is progress there is also retrogression, 
and hence arise the myriad different phenomena." Thus, there 
were life and death, prosperity and decline, youth and old age. 
But each phenomenon produced its opposite: from death came life, 
from decline came prosperity, from old age came youth. This was 
simply the "progress of spring . . . since the universe is eternal, 
spring is also eternal and so are we ourselves." The self-renewing 
process of life, death, and rebirth was, in Li's view, the essential 
characteristic of the life of nations as well as the life of nature and 
man.42 

From this dialectical view of the universe Li deduced two 
principles. One was the concept of duality, according to which all 
things must develop through opposition; nothing could exist alone, 
everything must inevitably have its opposite, and the struggle be-
tween them must, just as inevitably, produce a new unity. The 
other was the belief that nothing could be completely lost in his-
tory. If a synthesis represented a unity of two opposites (more cor-
rectly, an infinite series of opposites), then however unique any 
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particular historical synthesis might be, it must retain elements of 
both the opposing phenomena that produced it. The past, and every 
event therein, was always a part of the present. Thus Li argued, 
"historical phenomena are always revolving and always changing and 
at the same time they still forever remain indestructible phenom-
ena in the universe."43 This thesis served as a philosophic sup-
port for his belief that one could not escape from one's cultural heri-
tage, that traditional Chinese culture could not simply be made to 
disappear and then replaced by a whole new set of cultural values 
and methods borrowed abroad, because what resulted from the clash 
between the two opposing forces (or two opposing cultures) must 
inevitably contain parts of both of them. 

The concept that historical phenomena were indestructible also 
led Li to postulate a rather harsh ethic of individual social and his-
torical responsibility: "If one makes an error [i-shih-t'iao — liter-
ally, loses one's footing] then it will necessarily persist to accumu-
late evil seeds among innumerable men of the future and in-
numerable 'egos' of the future. One will never be able to remove 
it and never be able to repent."44 

The essay "Now" was not intended simply as an inquiry into 
metaphysical knowledge. As in "Spring," Li was primarily con-
cerned with the problem of encouraging human activity — that is, 
political activity — in order to solve the immediate problems of 
China. To do so, he must relate intimately his conception of dialec-
tic evolution with the actual life-process of the individual. It had 
to be shown that concrete individual activity was both necessary 
and meaningful in the vast dialectical movement of universal 
forces. Li approached one aspect of this problem when he argued 
that all historical phenomena were indestructible and that there-
fore each individual was responsible to history for his every action. 
In "Now" he dealt with another aspect of the problem — the psy-
chological barriers to human activity. 

Li's discussion of this question was based upon the dialectical 
principle that the present includes both the past and the future: 
"Unlimited 'pasts' all find their resting place in the 'present,' and 
unlimited 'futures' all originate in the 'present.'" He declared that 
the present or "now" was the "most precious thing in the world," 
and he quoted Emerson on why the present was to be loved. More-
over, because everything in the universe was constantly changing, 
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the "now" was the thing most easily lost. "Is it not pitiful, there-
fore, if we take now' and recklessly throw it away?"45 

Li enumerated three general types of attitudes that prevented 
men from truly appreciating the present. There were those who 
hated the present and looked to the past; those who hated the present 
and looked to the future; and those who simply enjoyed the present. 
While the members of the first group dissipated their efforts in a 
vain attempt to restore antiquity, those of the second "float along 
as in a dream, throwing away a great many 'presents' where they 
might have exerted their efforts, and instead sink into the empti-
ness of illusions. Neither of these two groups are able to contribute 
to progress; on the contrary, they obstruct progress." Finally, those 
who enjoyed "now" were people who were satisfied with the present 
and therefore saw no need for change. Since they could not appreci-
ate the true significance of "now," they impeded the "tide of prog-
ress" as much as those who hated "now": "Enjoying 'now' is a form 
of inertia; it is necessary to advance a step further to understand 
that the reason for loving 'now' is wholly dependent upon being 
able to strive to create the future; it definitely cannot be attained 
[in a state of] contented passivity."48 

Thus, the whole of Li's philosophy can be seen as an expression 
of his own strongly activist impulses. Its purpose was to stimulate 
human activity — to encourage others to appreciate the opportuni-
ties that lay in the present in order to "strive to create the future." 
This, he declared, was "the basic duty of human life." By activity 
in the present the individual could become identified with the 
great progressive "tide of reality" and reach a future where "the 
universe is the ego and the ego is the universe." 47 

But if the individual was to be active in the present, how was 
this activism to be expressed in the concrete historical conditions of 
twentieth century China? If the law of universal dialectical 
progress was constantly developing to higher and higher levels, 
toward what historical goals and purposes was it moving? Li was not 
yet able to answer these questions. Nationalism alone was clearly an 
inadequate goal for such universalistic forces. Not until the Bol-
shevik Revolution presented Li with an all-embracing vision of the 
future, as well as with practical methods of individual activity for 
realizing that future, was he able to find answers to some of the 
issues posed by his pre-Marxian world view. 
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THE FIRST passages from the writings of Karl Marx to be trans-
lated into the Chinese language were ironically the ten measures in 
the second section of the Communist Manifesto that Marx had 
proposed for "the most advanced countries" following the success 
of the proletarian revolution. The translator of this portion of the 
Manifesto was Chu Chih-hsin ( 1 8 8 4 - 1 9 2 0 ) , a young Chinese 
student who was a member of Sun Yat-sen's revolutionary group in 
exile in Japan. Chu appended the proposals of Marx to the first of a 
series of two articles he wrote late in 1905 entitled "Short Bi-
ographies of German Social Revolutionaries." The first article — 
published in the January 1906 issue of Min-pao (People's paper) 
the organ of the T'ung-meng hui exiles in Japan — consisted of 
biographical sketches of Marx and Engels. The second dealt with 
one of Marx's most prominent socialist rivals, Ferdinand Lassalle.1 

Even before the appearance of Chu Chih-hsin's article, some anti-
Manchu Chinese reformers and revolutionaries had become ac-
quainted with at least the name of Marx. Liang Ch'i-ch'ao was the 
first prominent Chinese intellectual to refer to Marx — although 
briefly and in highly critical tones — in an essay dealing with the 
English social philosopher Benjamin Kidd, written in 1902.2 At 
about this time more radically inclined Chinese students and exiles 
in Japan began to read Japanese socialist writings. In 1903 two 
popular Japanese accounts of European socialist history and thought 
that were sympathetic to Marxism were translated and published 
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in Chinese.3 Not until the Russian Revolution of 1905, however, 
did socialist influences in Chinese revolutionary circles become 
widespread. The exiled followers of Sun Yat-sen, stirred by the 
example of the Russian upheaval, began to feel a certain kinship 
with the Russian revolutionaries, which they were fond of express-
ing by drawing a parallel between the struggle against Czarist 
absolutism and their own struggle against the tyranny of the 
Manchus. It was under the stimulus of this general interest in 
socialist theory that Chu Chih-hsin wrote his article on Marx. 

Among the many socialist doctrines considered by radical 
Chinese intellectuals in the period between 1905 and the Bol-
shevik Revolution of 1917, Marxism seemed to attract the least at-
tention. There were strong anarchist influences in Chinese revolu-
tionary circles during these years and a widespread if vague sym-
pathy for socialism, but not a single figure emerged who could 
even be remotely identified as a Marxist. Chu Chih-hsin appears 
to have lost interest in Marxism soon after the appearance of his 
article. He later became identified with the left wing of the 
Kuomintang and did not again write on Marx or Marxism. Those 
among the small band of Chinese revolutionaries who continued to 
look to the Russian revolutionary movement for inspiration were 
largely attracted to the terrorist exploits of the Russian Socialist 
Revolutionary party rather than to the Russian Marxists. Pre-
occupied with the immediate need to overthrow the Manchu dy-
nasty, the Chinese revolutionaries were interested in methods and 
ideologies that promised quicker solutions than those offered by 
Marxist doctrine. 

However, along with the celebration of Russian terrorist activities 
appearing in the pages of Chinese radical journals during these 
years is evidence of at least a sporadic interest in the writings of 
Marx and Engels. In 1908 a Chinese translation of the first chapter 
of the Communist Manifesto and Engels' introduction to its English 
edition appeared in T'ien-i-pao, a magazine of anarchist inclinations 
published by Chinese students in Japan. That same year T'ien-i-pao 
carried a translation of the second chapter of Engels' The Origin 
of the Family, Private Property, and the State. In 19 12 a translation 
of Engels' Socialism: Utopian and Scientific was published in the 
Shanghai periodical Hsin shih-chieh (New world).4 This was the 
extent of the works of Marx and Engels available in Chinese before 
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1919, although Chinese readers of Japanese and Western languages 
were of course able to gain access to a much wider range of Marxist 
writings if they chose.5 

As in the case of Chu Chih-hsin, neither the Chinese translators 
of the writings of Marx and Engels nor their readers felt sufficiently 
moved by the doctrine to undertake actively its propagation; nor, 
it would appear, were they curious enough to study it seriously. 
This cannot be accounted for by any reluctance on the part of 
Chinese intellectuals to support radical ideas. During these years 
there was no lack of passionate declarations in favor of the most 
extreme forms of anarchism and nihilism, and there were some 
who did not hesitate to advocate, and occasionally even practice, 
political terrorism. The reason for the lack of interest in Marxism 
is not difficult to discern and has been frequently noted: in the 
period before the October Revolution Marxism, in its pre-Leninist 
form, presupposed the existence of capitalist economic relations and 
a well-developed urban proletariat. In the absence of these condi-
tions Marxism could not yet serve as a guide to meaningful political 
action. To those members of the intelligentsia who were attracted 
to socialism, Marx appeared simply as one among many Western 
socialist thinkers — indeed, one who was held in considerably less 
esteem than Kropotkin and Bakunin or even Saint-Simon and 
Henry George. Thus, Marx was known to Chinese intellectuals in 
the early years of the century, but his theory clearly failed to strike 
a responsive chord. 

After the Revolution of 1 9 1 1 there seems to have been a general 
decline of interest in socialist theories. Many of the members of 
the T'ung-meng-hui who had earlier been influenced by anarchism, 
such as Wang Ching-wei ( 1883-1944) , tended to abandon the 
anarchist faith as they became preoccupied with the practical polit-
ical affairs of the Kuomintang. With the emergence of the new 
group of intellectuals associated with Hsin ch'ing-nien and the 
development of the New Culture movement after 1915 , the ques-
tion of socialism seemed even further removed from the relevant 
issues confronting the intelligentsia. Concerned with the problem 
of transforming traditional cultural values, the new intellectuals 
looked to the existing democratic institutions and scientific culture 
of the advanced countries of the West, not to the revolutionary 
political movements in the West that opposed the existing order. 
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This does not imply the existence of widespread antisocialist 
predispositions. On the contrary, the westernized intelligentsia's 
admiration for contemporary Western thought and political institu-
tions rarely extended to an admiration for the underlying capitalist 
social and economic system. There was a general sympathy for 
socialism as an ultimate goal, even though it was rarely discussed. 
Ch'en Tu-hsiu's view of socialism in the years immediately preced-
ing the Bolshevik Revolution was fairly typical. In 1915 Ch'en 
saw socialism as one of the three most advanced intellectual tenden-
cies of modern Western civilization, along with the doctrine of 
human rights and the theory of evolution. Modern socialism, he 
wrote, had originated in France as a movement to achieve social and 
economic equality, had been developed in Germany by Marx and 
Lassalle (between whom he made no distinction), and was now, he 
hoped, serving to encourage the governments and wealthy classes 
of the European nations to carry out the social reforms necessary 
to harmonize capital and labor.6 When in 1917 a reader of Hsin 
ch'ing-nien wrote that he believed socialism represented the most 
advanced form of modern thought and inquired as to why there was 
so little discussion of it by the contributors to the magazine, who 
usually promoted the most advanced theories, Ch'en briefly replied: 
"The ideals of socialism are very high and its schools of thought 
are very complex. I can only say that China, compared to Europe, 
is very retarded. Because [China's] industry is not yet flourishing, 
socialism cannot yet be put into effect."7 

In the years preceding the October Revolution Li Ta-chao found 
socialist theories little more relevant to the needs of China than did 
Ch'en, although he expressed some passing interest in them. Shortly 
before he left for Japan in 1913 , Li is said to have had some sym-
pathy for Chiang K'ang-hu's (b. ca. 1883) mildly reformist "Social-
ist party,"8 an inconsequential and short-lived group founded in 
late 1 9 1 1 . Li was also sympathetic to Sun Yat-sen's "Principle of 
Peoples Livelihood" Qmin-sheng chu-i). Regardless of whether this 
expression was originally intended by Sun as a synonym for social-
ism, it seems clear that Li used it to mean little more than a general 
concern for the welfare of the people and the promotion of the 
national economy — principles traditionally supported by Chinese 
political thinkers for over two thousand years. In Japan Li came into 
contact with more substantial socialist influences, such as the writ-
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ings of Saint-Simon and especially the Japanese Utopian "New Vil-
lage" movement, which had a particularly strong following at 
Waseda University where Li studied.9 

Li's first exposure to Marxist theory occurred during his student 
days in Japan, although the extent of his early acquaintance with it 
does not appear to have been significant. Kao I-han (1885 —), the 
well-known liberal political philosopher who was a frequent con-
tributor to Hsin ch'ing-nien, has written that when he first met Li 
in Japan in early 1916 — when the latter came to enlist Kao's 
participation in the movement against Yüan Shih-k'ai — Li was 
engaged in the study of Marxian political economy. According to 
Kao's account, Li, "his hand not releasing the volume for whole 
days at a time," was ardently reading the works of Kawakami 
Hajime, the famous Japanese interpreter and translator of Marx.10 

Despite Kao's somewhat dramatic description of Li's first encounter 
with Marxist theory, it would seem that the impact of Marxism was 
something less than overwhelming. Although Li no doubt read 
Kawakami, probably in the course of his formal studies in political 
economy, no traces of Marxist influences can be found in his writ-
ings before the end of 1918, nor was Marx even mentioned until 
then. Li was apparently not sufficiently impressed with the doctrine 
to investigate it further until after the Bolshevik Revolution. During 
his last year in Japan, Li was concerned with the problem of finding 
a philosophic support for his desire for immediate political action, 
and it is hardly likely that he could have found anything in orthodox 
Marxist political economy to encourage him in this quest. 

The absence of a Marxist Social-Democratic tradition in China, 
as well as the lack of any appreciable Marxian influence on the 
thought of intellectuals before 1918, had important implications 
for the way in which the Bolshevik Revolution and Marxist doctrine 
were received in China. Unlike European and Russian Marxists, 
who had usually immersed themselves in years of study of the fine 
points of Marxist theory before committing themselves to a course 
of political action, those who came into the Communist fold in China 
were committed to a "Marxist" revolution long before they had 
accepted even the basic assumptions of the Marxist world view. This 
meant that they responded to the message of the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion almost completely outside of the framework of Marxist cat-
egories of thought. Not being wedded to orthodox Marxist formula-
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tions, many found it comparatively easy to revise and transform 
those formulations to fit the needs of the Chinese situation. 

Although it is generally true that the impulse to revolution pre-
ceded the commitment to Marxist ideology in China, this fact did 
not prevent the future members of the Chinese Communist intel-
ligentsia from responding to the Bolshevik Revolution in very dif-
ferent ways. The differences reflected not only dissimilarities in 
pre-Marxian world views and in personalities but also divergent 
attitudes towards one of the more immediate issues confronting the 
intelligentsia — the First World War. Before a consideration of the 
impact of the October Revolution, therefore, it is necessary to turn 
to the intellectual scene in China during the last years of the war. 

The First World War and the Russian February Revolution 

In the months preceding the Russian October Revolution of 1917 
Peking replaced Shanghai as the center of the new intellectual 
movement in China. In December 1916, Ts'ai Yiian-p'ei ( 1876-
1940), a man of generally libertarian views, became chancellor of 
Peking University and proceeded to reorganize the university upon 
the principle of "freedom of thought" and "the policy of tolerating 
everything and including everything." Concerning the appointment 
of professors, Ts'ai declared, "their knowledge is the main thing 
. . . their words and actions outside the university are entirely 
their own affair. This university never makes inquiries nor takes 
responsibility for such words and actions."11 In this liberal atmos-
phere Peking University became a haven for the radical intelli-
gentsia. In early 1917 Ts'ai Yiian-p'ei appointed Ch'en Tu-hsiu as 
dean of the School of Letters. A year later, in February 1918, Li 
Ta-chao was appointed chief librarian of the university upon Ch'en's 
recommendation.12 He concurrently became professor of economics 
and later professor of history.13 Most of the other leading figures 
identified with Hsin ch'ing-nien also became associated with Peking 
University at this time. 

As the radical intellectuals were gathering in Peking in 1917, 
the First World War was entering its fourth year. The results of 
the war drastically changed the perspectives and assumptions held 
by many leading members of the westernized intelligentsia. The war 
not only made possible Lenin's seizure of power in Russia, but it 
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also led to the erosion of the Chinese intelligentsia's image of a ra-
tional, stable, and democratic West where a scientific culture served 
the social progress of mankind. It was not so much the carnage of 
the war itself as the war's aftermath that tarnished this image. 
When the Allied Powers cynically sanctioned Japanese ambitions 
in North China at the Versailles Peace Conference in 1919, the 
indignation of Chinese intellectuals and students made many recep-
tive to the anticolonial and anticapitalist appeals of Marxism-Lenin-
ism. 

Even before the betrayal of Chinese interests at Versailles had 
turned the attention of Chinese intellectuals to the dramatic develop-
ments in Russia, at least one member of the new intelligentsia was 
looking abroad for omens of revolution. When the democratic Feb-
ruary Revolution of 1917 overthrew the monarchy in Russia, Li Ta-
chao interpreted it as the harbinger of a similar revolution in China. 
"Today the blood of the Russian people," he stated in March 1917, 
"is washing away the dirt accumulated over the years in the Russian 
political world and indirectly providing the embryo for our own 
country's freedom; it will cause the old bureaucrats to recognize 
definitely that the dictatorship cannot be revived, that the sov-
ereignty of the people cannot again be repressed, that the republic 
cannot once more be destroyed, and that the imperial government 
cannot be resurrected . . . objectively speaking, the success of this 
revolution in Russia cannot avoid influencing the next revolution 
in China."1 4 

Li was not alone in his interest in the February Revolution. The 
other members of the Chinese democratic intelligentsia unanimously 
welcomed the downfall of the czarist system and the establishment 
of a democratic republic in Russia. But whereas Li hoped that the 
Russian Revolution would provide the stimulus for a political trans-
formation in China, others were more concerned with its implica-
tions for the outcome of the European war. 

The question of China's participation in the war had become a 
burning political issue and a hotly debated topic in Chinese intel-
lectual circles during the early months of 1917. In February the 
Peking government broke off diplomatic relations with Germany in 
preparation for a formal declaration of war, which was made in 
August. Most intellectuals associated with Hsin ch'ing-nien ap-
proved the government's policy of bringing China into the war, for 
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they interpreted the war as a struggle of the Anglo-French forces of 
progress and democracy against German militarism and monarch-
ism. The victory of humanism over militarism and democracy over 
monarchism, they assumed, would have a salutary influence upon 
political conditions in China. As it turned out, this conviction that 
the Allied Powers were fighting for the cause of justice in the world 
only served to intensify their eventual disillusionment with the West. 

But in 19 17 , to men like Ch'en Tu-hsiu who favored a Chinese 
declaration of war against Germany, a revolution in Russia was 
mainly significant insofar as it might affect the course of the war. 
Thus, Ch'en's article "The Russian Revolution and Our Nation's 
Awakening" had relatively little to say about either the February 
Revolution or the awakening of China. It was essentially concerned 
with arguing that China should join the Allied cause. It was every 
bit as necessary for China to fight against Germany in 1 9 1 7 , Ch'en 
declared, as it had been to oppose Yiian Shih-k'ai a year earlier. As 
for the February Revolution itself, Ch'en stated: "I praise its success. 
I believe that it [the Russian provisional government] will not need 
to enter into separate peace negotiations with Germany, which 
represents monarchism and militarism, that it will oppose the pro-
German clique of the old government, and that it will fully favor 
the spirit of democracy and humanism. I believe that the democratic 
nations will come to its aid and that it will fight against Germany and 
all the immoral monarchist and militarist states."15 

Unlike Ch'en's essay, Li's article on the February Revolution was 
unconcerned with the fate of the Allied cause. In fact, he suggested 
that an Allied victory would not be a victory for democracy but 
would only benefit "those who champion bureaucratic govern-
ment." 16 Li's attitude toward the war was in large measure deter-
mined by the element in his "dialectical" philosophy that maintained 
that history was an unending cyclic process of the inevitable rise 
and decline of nations. This conception of history, inspired by a 
faith that the forces of rebirth within old China were preparing the 
way for the resurgence of a young China, convinced Li that the 
advanced nations of the West were in decline and that the future 
belonged to the newly emerging nations, which had not yet found 
their way to the center of the world historical stage. Thus a year 
earlier in 19 16 Li had written: "Such prominent nations of Europe 
as Italy, France, Spain, Portugal, Holland, Belgium, Denmark, 
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Sweden, Norway and England have all had a long history, a long 
life. They had their vigorous youth when their distinctive genius 
was brought into full play; but now their day has gone, their fame 
and glory have declined into mere empty shells. Thus these nations 
are past travellers in the caravan of human civilization."17 

With the notable exception of Russia, the list of "declining" na-
tions included all the major powers on the Allied side in 1916. 
Germany and Austro-Hungary were pointedly excluded. In fact, 
Li predicted a German military victory, since Germany was a com-
paratively "newly emergent" nation on the world scene. Although 
whatever sympathy Li may have felt for Germany in 1916 was 
short-lived (at least pro-German sentiments did not appear again 
in his writings), it is evident that he did not share the sympathy of 
Ch'en Tu-hsiu and the other members of the Hsin ch'ing-nien group 
for the Allied cause. 

The October Revolution 

The different attitudes of Li and Ch'en on the war were reflected 
in their responses to both the February and October Revolutions in 
Russia. Believing that the Allied Powers were engaged in a just 
struggle for democracy and humanism, Ch'en could wholeheartedly 
welcome the February Revolution not only because it was a demo-
cratic revolution (which made more plausible his view of the nature 
of the war), but also because the Russian provisional government 
was determined to keep the Russian armies in the war against the 
Central Powers. But Ch'en could hardly have been enthusiastic 
when the Bolsheviks came to power in Russia determined to sign 
a separate peace with Germany — a development that seriously 
threatened the Allied position. Lenin's description of the war as a 
conflict among equally rapacious and aggressive imperialist states 
must have at first appeared to Ch'en as a repudiation of the demo-
cratic West in which he so fervently believed. 

Because Li Ta-chao did not share Ch'en's faith in the West or 
his view of the war, he could be more receptive to the possible 
political implications for China of the two Russian revolutions of 
1917. His response to the February Revolution foreshadowed his 
response to the October Revolution both in his inclination to look 
to Russia for signs of a forthcoming revolution in China and in the 
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type of imagery he employed. He had already begun to use an his-
torical image in which each century was carried along by a single, 
universal wave of revolution. Thus, in the February Revolution Li 
saw the first manifestation of a great antibureaucratic tide of the 
twentieth century that would inevitably spread to the far corners 
of the earth: "Just as the main aim of the revolution of the early 
part of the previous century was a revolt against monarchical and 
aristocratic government, so the main aim of the revolution of the 
early part of the present century is a revolt against bureaucratic 
government."18 In his essay "Violence and Politics," which appeared 
on the eve of the Bolshevik Revolution and presented a rationale 
for revolution, Li again evoked the metaphor of universalistic waves. 
Democracy was a modern world tendency that "flows like a hundred 
rivers towards the East and nothing can stop it." 1 9 This historical 
image of century-long revolutionary waves was a prominent feature 
of his response to the Bolshevik Revolution and became deeply 
imprinted upon many of his student followers at Peking University. 

Contrary to the impression left by recent Communist accounts 
of modern Chinese history, the Russian October Revolution did not 
strike the Chinese intellectual world with the force of a thunderbolt 
bringing sudden enlightenment. Except for Li Ta-chao, few Chinese 
found the revolutionary message of Bolshevism relevant to their 
own situation until after the events set in motion by the Versailles 
Peace Conference and the May Fourth Incident of 1919 . Even Li, 
the first important Chinese intellectual to proclaim his allegiance to 
Bolshevism, did not publicly express his views on the significance 
of the October Revolution until the summer of 19 18 , seven months 
after Lenin had seized power. 

This delay cannot be attributed to a lack of information about 
events in Russia. After the February Revolution both Li and Chen 
had published their interpretations of that event within a few weeks. 
Accounts of the October Revolution appeared in Chinese newspapers 
three days after the Bolshevik victory,20 and events in Soviet Russia 
thereafter were fairly regularly reported in the Chinese press and 
were followed with close interest by Chinese intellectuals of diverse 
political inclinations. 

The Russian Revolution seems at first to have aroused more inter-
est in Kuomintang circles than among those intellectuals who even-
tually came into the Communist fold. On January 1 , 19 18 , an 
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editorial expressing sympathy for the aims of the Bolsheviks ap-
peared in the Shanghai Kuomintang organ Kuo-min jih-pao (Re-
public daily). Shortly afterwards, Sun Yat-sen sent a personal mes-
sage of congratulations to Lenin.21 Although the intellectuals asso-
ciated with Hsin ch'ing-nien remained silent, one may well suspect 
that many members of the new intelligentsia were attracted to the 
example of the Bolshevik Revolution long before they were willing 
to comment upon it publicly. They could not fail to be impressed by 
the social and political similarities between Russia and China, by 
the Bolshevik promise rapidly to transform an economically back-
ward land, and by the dazzling vision of a classless, nonbureaucratic 
society in which all men would enjoy equally the benefits of the most 
advanced levels of civilization. Opposing these attractions were 
several factors, such as their sympathy for the Allied cause in the 
First World War and their overriding concern with the need for 
implanting Western cultural values in China as a prerequisite to 
social reform and political action. As a result of these conflicting 
attitudes, views on the October Revolution remained ambiguous 
and unexpressed until the climactic events of 1919; the new intel-
lectuals neither praised nor criticized Bolshevism. In the meantime, 
they held to their faith in democracy and science and waited to see 
what the end of the war would bring. 

Although Li Ta-chao did not share his fellow intellectuals' hope-
ful view of the war or their preoccupation with the deficiencies of 
Chinese culture, he shared other less deep-seated concerns that con-
tributed to his reluctance to rush immediately to the Bolshevik 
banner. There was, to begin with, considerable doubt that the 
Bolsheviks would be able to maintain their precarious hold on polit-
ical power. Press reports filtering into China from Europe pre-
sented lurid and often highly exaggerated accounts of the political 
disorders and economic chaos that had followed in the wake of the 
revolution. If the Bolsheviks were not overthrown by the civil war 
that threatened them from within, it was widely assumed that the 
European powers would intervene to crush the revolution from 
without. Thus, even among those who were most attracted to the 
Bolshevik example, the fear that the revolution might prove abortive 
tended to inhibit commitments. 

Responses to the Russian Revolution were further inhibited by 
the predisposition to look to the advanced countries of the West for 
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political and intellectual guidance. Unlike the older nationalist 
intellectuals of the T'ung-meng hui era, who had found a certain 
spiritual identity with the Russian revolutionary movement, the 
new intellectuals had displayed relatively little interest in Russia 
(with the exception of Russian literature). To turn away from the 
political and social thinkers of France, England, and America, 
where democracy and science seemed triumphant, in order to accept 
ideological and political leadership from backward, peasant Russia, 
required a psychological reorientation that could not be accom-
plished at once. Even though Li was less enthusiastic about Western 
democracy and science than his colleagues, he too had drawn his 
main intellectual inspiration from the thinkers of the advanced 
Western nations. Except for Tolstoy, he had been little influenced 
by Russian thought. 

Finally, the Marxist and Leninist terminology that emanated 
from Petrograd was largely unfamiliar to Chinese ears. How were 
the Chinese in 1917 to interpret such expressions as "the dictator-
ship of the proletariat" and "dialectical materialism"? China, after 
all, had no Marxian Social-Democratic tradition that might have 
provided some basis for interpreting and responding to the Leninist 
program. The very strangeness of both the pattern of events in 
Russia and the ideology that accompanied it at first provoked curi-
osity rather than passionate declarations of approval or denunciation. 

It was perhaps because of these factors that not until the summer 
of 1918 was Li willing to express his views on the October Revolu-
tion. When he did so, however, in an article entitled "A Comparison 
of the French and Russian Revolutions," he left no doubt that he had 
formed a deep emotional commitment to the universalistic Bolshevik 
message. For Li the October Revolution represented no less than a 
"manifestation of the general psychological transformation of twen-
tieth century humanity."22 He drew a parallel between the French 
Revolution as heralding the historical tendencies of the nineteenth 
century and the Russian Revolution as performing a similar role 
for the twentieth century. This model of comparison was to be re-
peated again and again by the young intellectuals of the May Fourth 
period. 

Although in Li's view the two revolutions were reflective of the 
historic tendencies of their respective centuries, the Russian Revolu-
tion represented an incomparably higher level of development. The 
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French Revolution had been basically a nationalistic revolution with 
"a social revolutionary flavor," but the Russian Revolution was 
fundamentally a socialist revolution with "a world revolutionary 
color." The revolution of 1789 had been motivated by "the spirit of 
French patriotism," but the revolution of 1 9 1 7 was based upon 
"the Russian spirit of humanism": "the spirit of the French of that 
day was the spirit of loving their country; the spirit of the Russians 
today is the spirit of loving man. The former was based upon na-
tionalism; the latter tends toward internationalism. The former 
has always been the source of war; the latter promotes the dawn of 
peace."23 Whereas the influences of the "nationalistic" French 
Revolution had by-passed China, the internationalist character of 
the Russian Revolution was to be of universal significance. Under 
its influence China could enter the stage of world history and join 
the great tide of universal progress. 

Li's emphasis upon the internationalism of the Russian Revolu-
tion may at first appear to be a disavowal of his strongly national-
istic and patriotic tendencies. Yet nationalism was very much in-
volved in this interpretation. The October Revolution, he pro-
claimed, was the first great step in the "reconstruction of a third 
great civilization" — a reconstruction in which China and the Chi-
nese cultural tradition had a special and essential role to play. For 
Li in 19 18 the primary appeal of the October Revolution lay in the 
belief that the "spirit of Russia" was uniquely qualified to "harmonize 
Eastern and Western civilizations" because Russia bordered on both 
Europe and Asia and had therefore been influenced by both Eastern 
and Western civilizations. "The creation of a new civilization in 
the world that simultaneously retains the special features of Eastern 
and Western civilizations, and the talents of the European and 
Asian peoples, cannot be undertaken except by the Russians."24 

Thus, if Russia had a messianic mission in world history, it was a 
mission to which China was to make a distinctive contribution. 
Through the medium of Russia China could preserve her national 
identity and at the same time join the universal forces of progress. 
Through "internationalism" China could accept the advanced ma-
terial civilization of the West without surrendering the essence of 
her own nationhood. With this assurance Li proclaimed, "we have 
only to raise our heads to welcome the dawn of the new civilization 
of the world, and turn our ears to welcome the new Russia that is 
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founded upon freedom and humanism, and to adapt ourselves to 
the new tide of the world."25 

One further aspect of Li's initial response to the October Revolu-
tion should be noted since it is important to an understanding of 
the appeal of the revolution in China and the later evolution of 
Chinese Marxist ideology. Li believed that backwardness was a 
positive advantage — that the very backwardness of nations like 
China and Russia held the seeds of youth and progress — whereas 
the material maturity of the West was a prelude to decline and 
decay. Li applied this conception to the history of Russia as follows: 

From the point of view of the history of civilizations, any particular 
national civilization has its period of flourishing and its period of decline. 
The countries of Europe, like France and England, have reached a 
period of maturity in civilization. They no longer have the strength to 
advance any further. German civilization is today like the sun in the 
heavens controlling the forces of the world . . . [but] according to 
the history of the past, a period of flourishing is followed by a period of 
decline. Even though Russia geographically occupies a position on the 
European continent, in comparison with the other countries of Europe 
the rate of progress of Russian civilization has been slow for the past 
three centuries. History tells us that the Mongolian invasions stopped 
the growth of Russian civilization, caused it to return to barbarism and 
stagnate. Therefore the European Renaissance had no influence on Rus-
sia and Russia became completely isolated from European civilization. 
Because of this isolation, Russia's progress in civilization was compara-
tively slow with respect to the other nations of Europe, and just because 
of its comparative slowness in the evolution of civilization there existed 
surplus energy for development [My italics] ,26 

Since Li believed the backwardness of Russia had resulted in the 
accumulation of "surplus energy," how much more "surplus energy" 
he must have felt was stored in China, where the rate of progress 
had been even slower! Thus, we are confronted with the paradox 
of China's pioneer Marxist treating as advantages the very char-
acteristics of the Russian environment that created the most severe 
ideological and psychological dilemmas for the Russian Marxists; 
namely, the backwardness of Russian economic and social develop-
ment and what Lenin and Trotsky frequently disparaged as the 
still "Oriental" characteristics of Russian thought and culture. 

The promise of the Russian Revolution to transform a backward 
society soon began to appeal to a growing number of Chinese intel-
lectuals. For Li Ta-chao this appeal was all the greater and more 
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immediate because of his philosophy of dialectical evolution and 
rebirth. All the philosophic assumptions behind his conception of 
a resurgent young China suddenly and dramatically breaking out of 
its dead shell predisposed him to look favorably on the Russian 
Revolution. It confirmed his own pre-Marxian world view. The 
spectacle of the most backward country in Europe suddenly appear-
ing as the advance guard of modern civilization in defiant challenge 
of the West was not only emotionally satisfying to Li as a nationalist 
but also intellectually satisfying to him as a dialectician, who saw 
all phenomena as producing their opposites. The rebirth of back-
ward Russia was merely the prelude to an even more dramatic re-
birth of China. 

Li's argument that the backwardness of Russia (and China) 
foreshadowed an imminent leap into the forefront of civilization 
bears certain affinities to Trotsky's theory of permanent revolution. 
Trotsky maintained that in the era of international socialist revolu-
tions the working classes of the backward countries were potentially 
more revolutionary than their counterparts in the mature societies 
of the West. Because of the weakness of the bourgeoisie in the eco-
nomically underdeveloped areas, the proletariat, however small in 
numbers, might gain control of the "bourgeois democratic" revolu-
tion against the "feudal" state power and almost immediately trans-
form the revolution into a socialist revolution that would result in 
the establishment of a proletarian dictatorship. This, in turn, would 
provide the stimulus for proletarian revolutions in the "advanced" 
countries. It was possible that "in a backward country with a lesser 
degree of capitalistic development," Trotsky declared in his classic 
inversion of Marx in 1906, "the proletariat should sooner reach 
political supremacy than in a highly developed capitalist state."27 

Li and Trotsky began from very different premises. Trotsky de-
veloped the theory of permanent revolution within the framework 
of Marxist categories and sanctioned it by an analysis of the material 
conditions of life; Li still thought in terms of the movement of 
spiritual forces and the accumulation of "surplus energy." Trotsky 
insisted that the revolution would essentially be the work of the 
proletariat (however embryonic its stage of development); Li was 
not yet concerned with the role of social classes. And Trotsky, unlike 
Li, assumed that the survival of socialist revolutions in the econom-
ically backward areas would ultimately depend upon successful 
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proletarian risings in the capitalist states of the West. Despite these 
differences, the two arrived at certain strikingly similar notions. 
Both found in backwardness the source of the most rapid political 
and social progress, and both assigned to the economically backward 
lands the really creative role in the great drama of global revolution. 
On a nondoctrinal level, at least, Li was something of a "Trotskyist" 
before he was a Marxist. At the same time he was also a precursor 
of "Maoism." In his belief that China's backwardness offered im-
mense advantages for both the tempo and content of her future 
advance, and that all the evils of old China were on the verge of 
being "reborn" into their opposites, Li foreshadowed one of the 
major themes of contemporary Chinese Communist ideology. 

"A Comparison of the French and Russian Revolutions" leaves 
no doubt that by mid-1918 Li was emotionally committed to the 
October Revolution, but it offers nothing to suggest that he had 
even begun to consider seriously Marxist theory. The forces of 
history and revolution, as he then perceived them, operated in the 
realm of spiritual changes and psychological transformations. For 
example, Li explained that there were differences between the French 
and Russian revolutions simply because "the spirit of the times are 
not the same." History, he flatly declared, "is a record of universal 
psychological expression." 28 Thus Li had not yet accepted even 
the fundamental materialist premise of Marxist doctrine. This in 
itself indicates the superficiality of his earlier contact with Marxist 
writings and suggests that the appeal of the October Revolution pre-
ceded the influence of Marxist theory. In the summer of 1918 Li 
hardly even seemed aware of the socialist goals of the October 
Revolution. Rather, he was attracted to Bolshevism because he saw 
in it the triumph of "freedom and humanism" and the beginnings of 
a great synthesis between Eastern and Western civilizations. 

Shortly afterwards, however, Li came to the realization that his 
acceptance of the universal message of the October Revolution de-
manded the acceptance of the universal validity of Marxist theory 
as well. By the time he wrote his influential article "The Victory 
of Bolshevism" in November 1918, Li could announce — almost in 
tones of having made a discovery — that the Bolsheviks were follow-
ers of the doctrine of "the German socialist Marx." The great strug-
gle in the world could no longer be looked upon as a clash between 
different "spirits of the time"; it had become "the class war . . . 
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between the world proletarian masses and the world capitalists." 
The aim of Bolshevism was no longer simply the reconciliation of 
Eastern and Western cultures; it had become "the destruction of 
the presently existing national boundaries which are barriers to 
socialism and the destruction of the capitalist monopoly-profit sys-
tem of production."29 

In "The Victory of Bolshevism" Li ridiculed China's participation 
in the World War — a war in which not a single Chinese soldier 
had fought and in which Chinese generals had commanded no 
troops. He scoffed at those Chinese who were then celebrating the 
Allied victory; only the foreigners living in China, he bitterly re-
marked, had cause to applaud the Allied success. Even their celebra-
tion was meaningless, for the Western powers were destined to fol-
low German militarism to destruction. The real victory would be 
"the victory of humanism, pacifism, and reason; the victory of de-
mocracy, socialism, and Bolshevism; the victory of the red flag, the 
working class of the world, and the new tide of the twentieth 
century."30 

Li's response to the October Revolution was imbued with a chil-
iastic feeling that the world stood on the brink of a gigantic trans-
formation. Bolshevism was a great, irresistible wave about to sweep 
over the world: "Such mighty rolling tides are indeed beyond the 
power of the present capitalist governments to prevent or stop, for 
the mass movement of the twentieth century combines the whole 
of mankind into one great mass. The efforts of each individual 
within this great mass . . . will then be concentrated and become 
a great, irresistible social force . . . In the course of such a world 
mass movement, all those dregs of history that can impede the prog-
ress of the new movement — such as emperors, nobles, warlords, 
bureaucrats, militarists, and capitalists — will certainly be destroyed 
as though struck by a thunderbolt." In his fondness for drawing 
analogies from nature, Li maintained that the revolution in Russia 
signaled this oncoming destruction as certainly as the fall of the 
first leaf signals the coming of autumn. "From now on," he cried, 
"every place in the world will see the victorious flag of Bolshevism 
and hear the triumphal song of Bolshevism. The bell of humanitari-
anism is sounding. The dawn of freedom has arrived."31 

Li's response to the Russian Revolution cannot be understood 
solely in terms of the influence of new ideas. He did not become 
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such an ardent advocate of Bolshevism simply because of the impact 
of the doctrines of Marx, Lenin, and Trotsky. Rather, he was in-
spired by the very act of revolution, by his expectation that the 
millenium was being realized in the present. His articles of July 
and November 19 18 were less concerned with what the millenium 
was to look like than with the fact that it was being created in the 
here and now. He conceived of the revolution not so much as a 
revolt against particular oppressors but as a great, universal, and 
elemental force that was transforming the entire world order. In 
"The Victory of Bolshevism" the presumably class character of the 
revolution as an uprising of workers against capitalists was men-
tioned almost incidentally. The main thrust of the article was the 
feeling that the "spirit" of Bolshevism "embodies what can be re-
garded as a common awakening in the heart of each individual of 
twentieth century mankind."32 For Li in 19 18 the revolution itself 
was the only real source of value and truly creative force. 

Karl Mannheim has written, "the only true, perhaps the only 
direct, identifying characteristic of chiliastic experience is absolute 
presentness . . . for the real chiliast, the present becomes the break 
through which what was previously inward bursts out suddenly, 
takes hold of the outer world and transforms it."33 There is no 
better way to characterize Li Ta-chao's response to Bolshevism. 
Chiliastic experiences are involved in all great revolutions and they 
were particularly characteristic of the Bolshevik Revolution, with 
its universalistic pretensions. There already existed precedents for 
such a response in Li's pre-Marxian world view. Both his faith that 
China was on the verge of a rebirth and his feeling of exaltation 
for the present moment, drawn from Emerson's concept of time, 
predisposed him to view the October Revolution in particularly 
ecstatic terms. 

In view of his emotionally charged image of a single, global wave 
of revolution, it is not surprising that Li was at first attracted more 
by the writings of Trotsky than by those of Lenin. Trotsky was the 
great apostle of world revolution, and his melodramatic vision of 
the Russian Revolution as a spark that would ignite a world con-
flagration was very much in accord with Li's own feelings. In "The 
Victory of Bolshevism" Lenin was mentioned only once, but Trot-
sky's book, The Bolsheviki and World Peace (written in 1 9 1 5 ) was 
discussed at length, and Li quoted a passage in which Trotsky de-
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clared that "ours will be the one and only creative force in the 
future."34 Trotsky was singled out for special praise for his view 
that "the Russian Revolution is to serve as a fuse to world revolu-
tion" as well as for his "love for the world proletarian masses."35 

Convinced that the "Russian form of revolution" was a drama 
destined to be played upon a global stage, Li was no less sanguine 
than the Bolshevik leaders in perceiving signs of imminent revolu-
tion in Europe. He saw evidence of forthcoming revolutions not only 
in Germany, Austria, and Hungary, but in Holland, Sweden, and 
Spain as well.36 But what of China? Li could hardly fail to have 
been struck by the contrast between the mighty wave of revolution 
that he imagined to be sweeping the world and the situation that 
confronted him at home. The stranglehold of the warlords on 
Chinese politics seemed as tight as ever, and the political apathy of 
the Chinese masses, which had remained largely undisturbed since 
the Boxer uprising of two decades before, offered little promise for 
revolution from below. Even the most advanced, politically con-
scious intellectuals were applauding the military victory of the 
Western capitalist powers rather than the victory of the Bolsheviks. 

In a speech delivered at a meeting celebrating the end of the 
war, Li indicated that he was indeed concerned with this dilemma. 
The world, he proclaimed, was on the verge of a gigantic historical 
transformation; it was about to become a workers' world in which 
only those who worked would have the right to eat. How, in such a 
world, he asked, "will an avaricious and lazy people such as we be 
able to find a place to stand?" Li's only answer to this question was 
the advice he offered to his listeners at the conclusion of the speech: 
"Gentlemen! Quickly go out and work!"37 
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IN THE LAST months of 1918, as Li Ta-chao hopefully waited for 
the revolutionary waves of Bolshevism to reach China's shores, a 
small but soon to be very influential group of Peking University 
students began to gather around him. By the end of the year Li's 
library office had become the central meeting place for the new 
radical student groups that were preparing the way for the May 
Fourth movement of 1919 and the establishment of the first Chinese 
Communist groups in 1920. In the autumn of 1918 Li had en-
couraged the formation of the Hsin ch'ao-she (New tide society) 
and turned over a room in the university library for its activities. 
One of Li's favorite students, Lo Chia-lun, an editor of the society's 
journal and later a high Kuomintang official, was then enthusias-
tically echoing Li's image of the Russian Revolution as the great tide 
that was about to sweep over all mankind.1 Li also promoted the 
activities and publications of the Chiu-kuo-hui (Save the country 
society), which was organized late in 1918 by another of his student 
followers, the future Communist labor organizer Teng Chung-hsia. 

About this time Li first began to study Marxism in earnest. The 
product of his labors was a long article entitled "My Marxist Views," 
which appeared on May 1, 1919, in Hsin ch'ing-nien's special issue 
on Marxism. Although Li looked at Marxist doctrine with consider-
ably less enthusiasm than he had displayed in greeting the Bolshe-
vik Revolution, he was convinced of the necessity of propagating 
what he called "the orthodox teaching . . . accompanying the great 
transformation of the world."2 In order to encourage the young 
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students around him to study this "orthodox teaching," Li organized 
the Marxist Research Society (Ma-k'e-shih chu-i yen-chiu-hui), the 
first group in China founded specifically for this purpose.3 The date 
of the formation of the Marxist Research Society — which should 
be distinguished from the later Society for the Study of Marxist 
Theory (Ma-k'o-ssu hsüeh-shuo yen-chiu-hui)—has never been 
definitely established. There is no firm evidence to support the often 
repeated statement of Hatano Ken'ichi that the Marxist Research 
Society was organized as early as the spring of 1918.4 In view of the 
fact that Li did not use Marxist phraseology or even mention Marx 
or Marxism in his first article on the October Revolution, which 
appeared on July 1, 1918, it is highly unlikely that he would have 
organized a Marxist group the previous spring. On the basis of his 
writings, it seems clear that Li did not become seriously interested 
in Marxism until some time between July and the appearance of 
"The Victory of Bolshevism" in November. The Marxist Research 
Society was in all probability not founded before the last months 
of 1918. 

There is no doubt, however, that Li had begun to conduct in-
formal discussions on Marxist theory with students of Peking Uni-
versity by the end of 1918. The discussions were held secretly in 
Li's office in the university library, usually in the evening. At the 
first of these meetings, according to one account, Li gave a report 
on Marx's Capital.5 The biographer of Mao Tse-tung's early life 
has reported that during his first visit to Peking Mao participated 
in the discussions of a Marxist group that met in Li's office.® 

Mao had come to Peking in September 1918 and had been intro-
duced to Li Ta-chao by his former teacher at the Hunan Normal 
School and future father-in-law, Yang Ch'ang-chi, then a professor 
at Peking University. "Li Ta-chao," Mao reported in his autobiog-
raphy, "gave me work as assistant librarian, for which I was paid 
the generous sum of $8 a month." Mao remained in Peking until 
early 1919. "Under Li Ta-chao, as assistant librarian at Peking Na-
tional University," he later said, "I had rapidly developed towards 
Marxism."7 

In addition to Mao, many young students at Peking University 
who later became leaders of the Chinese Communist party were 
introduced to Marxism through Li's discussion group in the months 
preceding the May Fourth Incident of 1919. Among them were 
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Ch'ii Ch'iu-pai, a student of Russian literature, Teng Chung-hsia, 
and Chang Kuo-t'ao. Teng and Chang, who were Li's students as 
well as his political disciples, later became prominent figures in the 
northern branch of the Communist party led by Li, and both, like 
Li, were destined to come to tragic ends.8 These and other students 
came to Li's office to seek intellectual and political guidance and 
secretly borrow books from the collection of Marxist literature that 
he had begun to assemble. The office of the chief librarian of Peking 
University soon became known as the hung-lou or "Red Chamber." 

In spite of the ferment at Peking University, Li was troubled by 
a growing sense of isolation and loneliness. In the early months of 
1919 the messianic confidence with which he had greeted the 
Bolshevik Revolution gave way to darkly pessimistic moods. The 
great tide of revolution that had seemed about to sweep over the 
world the year before showed no signs of approaching China. He 
continued to believe that the Bolshevik Revolution represented the 
"dawn of a new era," but the dawn now appeared to be no more 
than "a tiny ray of light" in "this dark China and this dead and 
silent Peking of ours."8 He began to brood upon an inertia that not 
only pervaded China but also seemed to be a universal human con-
dition. In January 1919 the usually optimistic Li wrote: "The gen-
eral unprogressive pattern of mankind is really due to the existence 
in society of a force that does mischievous things. This force is 
inertia. Its strength is really much greater than the force of prog-
ress."10 Li remained convinced that the revolutionary tide would 
engulf the world, but it now seemed to be coming to China by a 
more circuitous route: "it can definitely be said that sooner or later 
[the tide of social revolution] will enter Western Europe and cross 
the Atlantic to take a look at America and then cross the Indian 
Ocean and the China Sea to visit Japan. Our China can expect to 
see its approach from the northwest land mass and the southeastern 
sea coast." The decline of Li's revolutionary expectations was in part 
the result of contemporary events in Europe. The revolution had 
failed to spread to Western Europe, and it seemed on the verge of 
extinction in Russia itself. By the end of 1918 the Bolshevik govern-
ment was threatened from without by foreign intervention and from 
within by growing political and economic chaos. These develop-
ments, noted in Li's writings in early 1919, severely shook his con-
fidence. He felt compelled to proclaim that the revolution, despite 
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immediate appearances, could not possibly stop for long "in a corner 
of Europe," and he expressed grave concern over the rise of counter-
revolutionary forces in Russia.11 

Equally unpromising was the political situation in China. In 
early 1919 republican China seemed to be sinking deeper into polit-
ical chaos, which was compounded by the economic dislocations 
that followed the end of the world war. The cynical struggle of the 
warlords and their parliamentary puppets for control of the shadowy 
remnants of the republican central government at Peking continued 
unabated. To Li, Chinese political life had become a "slaughterhouse 
form of politics in which our people are taken as pigs to be slaugh-
tered and in which our blood, flesh, and bones are given to the 
literary and military wolves to feast upon."12 More ominous was the 
fact that there appeared nothing either to counter the tendencies 
toward internal political fragmentation and economic disintegration 
or to oppose effectively the growing menace of Japanese ambitions 
in Shantung. Threatened from without and disintegrating within, 
Chinese society seemed to Li to be paralyzed. 

In all probability the intensive study of Marxist theory that he 
had embarked upon also contributed to his pessimistic outlook 
during these months. However he may have interpreted Marxism, 
he could hardly have failed to notice the contradiction between his 
revolutionary expectations for China and the objective laws of social 
and economic development that were set down by the doctrine to 
which he had committed himself. Although aspects of the Marxist 
world view later served to make Li confident that the laws of history 
were inexorably working to bring about a socialist future, it seems 
likely that the immediate impact of Marxist theory caused him to 
view the world revolutionary tide as receding even further from 
the shores of China. 

As Li's doubts about the immediate prospects for revolution grew, 
he became increasingly concerned with the problem of the isolation 
and impotence of the intellectuals in Chinese society. The intellec-
tual and political ferment that so totally occupied his time and ener-
gies, as well as those of his young student followers, hardly seemed 
to extend beyond the walls of Peking University. Compared to other 
countries, where the "new tide of thought is like a fire," China was 
a place where "both the old and the new are sunk in a deep atmos-
phere of death." The cause of this, Li lamented, was that China's 
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"inert and slavish character is too deep, and we are unable to use 
our own powers of reason to maintain our own existence."13 

With the ebbing of his chiliastic vision of world revolution Li 
began to search for concrete ways to activate the intellectuals and 
end their social isolation. Still largely unencumbered by the demands 
of Marxist theory, Li first turned to the peasantry. In a series of four 
articles published in February 1919 in the Peking Ch'en-pao under 
the title "Youth and the Villages," Li called upon the young intel-
lectuals of China to leave the cities and "go to the villages" in order 
to liberate the great mass of Chinese peasants.14 In retrospect, "Youth 
and the Villages" can be seen as one of the most important docu-
ments in the development of Communism in China. Since Li's 
proposals were explicitly advanced to encourage young Chinese 
intellectuals to follow the example of the Russian Populist "go to 
the people" movement, it seems appropriate before examining "Youth 
and the Villages" to consider briefly the nature of the Russian Popu-
list movement that Li wished Chinese youth to emulate. Since 
Populist conceptions were to impinge deeply upon Li Ta-chao's 
interpretation of Marxism, it might also be relevant to point out 
some of the major differences between Populist and Marxist ideol-
ogies. 

Populism and Marxism 

Inspired largely by the writings of Alexander Herzen and Nikolai 
Chernyshevskii, Russian Populism emerged as a distinct ideology 
in the 1860's and rapidly became the dominant mode of thought 
of the revolutionary intelligentsia. In its pristine form, the narodnik 
movement reached its climax in the 1870's when groups of young, 
radical intellectuals, motivated by the perhaps conflicting desires to 
both enlighten and "fuse" with the peasantry, went to the villages 
of Russia to liberate what they assumed to be the revolutionary en-
ergies and innate socialist strivings of the rural masses. Met by the 
indifference and frequent hostility of the peasants, as well as by 
the harsh repression of the Czarist police, the movement soon 
foundered. By the close of the decade many of these radicals had 
abandoned direct work in the villages for terrorist tactics to over-
throw the Russian autocracy, which, they argued, was the main 
obstacle to the cultivation of the socialist ideals of the peasants. 
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Others were coming under the influence of Marxism; the conver-
sion of George Plekhanov from a Populist to a Marxist shortly after 
1880 was a turning point in the history of the Russian socialist 
intelligentsia. Those who remained true to the Populist creed split 
into various political groups, some of which moved in reformist 
directions, while others turned to political terrorism. 

After a decade of decline the Populist movement staged a revival 
at the end of the century, and in 1901 various narodnik groups 
combined to form the Socialist Revolutionary party, which had an 
important influence upon the revolutionary movement in China in 
the first decade of the century. Although the tactics of the Socialist 
Revolutionaries, who openly advocated and practiced terrorism, 
were far removed from the "go to the people" movement of the 
1870's, they became the principal heirs of the Populist tradition.15 

Despite the diffuse and heterogeneous nature of Populism, it is 
possible to identify several common beliefs and assumptions. One 
essential element of the Populist creed was an emotional attach-
ment to the peasantry and a conviction that the peasants themselves 
embodied the vital forces and revolutionary energies of society. 
However vague the Populists may have been on the question of 
what the future socialist order was to look like, and however widely 
Populist groups differed in the tactics they employed, they were 
united in the faith that the peasantry was to be the main beneficiary 
of the revolution and the mass base for the construction of a socialist 
society. 

Closely related to this peasant orientation was the Populist belief 
that European capitalism was an evil that Russia could and should 
avoid. Agrarian Russia would not be forced to go through all the 
phases of European social development but could circumvent cap-
italism and move directly to a socialist order by developing the col-
lectivistic instincts of the peasantry that were embodied in the mir, 
the Russian village commune. Behind this conception lay the Popu-
list assumption that Russia's economic backwardness was an ad-
vantage for the realization of socialism. Russia's relative insulation 
from capitalist economic forces and the absence of a strong Russian 
bourgeoisie had brought the Russians nearer to socialism than were 
the peoples of Western Europe. 

The emphasis of the Russian narodniks on the role of the mir in 
the transition to socialism points to a third feature common to 
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Populist movements — the assumption of national uniqueness in 
historical development. In arguing that Russia was following a 
special historical path that would enable it to bypass the hated 
capitalism of the West, the revolutionary Populists adopted highly 
nationalistic assumptions of the distinctiveness of Russian civiliza-
tion and psychology, which frequently were not far removed from 
the Slavophile idealization of the early forms of Russian national 
life. 

The Populist movement was also characterized by a romantic 
voluntarism, which assumed that the active factor in history was 
the conscious and purposeful intellectual. In the narodnik view the 
course of social and political events could be determined by "crit-
ically thinking individuals" who would stimulate the innate social-
ist strivings and revolutionary energies of "the people." Whereas 
Populist groups differed widely on how the socialist revolution was 
actually to be carried out, all assumed that the intervention of the 
intelligentsia could decisively influence the course of history. 

The Populist belief that the Russian peasantry was communist 
by instinct and tradition is very similar to the anarchist notion of a 
"general will." Indeed, the terrorist tactics of the later forms of 
Populism, particularly those of the Socialist Revolutionaries, had 
their ideological basis in the anarchist assumption that the innately 
communist "will" of the people was suppressed by the "unnatural" 
force of the state and the "alien" force of capitalism; once these 
exterior obstacles were removed by the action of the revolutionary 
intelligentsia, the socialist ideals of the people would be released 
and the socialist revolution would be consummated. 

Most of the beliefs and assumptions that have been outlined here 
are of course not peculiar to Populist movements. Many were shared 
by anarchists, and others merged with Russian Marxism. Trotsky also 
found in Russia's economic backwardness a favorable condition for 
revolution — although only if the revolution there was followed by a 
general socialist uprising in the industrially advanced countries. 
Lenin was profoundly influenced by the writings of Chernyshevskii 
and drew much of his voluntaristic and elitist approach to revolution 
from Populist ideas.16 The idea of bypassing the capitalist phase 
was certainly not foreign to Marxist thought even before Lenin. In 
1881 Marx himself had toyed with the idea that Russia might be 
able to utilize communal village institutions to proceed directly to 
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a socialist reorganization of society.17 Yet Populism remains identifi-
able as a distinct ideological tendency by its fundamental peasant 
orientation — the view that the truly creative forces of society are 
embodied in the peasantry. Only in the context of this basic emo-
tional tie to the peasantry and rural life can the various other beliefs 
and assumptions suggested here as characteristic of the Russian 
Populist movement be used to define the term "Populism" in a his-
torically specific manner. 

Despite the fact that Populists and Marxists professed to be work-
ing for the same socialist goal, and however much Lenin may have 
been influenced by aspects of the Populist creed, the Populist and 
Marxist world views remained profoundly different. These differ-
ences, which involved not only the question of the role of the peas-
antry in the revolution but also fundamentally different assumptions 
on the nature of history, revolution, and the state, were delineated 
at length in 1884 by Russia's pioneer Marxist, George Plekhanov 
in his famous work Our Differences. Plekhanov criticized the narod-
nik intellectuals for wishfully attributing to the people their own 
socialist ideals and basing their revolutionary hopes on an atavistic 
idealization of the "primitive" forms of Russian life. He accused the 
Populists of having implicitly adopted conspiratorial Blanquist no-
tions and thereby attempting to substitute the will of the intelli-
gentsia for the forces of history — "to replace the initiative of the 
class by that of a committee, and to change the business of the whole 
working population of the country into the business of a secret 
organization."18 Plekhanov further argued, as Lenin later did at 
even greater length in his Development of Capitalism in Russia,19 

that the communal village institutions which were so central to the 
Populist faith were rapidly being undermined by the inexorable 
workings of modern economic forces. Through the development of 
commodity production, capitalism was not only destroying the rem-
nants of the mir and inevitably giving rise to class conflict within the 
village, but it was also transferring the center of political struggle 
from the countryside to the cities. The growing forces of the Russian 
bourgeoisie, Plekhanov believed, would inevitably come into revolu-
tionary conflict with the Czarist autocracy. At the same time the de-
velopment of an urban proletariat was creating the necessary condi-
tions for the true Russian road to socialism. 
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Because of the narodniks' idealization of the village commune, 
their faith in the "communist instincts" of the peasantry, and their 
special emphasis upon the revolutionary will of the intelligentsia in 
making history, Plekhanov maintained that the Populists ignored 
the class character of the revolutionary struggle in Russia. It should 
be noted that the Populists did not categorically deny the validity 
of the Marxist concept of class struggle; many were disposed to 
accept its applicability to Western Europe. Nor did the Populists 
deny the existence of class divisions in Russia. But they attributed 
these divisions to "unnatural" and "external" factors, particularly 
to the intervention of the state in Russian society. Here was one of 
the fundamental differences between the Marxist and Populist out-
looks. The Populists believed that the state structure brought classes 
and their struggles into existence; the Marxists held that class strug-
gles and the economic relations that produced them gave rise to the 
state. 

This basic difference on the question of the relationship between 
political and economic forces underlay all the differences in the 
Populist and Marxist programs. The Populists believed that the 
village commune was disintegrating under the impact of external 
political forces and that this disintegration would end with the 
removal of the state; the Marxists viewed the disintegration of the 
commune as a natural process determined by the immutable laws 
of capitalist development. "No historical peculiarities of our coun-
try," Plekhanov declared, "will free it from the action of universal 
social laws."20 For Plekhanov and his Marxist followers the forces 
of economic progress were preparing the necessary preconditions 
for a socialist revolution; for the Populists the Russian road to social-
ism lay in the preservation of the social conditions based upon 
Russia's economic backwardness. The Populists pinned their revolu-
tionary hopes on the innate socialist traditions of the peasantry; the 
Marxists looked to the cities and the urban proletariat. The Popu-
lists trusted in the revolutionary will and consciousness of the intel-
ligentsia; orthodox Marxists such as Plekhanov anchored their so-
cialist faith in the forces of history. In Li Ta-chao's attempts to 
adapt Marxism to Chinese conditions there reappeared many of 
these ideological problems that were debated by the Populists and 
the Marxists in Russia. 
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"Youth and the Villages" 

Unlike the Chinese revolutionaries of the T'ung-meng hui period, 
who had been influenced principally by the terrorist exploits of the 
Russian Socialist Revolutionary movement,21 Li Ta-chao was drawn 
to the earlier "go to the people" movement of Russian Populism — 
to the messianic and self-sacrificing spirit of the young Russian 
intellectuals who had tried to "fuse" with the peasantry. Like the 
early Russian Populists, Li was motivated by an overriding concern 
with the problem of the isolation of the intelligentsia from the 
masses of society. Thus, "Youth and the Villages" began with the 
proposition that if "contemporary culture" was to be brought to 
Chinese society, it was imperative that the intelligentsia unite with 
the "laboring classes" Qlao-kung chieh-chi). To achieve this unity, 
Li suggested that the "go to the people" movement of nineteenth 
century Russia be the model for the educated youth of twentieth 
century China. Noting that a revolution was not something that 
could be accomplished in one's leisure time but required long years 
of effort by totally dedicated men, Li argued that the success of the 
Bolshevik Revolution was based upon the earlier activities of the 
young Populists in the Russian villages. Russia, he wrote, 

had a great many cultured and determined men who entirely gave up 
the happiness of living with their own families, and not fearing bitter 
hardships . . . went to the villages of the countryside to spread the 
principles of humanism and socialism. Sometimes they used their leisure 
periods to talk with the village people, and at other times they bled and 
sweat working together with them. Sometimes they gathered together 
the old and the young, the women and the children, and talked with 
them before candlelight, discussing their hardships and advancing their 
knowledge. When the police discovered them, they either fled or were 
imprisoned. But in the Russia of those dark days, where was the new 
heaven and earth where these young men were active? It was in the 
villages of Russia.22 

Although Li acknowledged that conditions in China might be dif-
ferent from those in Russia of a half-century before, he proposed that 
"our youth ought to go to the villages, adopt the spirit of the Russian 
youth in the Russian village propaganda movement of those years, 
and without delay begin the work of developing the villages." 

Anticipating Mao Tse-tung by almost a decade, Li also predicted 
that the Chinese revolution would be a peasant revolution: "Our 
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China is a rural nation and most of the laboring class is made up 
of peasants. If they are not liberated, then our whole nation will 
not be liberated; their sufferings are the sufferings of our whole 
nation; their ignorance is the ignorance of our whole nation; the 
advantages and defects of their lives are the advantages and defects 
of all of our politics. Go out and develop them and cause them to 
know [that they should] demand liberation, speak out about their 
sufferings, throw off their ignorance and be people who will them-
selves plan their own lives." Having identified the liberation of 
China with the liberation of the peasantry, Li did not claim that 
the peasants would rise spontaneously. The educated youth were to 
awaken them from their stupor and "cause them to demand libera-
tion." "Except for our youth," Li wrote, "the whole nation is in 
darkness." The peasantry was to be the base for the regeneration 
of China, and the young intelligentsia was to provide the spark and 
set the direction. Li attributed the ignorance of the peasantry and 
its inability to resist the oppression of the gentry and the bureaucrats 
to the fact that the "youth of the intellectual classes have run to the 
cities." Instead of returning to the rural areas, the young intellec-
tuals "only think of begging a livelihood among the bureaucrats 
. . . After a while these youths sink into the mire of the city and 
become treacherous men. In the villages no trace of the intellectual 
classes can be seen; the villages have become hells, and life in the 
bright, beautiful fields is buried in darkness . . . Who can be held 
responsible for this other than our lazy youth?"23 

To encourage the young intellectuals to return to the villages, Li 
appealed not only to youth of socialist inclinations but also to those 
who believed that the plight of China could be resolved through 
the establishment of constitutional government. Under a democratic 
form of government, Li pointed out, the great majority of voters 
would be in the villages; only if the peasants understood and par-
ticipated in the electoral system could democracy be made to work 
in China. The corruption of the electoral system under the republic, 
he argued, was owing to the fact that "in the villages there are no 
youths who are the true companions of the peasants and who can 
inform them of the purposes of elections and prepare them to run 
for office." Thus, those "elected" to parliament under the republic 
were "city vagrants and city robbers . . . [who] accumulate ill-
gotten wealth and then come to cheat the elders of the villages." 
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T h e only hope for democracy in China was for the youth of the cities 

to recognize their responsibility to awaken the peasants: 

Constitutional youth! If you want to establish constitutional government, 
there must first be a constitutional people. If you want to have a con-
stitutional people, you must first change the dark villages into enlight-
ened villages, change the despotically controlled villages into constitu-
tional villages. If the modern youth are in the villages creating the line 
of advance of modern culture, then the peasants will not abdicate and 
misuse their right to vote and will not endure the oppression of the local 
gentry and city vagabonds . . . Then those who come to parliament 
to speak for the common people will themselves be common people . . . 
This kind of village will be fertile soil for the cultivation of democracy, 
and in this activity the youth will be the workers who plant the tree of 
democracy.24 

By going to the villages the young intellectuals would not only 

fulfill their responsibilities to Chinese society but also remove them-

selves from the corrupting influences of the city. Li described the 

life of young people in the cities in particularly somber tones. They 

drifted about aimlessly, begging for the favors of influential people, 

and vainly prepared for careers as bureaucrats. Soon they could not 

"even get a bowl of rice to eat," their youthful spirits disintegrated, 

and they became "men who have lost their way." He wrote: "My 

young friends who are idle in the cities! You should know that while 

the cities have a great many evils, the villages have a great many 

happinesses. T h e dark aspects of life in the cities are many; the 

bright aspects of life in the villages are many. City life is virtually 

the life of the devil, whereas village life is a wholly human life. T h e 

air of the city is filthy, whereas the village air is clear."2 5 

It is hardly necessary to emphasize the contrast between Li's 

sympathy for rural China and the contempt for the "idiocy of rural 

life" that runs through most European Marxist literature. Yet a 

belief in the essential purity of the countryside, coupled with a 

feeling of revulsion against the corruption of the city, remained a 

prominent theme in Li's writings after his conversion to Marxism. 

As late as 1922 — when Li's Marxist credentials were no longer 

in doubt — he was still presenting a rather idyllic picture of rural 

life in traditional China: "Previously the places of production were 

the villages, the mountains, the forests and the pastures. In these 

places of work the air was clear and fresh, the scenery was beautiful, 

time and nature were joined together, and thus worry and fatigue 

82 



T H E P O P U L I S T S T R A I N 

were reduced. Now the places of production are big factories located 
in big cities. The noise of the machinery is crushing and people are 
crowded together. Although machine power has replaced human 
power, spiritual fatigue and worry have increased."26 

In "Youth and the Villages" Li wove together these antiurban 
sentiments with the moral injunction that the young intelligentsia 
was duty-bound to awaken the villages and merge with the peas-
antry: 

How can you not hurry and pack your belongings, liquidate your debts, 
and return to your villages? Every day in the cities you seek a bit of 
compassion, and if you are lucky enough one day to obtain some, theii 
is that really happiness? . . . If you return to the countryside soon, 
then no matter whether you engage in mental labor or physical labor, 
cultivate the land or become a teacher in a primary school, your own 
lives will become simpler. Each day you will be engaged for eight hours 
in work that will benefit the people and will benefit yourselves as well, 
and you can devote your leisure time to the development of the village 
and to the reform of the life of the peasants; thus, on the one hand, you 
will be engaged in labor, and, on the other hand, you will join with 
your fellow workers . . . to discuss the higher principles of human 
life. Only if the intellectuals enter the laborers' organizations will the 
laborers' organizations become enlightened; only if large numbers of 
youths return to the villages will there be any hope of reforming village 
life; and only if village life is effectively reformed will there be progress 
in social organization. Those robbers who plunder the rural workers and 
cheat the peasants will then disappear . . . Youth! Hurry to the vil-
lages! Each day go out and work in the fields and then return to rest, 
till the fields and eat, dig wells and drink . . . In these places you 
[should] setde yourselves and find your destiny.27 

There is nothing in Li's early writings to suggest that he was 
ever directly influenced by Russian Populist theories. Before the 
Bolshevik Revolution it is unlikely that he was even aware of the 
existence of the narodnik movement in Russia. Rather, Li's knowl-
edge of the Russian revolutionaries who "went to the people" was 
undoubtedly gained from secondary historical sources when, under 
the impact of the Bolshevik Revolution, he began to study the history 
of the Russian revolutionary movement. It was not Russian Populist 
theory but the romantic example of a past revolutionary heroism 
that captured Li's imagination and seemed relevant to the immediate 
situation in China. Yet there are certain remarkable intellectual and 
theoretical affinities between "Youth and the Villages" and early 
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Russian Populism. Like the Populists, Li assumed that China would 
not be forced to endure a capitalist phase of development before 
the achievement of socialism. In "Youth and the Villages" he stated 
that the purpose of the intellectuals in "going to the villages" was to 
"spread the principles of humanism and socialism." Later he explicitly 
argued that it was possible — indeed necessary — for China to by-
pass the capitalist stage and proceed directly to a socialist reorganiza-
tion of society. 

There were also certain nationalistic implications in the picture 
Li drew contrasting the vices of urban life with the purity of village 
life. Modern Chinese cities (and many of their evils) were to a large 
degree foreign creations and were widely regarded as such in Chinese 
intellectual circles. By equating the virtues and defects of the 
Chinese peasantry with those of the Chinese nation, and by con-
trasting city and rural life, Li emphasized the conflict between for-
eign imperialism and Chinese national traditions. Virtually all 
Chinese intellectuals opposed foreign imperialism and condemned 
the injustices of life in foreign-dominated cities, particularly Shang-
hai, but nothing could have been further from the world view of 
the urbanized, westernized Chinese intellectual than to find any-
thing of positive value in Chinese rural life. It is true that certain 
more conservative intellectuals, such as Chang Shih-chao, and some 
Kuomintang intellectuals, such as Liao Chung-k'ai, did look to the 
countryside to find elements of the Chinese tradition that were 
relevant to modern conditions.28 But among the radical intelligentsia 
Li's sympathetic view of village life and his picture of the cities as 
"the life of the devil" was unique. It recalls the Russian Populist 
view of urbanization as representing the intrusion of the alien forces 
of Western capitalism upon the national traditions of Russia. 

Li's view of the role of the intelligentsia in the liberation of the 
peasantry also bore significant resemblances to the revolutionary 
voluntarism of the Russian Populists. Despite the deterministic in-
junctions of historical materialism, Li was not inclined to wait for 
economic forces to solve the problems of China. By "going to the 
villages," the young intellectual could satisfy his desire to take im-
mediate action and play a crucial role in the liberation of society. 
As in early Russian Populist ideology, the frustrated intellectual 
of the city was to find salvation in the village. But Li did not con-
sciously recognize the elitist implications of the role that he assigned 
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to the intellectuals; he did not possess what Stuart Schram has so 
aptly referred to as Mao Tse-tung's "natural Leninism."29 

Finally, like most of the Russian Populists, Li tended to see the 
peasantry as a single and united entity whose common interests 
overrode whatever class differences might exist within the villages. 
In the one passage in which he discussed class differentiation Li 
treated the village landlord as a part of "the common people" and 
suggested that discord within the village was a result of external 
political intervention: 

The corrupt officials and bureaucrats and the evil gentry depend entirely 
upon the police and the local rascals and their hangers-on to feast upon 
the common people. These common people are all ignorant people and 
they do not know how to unite together and defend themselves. Among 
them are peasants who own just enough land to be self-sufficient; some 
are landlords who rent land to others; some are farmers who have small 
pieces of land of their own and also work as agricultural laborers for 
others; some are only hired [agricultural] laborers. Not only do they not 
know how to organize themselves to resist the bureaucrats and gentry 
and repel the police and the local rascals, but they cheat each other 
according to their status in order to gain the favor of these bureaucrats, 
the gentry, the local rascals, and police.30 

In his later writings on the peasant question Li continued to pay 
relatively little attention to the question of rural class differentia-
tion and emphasized the external enemies of the village. 

Despite these important similarities, there were several significant 
differences between "Youth and the Villages" and early Russian 
Populist thought. The narodniks looked to the mir, the traditional 
village commune, as the distinctive Russian road to socialism, but 
in the relatively well-developed system of private property in agrar-
ian China there was no institution that could be used as a symbol 
of the "innate socialist strivings" of the peasantry. Although Li later 
argued that people who worked with the soil were naturally pre-
disposed towards "humanism,"31 he never claimed that the Chinese 
peasantry was socialist by instinct and tradition. And although he 
was most sympathetic to the virtues of rural life, he did not roman-
ticize the traditions of the Chinese village. On the contrary, the 
villages of China had been subjected to centuries of oppression 
and ignorance, which it was the duty of young intellectuals to dis-
solve. The peasants, in Li's view, had to be educated toward socialist 
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ideals — there was no native collectivist social and economic base 
for a quick transition to socialism. 

Furthermore, Li did not fully share the Populist aversion to 
Western-style industrialization. Although he looked fondly upon the 
rural, preindustrial life of traditional China, the attachment was 
more a romantic one than a fundamental political orientation. He 
was committed not to the Chinese past but to a socialist, industrial-
ized future. He was not tied, as were many of the Russian Populists, 
to the ideal of small-scale village industry. 

Finally, in raising the "go to the villages" slogan, Li did not 
anticipate the immediate revolutionary explosion that many of the 
more anarchistic and militant Russian Populists confidently pre-
dicted. It was, in fact, because his apocalyptic vision of imminent 
liberation had been tempered by international events and the grim 
realities of Chinese politics that Li urged young Chinese intellec-
tuals to follow the example of the Russian Populists of the 1870's. 
By suggesting that the revolutionary movement in China was only 
in its Populist stage, Li implicitly recognized that the Chinese road 
to socialism might be longer and more difficult than he had at first 
anticipated. 

Notwithstanding these differences, "Youth and the Villages" is 
probably the most faithful expression of the spirit of early Russian 
Populism to be found in modern Chinese intellectual history. The 
significance of this Populist strain in Li's thought was not confined 
to the question of whether young Chinese intellectuals should go 
to the villages or remain in the cities. Many of the theoretical as-
sumptions identified with the Populist outlook and implicit in 
"Youth and the Villages" profoundly influenced Li's interpretation 
of Marxist doctrine and his view of how a socialist revolution in 
China was to be carried out. Li was not simply a Populist, but the 
Populist tendency that he introduced became a powerful current 
within the Chinese Marxist movement. 

In the tactics of modern Chinese revolutionary politics, "Youth 
and the Villages" represents an innovation of considerable signifi-
cance. Although Chinese revolutionaries had long talked about the 
liberation of the common people, their methods had been confined 
mostly to military conspiracies, assassinations, attempted coup 
d'etats and usually ill-fated alliances with warlords. In 1918, Ts'ai 
Yiian-p'ei, Ch'en Tu-hsiu, and Li Ta-chao had rejected these par-
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ticular methods by raising the slogan of the "dignity of labor" and 

urging a program of mass education to bridge the gap between the 

intellectuals and the common people.32 But Li was the first to present 

a specific proposal for action to achieve the "unity of the intellectuals 

with the laboring masses." In the early months of 1919 Li repeatedly 

turned to this theme. He urged the young intellectuals to "go out 

and put forth your efforts in human activity" and to recognize that 

"in labor there is unlimited happiness . . . [I] fear that the most 

suffering and most tragic people are the laboring people. Therefore 

we ought to adopt the spirit of seeking to go where we hear the 

sounds of suffering and tragedy. W e ought to know who these suf-

fering people are, what kind of thing their suffering is, and the 

causes of their suffering. W e ought to think about what methods 

to use to eliminate their suffering. If we are unable to rescue them, 

then who would be able or willing to rescue them?"3 3 

Li's Populist response to the problem of bridging the gap between 

the intelligentsia and the common people was not a passing fad. In 

September 1919 he elaborated upon the call to "go to the villages." 

Declaring that China required both spiritual and material reform, 

Li urged the intellectuals: 

not to drift about in the cities and become cultured vagrants existing 
outside of working society. We ourselves ought to go to the villages . . . 
and take up hoes and plows and become companions of the toiling 
peasants. During periods of rest . . . we ought to take the opportunity 
to teach and comfort them. It should be known that the term "dignity 
of labor" is certainly not applicable to those people who talk but don't 
do a bit of physical work. Those intellectuals who eat but do not work 
ought to be eliminated together with the capitalists. The condition of 
China today is that the cities and the villages have been made into two 
opposite poles and have almost become two different worlds. The village 
people have not the slightest relation with the problems that develop in 
the cities and the spread of culture. Generally the city people are wholly 
unconcerned with life in the villages and are completely unaware of 
their conditions . . . In countries with a comparatively low level of 
culture [the spread of culture] depends entirely upon the propaganda 
activities of self-conscious youth who labor together with the peasants 
. . . The peasants, who are in close daily contact with the world of 
nature, come naturally to believe in humanism. By working together 
with them, not only can we informally influence them and spread 
culture, but also the cultural tools that are produced in the cities, such 
as publications, will necessarily follow in the footsteps of the youth and 
enter the countryside. In periods of agricultural slack we ought to come 
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to the cities to study, and in times when the peasants are busy, we 
ought to work in the fields . . . then the atmosphere of culture will 
merge together with the shadows of the trees and smoke of the village 
chimneys, and those quiet, depressed old villages will become trans-
formed into lively, active new villages. The great unity of the new 
villages will be our "Young China." 34 

The first to respond to Li's appeal for the intellectuals to "unite 
with the laboring classes" were several of his own students at Peking 
University. In March 1 9 1 9 a group of students that included Teng 
Chung-hsia, Chang Kuo-t'ao, and Lo Chia-lun organized the Mass 
Education Speech Corps (P'ing-min chiao-yii chiang-yen t'uan). 
The purpose of the Corps, the students stated, was "to advance the 
knowledge of the common people and awaken the consciousness 
of the common people." The Corps at first established four lecture 
halls in the working-class sections of Peking, where popular litera-
ture was distributed and weekly lectures, generally on Sundays, 
were held on such topics as socialism, the theory of "mutual aid," 
the threat of Japanese aggression, the significance of reading, the 
need to eliminate superstitious beliefs, and the commemoration of 
Labor Day. In early 1920 the student lecturers extended their activ-
ities to the villages in the vicinity of Peking.35 

After the May Fourth Incident of 19 19 the example of the Mass 
Education Speech Corps in the Peking area was emulated in other 
parts of China. Various radical student groups, some with specifical-
ly rural orientations, were organized to promote the merger of the 
intelligentsia and the masses. One such group declared that the 
reformation of Chinese society was solely the responsibility of the 
peasants and workers themselves; thus, "all of the awakened mem-
bers of the intelligentsia ought to destroy the very concept 'intel-
ligentsia,' throw themselves into the world of labor and completely 
join together with the laborers."36 

In the summer of 1920 young students in Shanghai gathered 
together with the aim of "going to the countryside to do agricultural 
work together with the peasants."37 A year later the young Com-
munist P'eng P'ai, who like Li had been influenced by the Japanese 
agrarian socialist tradition while a student at Waseda University, 
began the organizational work among the peasantry of Kwangtung 
province that culminated in China's first agrarian soviet. Beginning 
in Canton, in 1925, vacationing students of the Socialist Youth 
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Corps went to the villages in what was at first a spontaneous effort 
to establish peasant unions, which provided the organizational basis 
for the vast peasant movement of the next two years.38 

Except for the Peking group, Li had no direct organizational 
connections with these movements. However, since he was the ac-
knowledged leader of the pro-Bolshevik intelligentsia in 1919, it 
seems likely that his passionate appeal to young intellectuals to unite 
with the peasants and achieve the reformation of China had a 
powerful impact in the highly emotional atmosphere of the May 
Fourth era. In view of the direction that Chinese Communism took, 
"Youth and the Villages" can be seen as a pioneering effort in pre-
paring the intellectual climate for very unorthodox Marxist ap-
proaches to the question of the role of the peasantry in the Chinese 
revolution. In 1926, seven years after he had written "Youth and the 
Villages," Li took a most important step in that unorthodox direction. 
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CHAPTER V MARXISM AND THE MAY 

FOURTH MOVEMENT 

Η S I N C H ' I N G - N I E N ' S "special issue" on Marxism, edited by Li Ta-
chao, appeared on May i , 19 19 , just three days before the May 
Fourth Incident. Yet far from foreshadowing the rapid spread of 
Marxist influence that was to follow in the wake of that event, the 
articles in the "special issue" reveal how limited was the appeal of 
Marxism at the time. Except for Li, none of those who were soon 
to be prominent in Chinese Marxist circles were among its contribu-
tors; nor did any, with the exception of Li, come forward as advo-
cates of Marxism. The articles were generally rather uninspired, 
scholarly presentations of various aspects of Marxist theory. Several 
were distinctly critical of Marxism. One followed Eduard Bern-
stein's revisionist critique of Marx, and another repeated both 
Bernstein's and the anarchist Kropotkin's objections to Marxist 
doctrine.1 

Li's lengthy article, "My Marxist Views," was largely a summary 
of some of the main concepts of orthodox Marxist theory, which he 
drew from Japanese translations of Marx's The Poverty of Philoso-
phy, Communist Manifesto, the Preface to The Critique of Political 
Economy, and at least a part of Capital.2 Before the appearance of 
the essays on the materialist conception of history by the Kuomin-
tang leader Hu Han-min in the autumn of 1919, 3 Li's article was 
by far the most systematic and serious treatment of Marxism to be 
published in Chinese. 

Li presented much of his summary of Marxist theory without 
comment. However, his discussion does serve to reveal his initial 
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impressions of the doctrine to which he was now committed and also 
suggests which aspects of Marxism he found attractive and which 
he was reluctant to accept. Some of the specific theoretical problems 
that Li raised in this article will be treated more fully in Chapter 6. 

"My Marxist Views" is a rather curious document in that it was 
something less than a wholehearted endorsement of Marxism. Li 
found Marxist theory to be "the motive force of world reform" and 
"the orthodox teaching . . . accompanying the great transforma-
tion of the world."4 But in describing this "orthodox teaching," he 
proceeded to make several significant departures from orthodoxy. 

In general Li was disposed to accept those elements of Marxism 
that emphasize the importance of political activity and the con-
sciousness of men, that is, those elements that promise a relatively 
rapid revolutionary transformation. He was critical of the deter-
ministic aspects of Marxist doctrine, which seemed to him to en-
courage passivity or imply the necessity for a long period of eco-
nomic development as a prerequisite for revolutionary political 
change. Thus, Li was immediately receptive to the theory of class 
struggle, which, if separated from the economic preconditions 
underlying it, places heavy emphasis upon the role of conscious 
political activity in the making of history. Li viewed the phenomenon 
of class struggle in relatively simple terms; it was the eternal con-
flict between the propertied and the unpropertied, between the 
oppressors and the exploited. The theory of class struggle, more-
over, was an inevitable manifestation of the universal drive toward 
progressive self-expansion in both biological and social phenomena. 
Li therefore implied that Marx's concept of class struggle was not 
really alien to the Chinese intellectual milieu since it was supported 
by evolutionary theory in general and by the writings of Spencer in 
particular — theories with which Chinese intellectuals had long 
been familiar. However, Li was aware of certain ambiguities in 
Marx's treatment of the class struggle. He noted that whereas Marx 
denied that class activity determines the movement of economic 
forces, Marx also declared that all history has been the history of 
class struggle and affirmed that the activities of social classes can 
influence the whole direction of the social process. Li was quite 
clearly drawn to the latter formulation; he preferred to believe that 
the class struggle itself was the truly creative force in historical 
development. The particular importance that Li attributed to the 
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theory of class struggle is suggested by his frequent references to it 
as the "golden thread" tying together the various parts of Marxist 
doctrine.5 

Li also looked with favor upon Marx's general description of the 
nature of capitalist exploitation and the tendencies of modern capi-
talist development. He was fully attuned to the "law" of the concen-
tration of capital, which decrees that the productive forces of 
capitalist society must necessarily come into the hands of an ever 
smaller group of oligarchs, and that this must be accompanied by 
the progressive pauperization of the workers, leading inevitably to 
a dramatic, final struggle between the proletariat and the bour-
geoisie. This belief that the "natural and unavoidable" tendency for 
capitalism is to sow the seeds of its own destruction was particularly 
appealing.® 

Li was rather less well-disposed toward the materialist conception 
of history. He was willing to accept historical materialism as a gen-
eral explanation of historical development, and he was attracted to 
the promise that history is inexorably moving toward a brilliant 
future, but he was concerned with the deterministic implications of 
the materialist conception of history, especially the Marxist injunc-
tion that all elements of the "superstructure" of society — politics, 
ideas, and spiritual phenomena — are no more than reflections of 
the economic "base" and its underlying motive force, the "mode of 
production." In dealing with this question, Li both supported and 
criticized Marx. He understood Marx in a particularly mechanistic 
and economically deterministic fashion, and thus at one point he 
inaccurately described the doctrine of historical materialism as 
decreeing that the elements of the superstructure can have abso-
lutely no influence upon the economic base — a proposition that he 
clearly was unwilling to accept. On the other hand, he defended 
Marx from the oft-repeated criticism that because conscious class 
activity becomes meaningless in a scheme in which all of history is 
determined by the forces of production, there exists a fundamental 
contradiction between the materialist conception of history and the 
theory of class struggle. This apparent contradiction was self-ex-
planatory, Li argued, because Marx maintained not only that "social 
relations change in accordance with changes in the productive 
forces [but also that] changes in social relations depend upon the 
activity of the class that is in an economically disadvantageous posi-

9 2 



T H E M A Y F O U R T H M O V E M E N T 

tion. Thus it can be seen that Marx really put class activity within 
the framework of changes of the economic process itself." Li ac-
knowledged that there were "several places where there are still 
forced arguments and contradictions," but he attributed them to the 
exaggerations that inevitably accompany the promotion of a new 
theory. "But these small defects," he remarked, "are unable to 
obscure his [Marx's] great achievement." 7 

As for his own views on the question of the relationship between 
base and superstructure, Li made it clear that he believed the two 
could influence each other. Drawing upon examples from European 
history, such as the influence of the Norman invasions upon the 
English landed property system, he took particular pains to argue 
that political forces and "self-conscious group activity . . . can 
change the tendency of economic phenomena."8 Having not yet 
clearly distinguished Marxism from economic determinism, Li was 
uncertain whether his own views were in accord with those of Marx. 
Thus, at the same time that he quoted Marx to support a politically 
activistic position, he left the impression that he felt it was still 
necessary to revise the materialist conception of history. The prob-
lem that Li raised here — the whole question of the relationship 
between political and economic forces in history — is one of the 
most complex problems in Marxist ideology, and one that was to 
prove particularly vexing for its Chinese adaptors. 

Although Li's treatment of the materialist conception of history 
was rather ambiguous, he left no doubt that he found wholly un-
palatable the Marxist de-emphasis on the role of ethical and spiritual 
factors in history. He noted that the Marxian conception of socialism 
had deep ethical roots, but he was critical of Marx for relegating the 
role of ethics to the postrevolutionary future when a "truly human 
history" will have replaced the "prehistory" of class struggles. On the 
contrary, Li argued, "in this period of transition, ethical and human-
ist movements ought to redouble their efforts to eliminate the evils 
of the earlier periods of history . . . We cannot rely upon material 
change alone." On this point he bluntly stated that Marxist theory 
should be revised so that Marxists would recognize that the reforma-
tion of the human spirit must accompany the transformation of the 
economic organization. Apparently referring to the attempts of cer-
tain German and Austrian socialists to fuse Kantian ethics with 
Marxism in the pre-World War I era, Li hopefully professed to see 
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the rise of a new emphasis upon ethical and humanistic factors as 
the latest tendency of European socialist thought.9 

Li also expressed "great regret" that Marxism had been erected 
on so shaky a foundation as the labor theory of value.10 Although 
this question was not to loom very large in the history of Marxist 
thought in China, it was indicative of the critical tone that marked 
Li's first response to Marxist doctrine. Finally, he saw Marxism, 
like all ideas and ideologies, as a product of a specific historical 
milieu — in this case, the milieu of the industrial revolution when 
economic influences had become dominant over political and re-
ligious influences: "These economic phenomena were reflected in 
the creation of Marx's theories and principles, and yet Marx him-
self forgot this point. To speak frankly, Marx's theory was really a 
product of a certain age; in Marx's time it truly was the greatest of 
discoveries. But today, of course, we cannot take the theory that was 
created in the environment of one period and use it to explain all of 
history, nor apply the whole of the theory to our existing society."11 

It is noteworthy that the Marxism that Li discussed in "My 
Marxist Views" was orthodox pre-Leninist Marxism. Nowhere in 
either of the two parts of this lengthy article is there any discerni-
ble influence of specifically Leninist theories. Whereas the orthodox 
conceptions of original Marxism were also the formal orthodoxies of 
Leninism, there is nothing in this article to suggest that Li was 
aware of the distinctive ideological "contributions" of Lenin. No-
where did Li deal with the Leninist theory of imperialism, the 
Leninist conception of a vanguard revolutionary elite, or the whole 
complex of ideological innovations that were intended to make 
"Marxism-Leninism" a revolutionary ideology relevant to the condi-
tions of nations where capitalism had not yet fully matured. This 
does not mean that Li was not attracted to some of the distinctive 
ideas of Lenin; but the fact that Leninist influences were not ap-
parent in an article in which Li purported to describe "the orthodox 
teaching . . . accompanying the great transformation of the world" 
does lend support to the view that Li became a partisan of Bolshe-
vism and a supporter (albeit a lukewarm one) of Marxist theory not 
because of the impact of Marxist-Leninist ideas but rather because 
he was inspired by the very act of revolution in general, and by the 
universalistic message and revolutionary mystique of Bolshevism in 
particular. 

In "My Marxist Views" Li clearly approached Marxist theory in 
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a far different spirit from that which characterized his response to 
the October Revolution. Having ardently embraced the Bolshevik 
victory as the signal for the imminent liberation of humanity, he 
was reluctant to submit this vision to the test of the cold economic 
and historical laws of orthodox Marxist theory. While proclaiming 
himself a Marxist and committing himself to the propagation of 
Marxism in China, he reserved the right to decide which elements 
of the theory were to be accepted and which might have to be re-
vised or discarded. 

If Marxism is primarily interpreted as a method of social analysis 
rather than as revealed dogma, there is much in the writings of 
Marx that would lend support for changing and modifying the 
original theoretical formulations as they are applied to different and 
changing historical conditions. The Marxist conception of the rela-
tion between theory and practice does, in fact, presuppose that 
theory will be modified as it is tested in revolutionary practice. In 
this sense Li's criticisms of Marxist theory in 1919 cannot neces-
sarily be taken as a rejection of Marxism. Many of the criticisms 
were soon to disappear from his writings or at least become less 
explicit. Yet "My Marxist Views" raised several key questions in the 
adaptation of Marxism to the Chinese environment and fore-
shadowed certain fundamental departures from Marxist and Lenin-
ist orthodoxy in not only Li's thought but also the whole Maoist 
evolution of Chinese Marxist ideology. 

The May Fourth Incident 

In the spring of 1919 Li Ta-chao stood virtually alone as an 
advocate of Bolshevism and a promoter of Marxism in China. Ex-
cept for a few student followers, no figure prominent in Chinese 
intellectual circles had yet responded to Li's passionate vision of the 
October Revolution as heralding the imminent reconstruction of 
world civilization. As Li admitted in March 1919: "To be frank, at 
present even the most advanced discussions in our country are 
separated from Bolshevism by several thousand li."12 Even Ch'en 
Tu-hsiu, who was to become the cofounder of the Chinese Com-
munist party and its first secretary-general, had confined himself to 
a few brief and noncommital comments on the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion and had yet to show any interest in Marxist theory. 

This situation was dramatically transformed by the stormy train 
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of events that began on May 4, 1919 . On that fateful day more 
than five thousand university students in Peking, incensed by the 
cynical decision of the Allied Powers at the Versailles Peace Con-
ference to turn over to Japan the former German concessions in 
Shantung province, staged a demonstration of protest that culmi-
nated in an attack upon the homes of several cabinet ministers of 
the Peking government who had become notorious for their col-
laboration with the Japanese. The violent clashes with the police 
and the arrests that followed led to massive student demonstrations, 
which rapidly spread to all the major cities in China. Although the 
movement began as a protest against Japanese aggression and 
suspected traitorous activities within the Chinese government, all 
China was soon engulfed in a violent wave of nationalism directed 
against imperialist encroachments in general. The students were 
soon joined by many of their professors as well as by industrial 
workers and merchant associations. The months of May and June 
saw an endless series of demonstrations, riots, strikes, economic 
boycotts, and mass arrests. Chinese society, which had for so long 
seemed dormant, was suddenly seething with political and intel-
lectual ferment.13 

The Versailles decision on Shantung was not merely a blatant 
violation of the much celebrated principle of national self-determi-
nation. It posed a particularly ominous threat to China in view of 
the much wider Japanese colonial ambitions that had been evidenced 
in the Twenty-One Demands of 1 9 1 5 and in the continuing Jap-
anese claims to a "special position" in China. The bitter resentments 
provoked by the peace treaty among the members of the hitherto 
pro-Western democratic intelligentsia soon drew many of them 
into the revolutionary political movements that emerged from the 
student demonstrations. 

When the Allied decision on the Shantung question became 
known in China, Li Ta-chao professed the same feelings of sur-
prise and disappointment as did most of his fellow intellectuals: 
"When the war ended we had dreams about the victory of humanism 
and peace; [we thought] that the world would not be a world of 
robbers or at least that there would be a little bit of humanity in 
the world. Who could have known that these terms were all only 
the false signboards of the robber governments? When we look at 
what has been decided at the Paris Conference, where is there the 
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slightest shadow of humanity, justice, peace, or brightness? Where 
have the freedom and rights of the small and weak peoples not 
been sacrificed to a few big robber states?" 14 

This posture of shock and outrage was probably something less 
than truly reflective of Li's feelings. Li had never shared the new 
intelligentsia's faith in the West, and the betrayal of Chinese in-
terests at Versailles must have come to him as less a disillusionment 
than a confirmation of the deep-seated suspicions and intense dis-
trust with which he had long looked at the Western world. As early 
as 19 14 he had come to the conclusion that all foreigners were 
"prejudiced and filled with hate" and that the problems of China 
"cannot be discussed with foreigners."15 In the years that followed 
there is nothing to suggest that he had altered this view of the rela-
tionship between China and the West — a view that was expressed 
partly in his hostility, to the Allied cause in the World War and 
partly in his receptiveness to the anti-imperialist appeals of Lenin 
and Trotsky. 

In the months preceding the May Fourth Incident, moreover, 
Li's writings echoed the call of the Soviet leaders for the peoples 
of Asia to rise up against "the European imperialist robbers."16 In 
January 19 19 , Li wrote that only "overthrowing the capitalist 
classes of the whole world" would do away with an international 
order that practiced such "demoniacal things" as "secret diplomacy" 
and "constant war preparations." In the meantime the imperialist 
powers, "always wearing a devilish mask, plot with mutual sus-
picion how to swallow up and cruelly oppress small peoples. They 
are always organizing such things as peace conferences and dis-
armament negotiations and what have you, but even here they 
still adhere to the old pattern of killing people and destroying na-
tions." 17 A month later Li half anticipated the betrayal of Chinese 
interests at what he was to call "the European divisions-of-spoils 
conference" when he warned: "If the Europeans and Americans 
do not follow a reasonable course [but instead] think in terms of 
sacrificing the peoples of the East, then we will unite to resist them 
without delay. If they reject the problems of Asia and do not [agree 
to] a just solution and equal treatment, then that really would be 
the common problem of the peoples of Asia and we ought to unite 
the whole strength of the Asian peoples to solve it. A struggle for 
justice that leads to war is no misfortune."18 
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Thus, the outcome of the Versailles Conference must have been 

conclusive proof for Li that Chinese problems could be solved only 

by the Chinese. This was a theme that he had long been preaching, 

and he seized the opportunity to repeat it shortly after the May 

Fourth Incident: 

In foreign affairs we have always believed in "using barbarians to con-
trol barbarians" and in internal matters [believed in] "relying upon 
extraspecial force." These were both fundamentally great mistakes. We 
have never realized how much shame, grief, defeat, and heartbreak has 
been buried in these two phrases. On the other hand, all the weakness, 
inertia, deceit, and vulgarity of our nation are revealed by these two 
phrases . . . [In dealing with the Shantung problem] we were weak 
and submissive, and today we hope that other people will come to lend 
us a helping hand; but it should be known that even in a period of 
justice, humanism, and brightness people without will and backbone 
who are unable to help themselves will not be helped by other people; 
and in a robber world they will suffer even greater misfortunes. Yet we 
still dream that someone else will come to help us. This shame of having 
lost our independent nature is a thousand times deeper than the shame 
of losing territory.19 

T h e significance of the events that followed the May Fourth 

Incident lay precisely in China's recovery of the "independent 

nature" whose loss Li Ta-chao had lamented. T h e May Fourth 

movement of 1 9 1 9 - 1 9 2 1 marked the emergence of a new Chinese 

intelligentsia, who abandoned their emotional and intellectual de-

pendence upon the West and rediscovered the ability of the Chinese 

to determine their own future. T h e movement marked not the 

height of the influence of Western liberal and democratic thought 

in China, as has often been supposed, but the beginning of what 

was to prove its rapid demise. It is true that the students of the new 

generation had been nurtured on the Western liberal and demo-

cratic ideas disseminated in Η sin ch'ing-nien; and as Chow Tse-

tsung has pointed out, the May Fourth Incident was in many re-

spects the practical expression of the efforts of the leaders of the 

westernizing N e w Culture movement of 1 9 1 5 - 1 9 1 9 . 2 0 Yet the May 

Fourth movement was not simply the logical and inevitable result 

of earlier intellectual trends, for the new young intellectuals re-

jected many of the most fundamental and cherished beliefs of their 

teachers. Whereas the intellectuals of the Hsin ch'ing-nien group 

in the period 1 9 1 5 - 1 9 1 9 had professed to be liberal international-
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ists and were mostly unconcerned with the question of foreign 
imperialism, the students of the May Fourth era were, above all, 
revolutionary nationalists who saw themselves defending China 
from the imperialist menace. Whereas most of the members of the 
Hsin ch'ing-nien group had abjured political participation because 
of their preoccupation with the problem of the cultural and moral 
renovation of China, the new student generation lived in an en-
vironment permeated with the spirit of political activism; they de-
manded immediate action to solve China's most pressing problems 
and looked to total solutions for what was a total social crisis. Al-
though the student activists were no less antitraditionalist than the 
older intellectuals who had instructed them, they were less willing 
to wait patiently during the long years that would be required to 
reeducate the Chinese people and to implant a whole new culture; 
they were particularly impatient when their immediate enemies — 
Chinese warlords and foreign imperialists — were both so threaten-
ing and (with the early successes of the movement) so seemingly 
vulnerable. 

The members of the younger generation still passionately believed 
in democracy and science and still looked to the West for intel-
lectual guidance, but they no longer saw the West in the same 
light nor were they attracted by the same Western ideas and ide-
ologies. For many of the students and young intellectuals of the 
May Fourth era the image of a liberal and progressive West that 
would instruct China in the principles of democracy and science 
had been forever submerged under a wave of nationalism and anti-
imperialism. Inflamed with the passion to "save the nation," most 
of them found it increasingly difficult to accept the West in its 
dual role of teacher and oppressor. Unlike the earlier generations 
of Western-educated intellectuals, they were no longer overwhelmed 
by the power, the wealth, and the culture of the West; they were 
now more impressed by the defects. Thus, the Western ideas and 
ideologies that became most prominent after the May Fourth In-
cident were ones critical of the existing order in the West. 

The more conventional and less politically-oriented theories of 
Darwin, Mill, Huxley, and Spencer, which had exercised so perva-
sive an influence upon the thought of westernized Chinese intel-
lectuals during the first two decades of the century, were increas-
ingly overshadowed by a variety of socialist doctrines. The Utopian 
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socialism of Saint-Simon, the Christian socialist and agrarian social-
ist doctrines inspired by Tolstoy, the anarchist theories of Kropot-
kin and Bakunin, the guild socialism of Bertrand Russell and 
G. D. H. Cole, and the revolutionary socialism of Marx and Lenin 
were the ideas and ideologies that the new student generation re-
sponded to with the most enthusiasm. Although these new theories 
differed profoundly from each other, both in their assumptions 
and in the methods by which they proposed to reach their presum-
ably common goal of socialism, their popularity reflected one of the 
important changes that had taken place in the Chinese intellectual 
world in the period after the May Fourth Incident — the anticap-
italist predispositions that had been implicit in the thought of the 
earlier generation were now explicit and formalized in the adoption 
of socialist ideologies. As Bertrand Russell observed in the course 
of his lecture tour of China in the autumn of 1920: "There is, 
among the young, a passionate desire to acquire Western knowledge, 
together with a vivid realization of Western vices. They wish to be 
scientific but not mechanical, industrial but not capitalistic. To a 
man they are socialists, as are most of the best among their Chinese 
teachers." 21 

The appeals of socialism were not purely intellectual; more often 
than not they reflected profound nationalistic resentments against 
the capitalist West. For most, socialism was the highest, still unreal-
ized form of Western democracy, but a form that rejected the exist-
ing social and political order of the West and the existing relation-
ship between China and the Western powers. Socialist beliefs thus 
affirmed the westernizing intellectual inheritance of the new gen-
eration and yet were in harmony with the powerful undercurrents 
of nationalism and anti-imperialism that molded the intellectual 
and political temper of the times. In socialism the young intellectuals 
found a means to reject both the traditions of the Chinese past and 
the Western domination of the present. 

From the new intellectual atmosphere of the May Fourth move-
ment — an atmosphere dominated by the formidable combination 
of nationalism, socialism, and the impulse for political action — 
there emerged the two major political forces of modern Chinese 
history: the revitalized Kuomintang and the Chinese Communist 
party. Although the differences between them eventually led to a 
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long and bloody civil war, in 1919 the future leaders of both parties 
met on the common ground of nationalism and anti-imperialism. 

Among the intellectuals prominent in the period prior to the 
May Fourth Incident, no one had done more than Li Ta-chao to 
foreshadow and inspire the later intellectual and political tendencies. 
The nationalistic and bitterly anti-imperialist passions that per-
meated his writings and the politically activistic implications of his 
world view had sharply distinguished him from the other members 
of the Η sin ch'ing-nien group. And with his conversion to Bolshe-
vism and Marxism in 1918, Li became the pioneer of the revolution-
ary ideology that proved the most important of the newly popular 
socialist doctrines. 

The need for young Chinese intellectuals to be both anti-imperi-
alist and politically active was the main theme in Li's writings in 
the months prior to the May Fourth Incident. He continued to pro-
mote the activities of the politically oriented discussion groups that 
he had first encouraged his students to organize in 1918, besides 
passionately urging the youth to "go to the villages" to liberate the 
Chinese peasantry. Typical of Li's efforts to activate the students 
and to instill among them a feeling of social responsibility was his 
article "The Direction of the Activities of the Present Generation 
of Youth," which appeared in the Peking Ch'en-pao in mid-March 
1919. In highly emotional tones Li called upon the youth "to go 
where you hear the cries of grief and suffering . . . The dawn of 
the new era has appeared . . . our zealous youth, quickly rise up! 
Go forth and devote your efforts to human activity . . . Shine your 
brightness upon the vast areas of darkness; even if you are sur-
rounded by evil conditions and are forced to make sacrifices, good 
results will necessarily be achieved. I only wish that your brightness 
shall never be destroyed and that the darkness of the world shall one 
day be destroyed completely. Put forth your efforts! Advance! My 
dear youth!"22 

On almost the eve of the May Fourth Incident Li wrote an article 
entitled "Thoughts on May Day," which he called a day of dedica-
tion for "direct action" Qchih-chieh hsing-tung). Although Li ad-
mitted that few Chinese were yet moved by the spirit of "direct 
action," he predicted that "in the years to come it may be different, 
perhaps greatly different." 23 
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Since Li had done everything within his power to encourage the 
students to become politically active, it is hardly surprising that 
many of them looked to him for leadership after the Fourth of 
May. On the evening of the first demonstration the student leaders 
went to Li's library office, which was already known as the "Red 
Chamber," to report to him on the events of the day. During the 
next two months the Red Chamber became one of the meeting 
places where the students made plans for their activities. At the 
same time Li asked members of the Marxist Research Society to go 
to other cities to spread the movement. Among those who responded 
to this request was Teng Chung-hsia, Li's student and a future 
Communist luminary, who departed for Shanghai and participated 
in the working-class strikes that took place in that city early in 
June.24 

The emergence of a politically conscious Chinese urban pro-
letariat was one of the developments of the May Fourth period that 
greatly facilitated the spread of Marxist influences. Although there 
were still relatively few urban workers in 1919 — certainly no more 
than two million — their numbers had increased dramatically dur-
ing the World War when the interruption of foreign imports had 
stimulated Chinese industrialization. The intelligentsia was not 
completely unaware of the new proletariat even before May Fourth. 
Tsai Yüan-p'ei, as well as Li Ta-chao, Ch'en Tu-hsiu, and others, 
had begun to promote the slogan "the dignity of labor" in 1918.25 

In February 1919, Li wrote two articles on the "labor education 
question" in the Peking Ch'en-pao in which he argued that the 
capitalist usurpation of the workers' leisure time necessary for "social 
and spiritual cultivation" was even more shameful than the eco-
nomic exploitation of labor.26 In March 1919 he reported on the 
coal miners in Hopei province. The living conditions of the miners, 
he concluded, were inferior to those of the mules and horses used 
in the mining operations.27 In this same month Li encouraged a 
group of his students to organize the Mass Education Speech Corps, 
which engaged in educational and propaganda activities in the 
working-class districts of Peking. However, not until June, when 
workers in Shanghai went out on strike in support of the student 
movement, did the radical intellectuals begin to grow dimly aware 
of the political potentialities of the urban proletariat. As this aware-
ness gradually developed during the May Fourth period, it lent 
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plausibility to the idea of a proletarian revolution in China and thus 
to the relevance of Marxist doctrine. 

When he later assessed the significance of the movement, Li 
Ta-chao called May Fourth the "May Day" of the Chinese student 
world. It was the day when "Chinese students employed direct 
action to resist tyranny,"28 and the day that marked "the students' 
reconstruction of the political atmosphere." 29 This new atmosphere 
was filled with hope, the spirit of self-sacrifice, and a strong sense 
of mission. It made it possible to see China as being reborn and 
participating fully in the transformation of the modern world — a 
prospect that was quite in accord with Li's vision of a universal 
tide of revolution in which China, like Russia, would play a distinc-
tive and essential role. Since events of mid-1919 demonstrated the 
ability of organized students and workers to influence the course of 
events, they promoted a spirit of political activism and made increas-
ing numbers of Chinese intellectuals responsive to the Marxist-
Leninist message. 

As a direct result of this politically charged, anti-imperialist at-
mosphere, Ch'en Tu-hsiu and many others who were to become 
prominent in the Chinese Communist movement were drawn into 
the Marxist-Leninist fold. Ch'en Tu-hsiu had, in fact, begun to 
abandon his posture of political noninvolvement in December 1918 
when he joined Li Ta-chao as co-editor of Mei-chou p'ing-lun 
(Weekly critic).30 Mei-chou p'ing-lun provided a forum for Ch'en 
and Li to comment on current political events unencumbered by 
the restrictions imposed by the Hsin ck'ing-nien editorial board. 
Ch'en's writings took on an increasingly radical tone in the early 
months of 1919, but not until the student demonstrations of May 
Fourth was he willing to participate personally in politics. He became 
so deeply involved in student political activities after the May Fourth 
Incident that he was arrested on June 11, 1919, while distributing 
leaflets in the streets of Peking. Accused of having published Bol-
shevik materials, Ch'en was imprisoned for eighty-three days. Li 
Ta-chao felt personally responsible for the imprisonment because 
Ch'en, as chief editor of Hsin ch'ing-nien, had approved the pub-
lication of Li's "Victory of Bolshevism." Replying to Hu Shih in 
Mei-chou p'ing-lun, Li wrote: "Perhaps my article caused trouble 
for my colleagues on Hsin ch'ing-nien. It is really my fault that 
Ch'en Tu-hsiu is still in prison and that you [i.e., Hu Shih] have 
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been falsely accused of being a Bolshevik."31 When C h e n was 

released in September, Li welcomed his return with a poem: 

We rejoice 
That you are now out of prison 
Their brute force and intimidation 
Never will be victorious over truth 
Neither prison nor death 
Can conquer you. 
Because you have upheld truth 
There have been a great many fine youths 
Who have put in practice your words: 
"Out of the research institute to enter prison, 
Out of prison to enter the research institute." 
If they all enter prison 
Then the prisons will become research institutes; 
Even if one is in prison forever 
Then one need not grieve in solitude without companions.32 

Upon his release from prison Ch'en, fearing rearrest, resigned his 
professorship33 and left Peking for Shanghai, where less than a year 
later he announced his conversion to Marxism. With the departure 
of Ch'en, Li became the acknowledged leader of the radical intel-
ligentsia in Peking. 

Unlike Ch'en, Li had proclaimed his support for Bolshevism and 
Marxism before rather than after the May Fourth Incident. Al-
though the May Fourth movement was not therefore responsible for 
his conversion, it did confirm for him the relevance of his new creed. 
Under the impact of the exhilarating events of mid-1919, Li over-
came the concern with the inertia of Chinese society that had so 
deeply troubled him in the early months of the year, and he acquired 
a renewed feeling of hopefulness for the future. At the same time 
many of his reservations about Marxism that had appeared in the 
article "My Marxist Views" were submerged beneath the new waves 
of political activism. 

As the May Fourth movement assumed increasingly radical over-
tones, the unity of the Η sin ch'ing-nien group began to break down. 
The split between the liberals and the Marxists was heralded by the 
"Problems and Isms" controversy, which was initiated by Hu Shih 
in the summer of 1919. During the course of this debate Li Ta-
chao, Hu Shih's main antagonist in the controversy, fully committed 
himself to a revolutionary Marxist program of political action. 
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Problems and Isms 

Professor John Dewey happened to be lecturing in China in the 
summer of 19 19 when his most notable Chinese disciple, Hu Shih, 
raised the slogan "More Study of Problems, Less Talk of Isms." 
Clearly disturbed by the growing popularity of socialist doctrines, 
Hu argued that the energies of intellectuals should be devoted to 
the difficult task of studying individual, practical social problems 
rather than to the easy repetition of "fanciful, good-sounding isms." 
All doctrines, he contended in the July 20 issue of Mei-chou p'ing-
lun, were the product of the specific social needs of their time and 
were not necessarily applicable to the conditions of other times — 
a principle neglected by those who imported foreign theories with-
out understanding the background in which those theories had 
originated. Isms were especially dangerous because they could be 
easily utilized by unprincipled politicians to promote their selfish 
ends. Particularly ominous was the use of such abstract terms as 
socialism and anarchism, which were subject to widely differing 
interpretations. Although Hu maintained that he did not wish to 
discourage the study of theories and isms, the major thrust of his 
argument was that doctrines advocating all-embracing and funda-
mental solutions not only were irrelevant but actually hindered 
finding the real solution of social problems.34 

Li Ta-chao quite correctly interpreted Hu's article as an attack 
upon his own Bolshevik and Marxist beliefs. In a long letter to Hu, 
written from Chang-li-wu-feng (a remote mountain area near Li's 
native village in Hopei where he frequently retreated during periods 
of political repression in Peking), Li replied that problems could 
not be separated from isms because "the solution of social problems 
necessarily depends upon the common movement of the majority 
of the people." How were the people to solve social problems? It 
was first necessary, Li argued, to instill a sense of consciousness 
among them so that they would relate their own individual problems 
to the problems of society as a whole. It was here that isms had an 
indispensable role to play, for they provided the people with "an 
idealism" and a "common direction" through which social problems 
could be understood and solved. Therefore Hu Shih, the pragmatist, 
was the really impractical one: "Your exhaustive study of your social 
problems has no relation with the majority of people in society. 
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Therefore, there can never be any hope of solving these social prob-
lems, and thus your study of social problems can have no practical 
influence."35 

On one point — the futility of purely theoretical discussion — 
Li agreed with Hu. Yet from an apparent area of agreement the two 
drew wholly opposite conclusions. Hu's argument strongly implied 
that the intellectual should remove himself from the political arena 
so that he could dispassionately study "practical problems," but 
Li's position was permeated with the desire for political action: "I 
recognize that my recent discussions have mostly been empty talk 
[existing only] on paper with little involvement in practical prob-
lems. From now on I vow to go out and work in the practical move-
ment." 

To leave no doubt that his commitment to the "practical move-
ment" meant participation in socialist politics, Li went on to advo-
cate that socialist theory should be used in China "as a tool to elim-
inate the nonlaboring bureaucratic robbers." He gave further 
evidence that he approached Marxist theory with the assumption 
the theory would be changed in the process of its adaptation to the 
Chinese environment: "A socialist, in order for his ism to influence 
the world, must study how he can apply his ideals to the real condi-
tions surrounding him. Therefore in contemporary socialism there 
are a great many attempts to take its spirit and change it into prac-
tical forms to meet the needs of the present. This proves that within 
the basic nature of an ism there exists the possibility of adapting 
it to practice . . . Thus the danger of isms that you [Hu Shih] 
have spoken about is not something that is inherent in the isms 
themselves, but rather lies with the people who engage in empty 
talk about them."36 

The real point at issue between Li and Hu Shih was not the 
philosophic problem of the relation between theory and practice 
nor the question of the value of commitments to isms; Hu was 
himself fairly committed to a number of isms, including liberalism, 
pragmatism, and experimentalism. The heart of the debate was the 
more practical and immediate question of whether China's problems 
should be solved by political revolution or by slow, evolutionary, 
and essentially nonpolitical social reform. In "More Study of Prob-
lems, Less Talk of Isms," Hu was particularly vehement in his 
objection to any doctrine that advocated "fundamental solutions." 
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Such doctrines, he declared, were "the dreams of self-deceived and 
deceptive persons, ironclad proof of the bankruptcy of Chinese 
thought, and the death-knell of Chinese social reform!"37 In another 
article Hu elaborated upon this theme: "Civilization was not created 
in toto, but by inches and drops. Evolution was not accomplished 
overnight but in inches and drops. People nowadays indulge in talk 
about liberation and reform, but they should know that there is no 
liberation in toto, or reform in toto. Liberation means the liberation 
of this or that system, of this or that idea, or this or that individual; 
it is reform by inches and drops. The first step in the recreation of 
civilization is the study of this or that problem. Progress in the 
recreation of civilization lies in the solution of this or that prob-
lem." 38 

Li, on the other hand, reaffirmed his belief that a basic political 
transformation was a prerequisite to the solution of specific social 
problems: "it is first necessary to have a fundamental solution, and 
then there will be hope of solving concrete problems one by one. 
Take Russia as an example. If the Romanoffs had not been over-
thrown and the economic organization not reformed, no problems 
could have been solved. Now they are all being solved."39 

Neither Hu Shih's concern with the solution of individual con-
crete problems nor Li Ta-chao's advocacy of "fundamental solu-
tions" can be considered apart from the particular Chinese situation 
to which these opposing methods were to be applied. Hu Shih had 
formulated his ideas in terms of the American philosophical and 
sociological tradition. That tradition had grown out of the experi-
ences of a stable and progressive society that could realistically view 
its problems (in the words of Karl Mannheim) as "discrete tech-
nical problems of social readjustment."40 The philosophy and so-
ciology of John Dewey did not need to be concerned with the 
structure of society as a whole because in the American social con-
text it could be optimistically assumed that the whole would take 
care of itself. Dewey's program was essentially conservative, assum-
ing that reform would take place within the framework of existing 
institutions; but it was the product of a society that could afford 
conservatism, a society that could solve particular social problems 
because there already existed a viable social structure and a general 
consensus on the direction of social progress. 

As applied to China, Dewey's program was neither conservative 
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nor radical but largely irrelevant. After the Revolution of 1911 
China was confronted with a crisis of social, cultural, and political 
disintegration of massive proportions. The extreme poverty and 
widespread illiteracy of the masses of the Chinese people and the 
lack of even the rudiments of responsible political authority negated 
the possibility of the general social consensus that Dewey's program 
presupposed. Because of the overwhelming social crisis within and 
the threat of foreign aggression from without, the very existence 
of the Chinese nation was in doubt at the time Hu Shih and Li 
Ta-chao debated the matter of "problems and isms." To advocate 
the study of particular problems and to call for social reform by 
"inches and drops" was to assume that there existed or would soon 
arise a viable social and political structure within which problems 
could be studied and reforms implemented. This assumption was 
unwarranted either by the existing situation or by any realistic 
hopes for the immediate future. In view of the total crisis of Chinese 
society, Dewey's program was doomed to failure. 

This failure was made even more certain as the echoes of the 
"problems and isms" controversy were still reverberating in Chinese 
intellectual circles. Although Hu Shih had proposed Dewey's phi-
losophy as a method to solve Chinese social problems, he and his 
fellow liberals turned in the 1920's not to social problems but 
rather to more esoteric matters, such as archeological investigations, 
the study of ancient Chinese philosophy and history, and the 
textual criticism of traditional literature. It is ironical, as Chow Tse-
tsung has so perceptively pointed out, that "in 1920, just after their 
suggestion of 'more study of problems,' very few liberals joined 
the social survey or labor movements, whereas many of the social-
ists and their associates began to go among the workers and peasants 
to study their living conditions."41 

To say that their program was doomed to failure is not to ques-
tion the sincerity and good intentions of Hu Shih and his fellow 
liberals. Although Hu was by temperament and philosophic train-
ing opposed to revolutionary ideologies and revolutionary politics, 
he was also deeply concerned with the grave social and economic 
problems of his country. That he failed to make any substantial 
contribution to the solution of these problems suggests only that 
Hu had fallen victim to the same error that he had perceived in his 
more radical colleagues, the error of importing foreign theories 
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without paying sufficient attention to the social environment in 
which these theories had been created. 

In rejecting political participation and emphasizing the study of 
concrete problems, Hu Shih remained very much in accord with 
the intellectual tendencies dominant in the earlier New Culture era. 
He also continued those tendencies by his distrust of nationalism 
and his refusal to regard imperialism as a serious menace to China, 
by his preoccupation with the transformation of traditional cultural 
values, and by his preference for evolutionary rather than revolu-
tionary approaches to social reform. As the May Fourth movement 
gathered momentum — as nationalism, political activism, and the 
impatient search for immediate solutions to the plight of China 
became the dominant themes of the intellectual climate — Hu Shih 
increasingly seemed like the voice of an intellectual era that had 
passed. 

Lurking in the background of the "problems and isms" debate was 
the problem of choosing between two irreconcilably opposed maxims 
of conduct that have been defined by Max Weber as the "ethic of 
ultimate ends" and the "ethic of responsibility." The believer in the 
"ethic of ultimate ends" is committed to abstract standards of per-
sonal morality. His is the ethics of conscience in which the individ-
ual reserves his personal freedom to interpret social reality and 
acts to change that reality only in ways that are consistent with the 
preservation of his own moral standards. Thus, he does not consider 
that his primary responsibility is the practical social consequences 
of his actions (or his inaction) but feels that his primary respon-
sibility is the preservation of the purity of his own intentions. Fol-
lowed to its logical conclusion in a world in which most issues are 
at best morally ambiguous, this is the ethic of the Sermon on the 
Mount, the ethic of the saint who has withdrawn from the sordid 
affairs of the world. The political activist who is a man of conscience 
must, on the other hand, follow the "ethic of responsibility." He is 
responsible not only to the demands of his conscience but also to 
society, and he must accept responsibility for the immoral means 
and sometimes the evil results that are often involved in attempting 
to attain "good ends." He must recognize that "he is responsible for 
what may become of himself under the impact of these paradoxes."42 

The problem of choosing between the "ethic of ultimate ends" 
and the "ethic of responsibility" is in part the problem of choosing 
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between the life of a scholar and the life of a politician. It is a dilem-
ma of particular relevance for understanding the psychological back-
ground of the appeals and conflicts involved in the Chinese intel-
ligentsia's response to the Marxist-Leninist program of political 
action. There are strong echoes of this dilemma in the Chinese tradi-
tion. It appeared in the Confucian literatus' ideal of state service, 
which required the scholar's participation as a functionary in a 
political organization based upon the use of violence, although the 
moral precepts of his Confucian faith taught that government should 
be based upon the example of moral virtue and good conduct in the 
ruler. It appeared even more sharply in the contrast between the 
scholar-official, dedicated to participation in public affairs, and the 
Taoist recluse, dedicated to the cultivation of his own inner life 
and the goal of knowledge. Even within the Confucian tradition 
itself, as Benjamin Schwartz has pointed out, there existed a tradi-
tion of protest and withdrawal from public life.43 

The influence of the Confucian spirit of public service on Li 
Ta-chao's early intellectual life, and the emphasis that he placed 
upon the need for immediate political participation in his debate 
with Ch'en Tu-hsiu on the problem of "consciousness" in 1915, 
have already been noted. In the "problems and isms" controversy, 
Li made a final commitment to the "ethic of responsibility." In 
choosing to pursue the political life, he was now prepared to sacrifice 
many of his own beliefs and principles to attain the "good end" of 
Bolshevism, with which he identified the forces of universal regen-
eration. In doing so, he was deeply conscious of his own personal 
responsibility to Chinese society and to Chinese history. 

Hu Shih would have liked to follow the "ethic of ultimate ends." 
He would have liked to remain a pure scholar engaged in the study 
of "concrete problems" with which he would be involved only as a 
scientific observer and nonpartisan guide. He did not wish to soil 
his hands in the dirty and irrelevant business of politics. As it turned 
out, however, Hu Shih and other liberals were unable to maintain 
either of these two ethics. The pressures for political commitment 
in the revolutionary turbulence of modern China proved too strong 
to permit a life of pure scholarship. Hu Shih eventually came to an 
accommodation with the Kuomintang, and many other liberals 
eventually turned to (or, more precisely, were driven into the arms 
of) the Communists. In modern Chinese politics the liberals were 
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more often used by the contending parties than they were able to 
influence them. They were thus denied both the possibility of main-
taining the personal standards of integrity dictated by the "ethic 
of ultimate ends" and the possibility of assuming responsibility for 
the political roles that they reluctantly undertook. 

Shortly after the publication of Li's article "Again on Problems 
and Isms" in Mei-chou p'ing-lun on August 17, the periodical was 
suppressed by the warlord-controlled Peking government. The de-
bate was carried on by Hu Shih in the Shanghai monthly T'ai-p'ing 
yang (The Pacific Ocean). The Chinputang (many of whose sup-
porters were then advocates of guild socialism) was represented in 
the controversy by the journalist Lan Kung-wu, who was critical of 
Hu Shih, maintaining that the study and encouragement of all isms 
was the first step in the solution of problems.44 The controversy con-
tinued until the end of the year.45 By the time of its conclusion, Li 
Ta-chao was no longer concerned with, or had at least concealed, 
the objections he had raised to Marxist doctrine in "My Marxist 
Views." He was firmly committed to the Marxist-Leninist program 
of political action. 

This change was already evident in his first reply to Hu Shih 
on the question of "problems and isms" in August 1919. Challenged 
in his Marxist beliefs by Hu and deeply stirred by the magnetic 
atmosphere of the May Fourth movement and the activistic impulses 
that it had liberated, Li was no longer disposed to quibble over his 
philosophic reservations with respect to Marxism. In his reply to 
Hu Shih's objection to "fundamental solutions," Li's treatment of 
the materialist conception of history showed no trace of the belief 
— which he had insisted upon two months before — that material 
reform must be accompanied by spiritual reform: "According to 
the historical materialist point of view of Marx, all the spiritual 
constructions of society such as laws, politics, ethics, etc., are part 
of the superstructure. Beneath lies the economic structure, which is 
the whole basis upon which they rest. If there is a change in the 
economic structure, then all [the elements of the superstructure] 
will follow it in changing. In other words, the solution of the eco-
nomic problem is the fundamental solution. As soon as the economic 
problem is solved, then all political and legal problems and the prob-
lems of the family system, women's liberation, and the workers' 
liberation can be solved."46 
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Li, to be sure, was prompt to emphasize that the economic revolu-
tion could not be achieved unless there was a conscious movement 
of the masses expressed in the form of class struggle. But this was 
simply good Marxism. In the following months Li was drawn even 
closer to the Marxist world view. His article "Material Change and 
Ethical Change," published in December 1919,47 contended that 
all ethical systems were no more than reflections of the material 
conditions of life. In another article he dismissed Confucianism as 
the tool of the traditional ruling classes and attempted to explain 
all intellectual changes in modern China as the inevitable result 
of changes in the Chinese economy. The new ideas, he asserted, 
"arise from the new demands of society which must meet the new 
conditions of the economy."48 By the end of 1920 he had refined 
this ultradeterministic approach by clearly distinguishing between 
historical materialism and economic determinism. In an essay en-
titled "The Value of the Materialist Conception of History in Mod-
ern Historical Study,"49 Li attempted through the agency of the 
theory of class struggle to find a place for his belief in the power of 
human activity and consciousness within the Marxian scheme of 
the workings of the material forces of production. It was here that 
Li achieved some measure of intellectual harmony with Marx. 

Ch'en Tu-hsiu's conversion to the Marxist-Leninist program came 
later and more abruptly, but it was no less total than Li Ta-chao's. 
Throughout the year 1919 Ch'en remained virtually silent on the 
subject of the Bolshevik Revolution. Indeed, during the "problems 
and isms" controversy Li criticized Ch'en as well as Hu Shih for 
their reluctance even to discuss the October Revolution.50 Li's crit-
icism was not wholly justified, for Ch'en did occasionally comment 
on the Russian Revolution, although very briefly and without mak-
ing commitments, in the "Random Thoughts" columns of Mei-chou 
p'ing-lun and Η sin ch'ing-nien. On one occasion, in April 1919, 
Ch'en wrote: "The political revolution of eighteenth century France 
and the social revolution of twentieth century Russia were both 
subject to the extreme abuse of the men of those times; but later 
historians regarded them as great turning points in the change and 
evolution of human society."51 In December 1919, Ch'en was con-
tent to define briefly the origin of the term "Bolshevism" and to 
defend the Bolsheviks from the charge that they threatened world 
peace.52 Yet at this very same time Ch'en wrote an essay supporting 
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John Dewey's gradualist program for building political and social 
democracy upon the foundations of small self-governing groups. 
He still hopefully believed at the end of 1919 that China could 
use England and America as her model.53 

Within a few months, however, Ch'en's perspectives shifted 
away completely from Dewey's proposals for gradual reform and 
settled firmly on the "labor question."54 The image of the West he 
presented was no longer one of progressive, democratic nations but 
one of imperialist states in which capitalists mercilessly exploited 
workers. "The number one task of contemporary society," he de-
clared, "is the establishment of a working-class state."55 Dewey's 
program, as Benjamin Schwartz has pointed out, would have re-
quired "years of prosaic and undramatic work" and the willingness 
of the intelligentsia "to play a modest role in the background with 
no hope of immediate spectacular results."56 The highly emotional 
and activistic atmosphere of the May Fourth era did not encourage 
Ch'en to resign himself to such prospects. Moreover, his faith in 
Western democracy had never really recovered from the shock of 
Versailles. Thus, by the middle of 1920 Ch'en was firmly in the 
Marxist-Leninist camp. In replying to an anarchist critic on the 
question of "State, Politics, and Law" in November 1920, Ch'en 
left no doubt of his commitment to the Communist program of 
political action and to the goal of establishing a proletarian dicta-
torship. Democracy, which hitherto had occupied so central a place 
in his thought, was dismissed as no more than a "tool that the 
bourgeoisie formerly used to overthrow the feudal system and which 
they presently use as a device to swindle mankind in order to main-
tain political power."67 

Ch'en's conversion to Bolshevism, which came almost two years 
after Li's, was not accompanied by the same passionate and chiliastic 
enthusiasm for the October Revolution that had marked the response 
of his younger colleague. Nor did Ch'en's treatment of Marxist 
theory display any of the doubts and unorthodoxies that appeared 
in Li's writings. Ch'en accepted Marxism in toto, in much the same 
spirit that he had earlier accepted democracy and science. For him 
Marxism had replaced democracy as the most advanced expression 
of contemporary Western thought. 

But Marxism demanded political as well as intellectual commit-
ments. "The philosophers," Marx declared, "have only interpreted 

1 1 3 



O R I G I N S OF A C H I N E S E M A R X I S T 

the world . . . The point, however, is to change it."58 In its 
Leninist metamorphosis, this activistic injunction had come to the 
very forefront of the doctrine. In his reaction against the West 
during the May Fourth period Ch'en gradually overcame his inhibi-
tions on the question of political participation. By mid-1920 he 
was no less eager than Li Ta-chao to assume the role of political 
organizer and revolutionary leader.69 

Early Communist Organization 

In 1920 the organizational as well as ideological foundations for 
the Chinese Communist party were laid. The early period of the 
organization of Communist activities in China is tangled in a web 
of obscurity that Chinese Communist historians have done little to 
unravel. Since in the Communist pantheon Mao Tse-tung is both 
the Lenin and Stalin of China, relatively little attention has been 
paid to those aspects of party history in which Mao was not directly 
involved. Yet before his attendance at the meeting that formally 
established the party in July 1 9 2 1 , Mao played only a minor role in 
Chinese Communist affairs. 

The inception of Communist organizational activities in China 
is generally attributed to the intervention in Chinese affairs of the 
Comintern, whose agent, Gregori Voitinsky, arrived in Peking early 
in 1920. Before the appearance of Voitinsky, however, the stage had 
been set. After the May Fourth Incident radical intellectual and 
political activities multiplied and left-wing student organizations 
proliferated. Many of the future leaders of the Chinese Communist 
party were active in 1 9 1 9 m such politically oriented organizations 
as the Social Welfare Society, the New People's Study Society, and 
the Awakening Society, as well as various "work and study" groups. 
Some of the student groups, such as the Mass Education Speech 
Corps, had as their aim "the awakening of the consciousness of the 
common people." In late 19x9 student groups in the Shanghai area 
were organized for the purpose of achieving the unity of the intel-
ligentsia and the laboring classes.80 

The origin of the Communist labor movement in North China 
can be traced to the spring of 1 9 1 9 , when several of Li Ta-chao's 
students (led by Teng Chung-hsia and Chang Kuo-t'ao) began 
agitational and educational activities in the working-class districts 
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of Peking. They established a lecture hall in the town of Chang-

hsin-tien, a railroad center on the outskirts of Peking, which became 

the center for the organization of the Peking-Hankow Railroad 

Workers' Union. In 1 9 1 9 Li and his student followers also began 

to organize dock workers in Tientsin. According to Russian sources, 

two young Russian Communists, who found themselves in North 

China rather accidentally as a consequence of the civil war in 

Siberia, assisted Li in these efforts in the year preceding the Voitin-

sky mission. One of them, A. A. Muller, has written of these activi-

ties by himself and N . Bortman, a fellow member of the Russian 

Communist party, in Peking and Tientsin in 1 9 1 9 - 1 9 2 0 : 

Bortman, even before my arrival, had fairly wide ties with progressive 
Chinese students from the higher educational institutions and colleges 
in Tientsin and Peking, and personally with Professor Li Ta-chao, 
whom Bortman spoke of as an excellent Marxist . . . When I met 
Bortman in September 1919, the ties with the students were maintained 
as before, and one group after another visited our apartment nearly 
every evening. 

We acquainted the Chinese students with Lenin's work Imperialism, 
the Highest Stage of Capitalism, often touching on problems relating to 
China, analyzed the works of Sun Yat-sen, and told them about the 
leading role of the working class in the October Socialist Revolution in 
Russia. 

It was not difficult for us to prove to the students that they must 
establish close ties with the textile and dock workers of Tientsin and 
engage in the organization of trade unions, which at that time did not as 
yet exist. This question was a subject of Bortman's discussions with Li 
Ta-chao. 

At the beginning of January 1920, before our departure from China, 
a group of four students had already established ties with dock workers 
and had begun the practical formation of a trade union.61 

T h e dissemination of Marxist theory also increased rapidly in 

the wake of the May Fourth Incident. In February 1 9 1 9 Li Ta-

chao was appointed editor of the Peking Ch'en-pao's weekly supple-

ment Ch'en-pao fu-k'an, which he shortly turned into an instrument 

for the popularization of Marxism. In addition to Li's writings, 

between May 9 and June 1, 1919, Ch'en-pao fu-k'an printed Marx's 

"Wage Labor and Capital," the first Chinese translation of Marx to 

appear since 1912.6 2 Also in 1 9 1 9 Yün Tai-ying (later a leader of 

the Communist Youth Corps) translated and published Kautsky's 

Class Stuggle, and in April 1920 the first complete Chinese version 
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of the Communist Manifesto (translated by Ch'en Wang-tao) was 
published in Shanghai.63 The first of the writings of Lenin to appear 
in Chinese was translated late in 1919.64 

The Marxist Research Society that had been established by Li 
Ta-chao in late 19 18 was superseded in December 19 19 by the 
more broadly based Society for the Study of Socialism (She-hui-
chu-i yen-chiu-hui). The latter, which claimed 1 1 0 members, 
mostly students of various colleges in Peking, also held its meet-
ings under Li's auspices in the Peking University Library. The 
Society for the Study of Socialism, which included anarchists, syn-
dicalists, and guild socialists as well as Marxists, shortly broke up 
into its component parts. The Marxists regrouped under Li in March 
1920 in a new organization known as the Peking Society for the 
Study of Marxist Theory (Ma-k'o-ssu hsiieh-shuo yen-chiu hui). 
According to Chu Wu-shan, a Peking University student who was 
a member of the group, Li's role was rather that of a faculty adviser 
for a student debating society. At its meetings Li usually sat in a 
corner, limiting his participation to answering the questions that 
students directed to him. Although many of the future leaders of 
the Chinese Communist party were members, its membership was 
not confined to Marxist activists; at one of its sessions a heated de-
bate ensued over the question of whether China was really ready for 
socialism.65 

Although Li and his student followers had not yet come to ap-
preciate the virtues of a Leninist-type party organization, they had 
already initiated the activities that a Communist party in China 
would be expected to undertake, that is, the propagation of Marx-
ism and the attempt to organize the working class. Thus, when 
Voitinsky arrived in Peking with his Chinese interpreter Yang Ming-
chai, a native of Shantung who had migrated to Siberia before the 
October Revolution and there joined the Russian Communist party, 
he set foot upon already fertile soil.66 

Through a Russian professor teaching at Peking University, Voi-
tinsky was introduced to Li Ta-chao.67 The exact date of Voitinsky's 
arrival has never been verified, but according to a recent Chinese 
Communist account, in March 1920 — the month that Li organized 
the Society for the Study of Marxist Theory — Li and Voitinsky 
discussed the formation of a Chinese Communist party in Li's li-
brary office.68 Li was apparently receptive to the purposes of the 

1 1 6 



T H E M A Y F O U R T H M O V E M E N T 

Comintern mission but suggested that Voitinsky first contact Ch'en 
Tu-hsiu. Voitinsky thereupon proceeded to Shanghai where he won 
the support of Ch'en, who organized a Communist group consisting 
of seven members in May 1 9 2 0 . " Then Ch'en invited Li and other 
Marxist intellectuals to Shanghai to lay plans for the organization 
of a national party. At this meeting it was agreed that Ch'en would 
assume primary responsibility for the organization of the party in the 
southern provinces, while Li would undertake the task in the North. 
The slogan "Nan-Ch'en, Pei-Li" (Ch'en in the South and Li in the 
North) became generally accepted within party ranks. During the 
summer and early autumn of 1920 small Communist groups using 
a variety of names were established in Peking, Wuhan, Changsha, 
Chinan, and Hangchow.70 At the end of the year a Communist group 
was organized in Canton by Ch'en Tu-hsiu after he had accepted 
the invitation of Ch'en Ch'iung-ming, the new warlord of Kwang-
tung, to become chairman of that province's education commission.71 

These early Communist groups were something less than models 
of the proper Leninist distillation of dedicated and disciplined 
revolutionaries. Among their early members were a good number 
of anarchists and such ultranationalist "Marxist-Leninists" as Tai 
Chi-t'ao, who later became a leader of the Kuomintang right wing 
and Chiang Kai-shek's chief ideologist. Li Ta-chao's group in Pe-
king originally consisted of eight members, of whom six were said 
to be anarchists.72 

Within a few months, however, the anarchists (and Tai) left 
the party and were replaced by the more dedicated student followers 
of Li and Ch'en. During its early years the Chinese Communist 
party was principally a student party. Except for Ch'en, who was 
forty-one years of age when the party was organized, and Li, who 
was thirty-two, the party members were mostly university students 
in their early twenties. At Peking Li recruited a number of his 
favorite students, including such future Communist notables as 
Teng Chung-hsia, Chang Kuo-t'ao, Lo Chang-lung, Ho Meng-
hsiung, and Liu Jen-ch'ing (later leader of the Chinese Trotskyists). 
According to Chinese Communist accounts, Mao Tse-tung was in 
close contact with Li while engaged in Communist organizational 
activities in Hunan in 1920, following his second visit to Peking 
in February of that year.73 Chou En-lai was also in contact with 
Li while active in the Awakening Society in Tientsin and in the 
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Society for the Study of Socialism in early 1920, shortly before Chou 
left to study in France, where he joined the Communist group 
organized among Chinese students in Paris by Ts'ai Ho-shen.74 

Li Ta-chao's recruitment of many of the leading Chinese Com-
munists was greatly facilitated by the very close personal relation-
ships that he had developed with the student activists shortly before 
and after the May Fourth Incident. To his students Li was not only 
a teacher, an intellectual guide, and a political oracle but also a 
fatherly adviser on personal matters and financial problems. Some-
thing of the nature of this latter relationship as well as Li's own 
personality is suggested by an incident related by the liberal political 
philosopher Kao I-han, a professor at Peking University. In 1918 
Li had taken the initiative in organizing a society to aid financially 
distressed students, and he frequently lent or gave his own money 
to needy students. Li's generosity evidently occasioned some do-
mestic discord. At one point the situation became so serious that 
Li's wife went directly to the university chancellor, Ts'ai Yüan-pei, 
to complain that there were not sufficient funds for the most ele-
mentary household necessities. Thereafter Ts'ai gave Li only a part 
of his salary, insisting upon turning over the greater portion of it 
directly to Mrs. Li.75 

Thus, the Communist movement in China grew in part out of the 
close student-professor relationships that had developed during the 
May Fourth period. The movement was led by two professors who 
recruited the core of their followers from among their own students. 
The new Communist groups, however, undertook immediate efforts 
to remedy their rather unproletarian origins. In Shanghai, Ch'en 
Tu-hsiu began to promote the organization of trade unions among 
the dock workers and in August 1920 began to publish a workers' 
magazine, Lao-tung chieh (The World of Labor). In Peking Li 
Ta-chao founded a similar publication, Lao-tung yin (The Sound of 
Labor), and met with considerable success in organizing railroad 
workers around the laborer's school that had been established in 
Chang-hsin-tien. On May 1, 1920, Li led the workers of Chang-
hsin-tien in a May Day demonstration and shortly thereafter assisted 
in the organization of a union, first known simply as the Workers' 
Association (Kung-jen chü-le-pu).76 

The early Chinese Communist groups engaged in other activities 
that the Comintern expected of a member party. A Communist youth 
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organization, the Socialist Youth Corps, was established in Shanghai 
in August 1920 and in Peking in September. Publishing facilities 
for the printing of Marxist-Leninist literature were established. 
Hsin ch'ing-nien became a party publication with the July 1920 
issue, and in November an official party organ, Kung-ch'an-tang 
(The Communist), was established in Shanghai. 

Neither Li nor Ch'en attended the meeting held in Shanghai in 
July 1921 that has come to be celebrated as the Party's official birth-
day. Ch'en was still in Canton, and the Shanghai Communist group 
was represented by Chou Fu-hai (later a follower of Wang Ching-
wei and a member of the latter's puppet government during the 
war). Li sent Chang Kuo-t'ao to represent the Peking group. In all, 
twelve delegates, representing a total of fifty-seven members, formal-
ly launched the Chinese Communist party at a secret "Congress" 
that opened in a girls' boarding school in the French Concession 
of Shanghai and closed on a houseboat on a lake in Chekiang 
province. The Congress approved the standard Leninist methods 
of party organization and discipline, established a central commit-
tee, and elected Ch'en to the position of secretary-general.77 Despite 
this Leninist facade, the party during its early years was neither 
ideologically nor organizationally a united entity. The northern 
branch, under Li's leadership, remained largely independent of, al-
though not in direct opposition to, the Central Committee at Shang-
hai. The slogan "Nan-Ch'en, Pei-Li" was tacitly accepted within 
the party until 1927. 

Although the Chinese Communist party was to grow dramatically 
after the spring of 1925, the relatively small number of people 
actually engaged in its early activities78 reflected one factor in the 
Chinese environment that was of immense significance in condi-
tioning the development of Marxism in China. Unlike the Com-
munist parties formed in Western European countries after the 
Bolshevik Revolution — parties organized on the basis of the left 
wing of older Marxian Social Democratic parties — China totally 
lacked a Social Democratic tradition. Except for individual intel-
lectuals and students who were attracted to the Marxist-Leninist 
message, there was little basis for the recruitment of Communist 
cadres. To the early Chinese Marxists and their Russian advisers 
this appeared to be a great handicap since it not only hampered 
recruitment but was also responsible, the Russians complained, 
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for the "immaturity" of the Chinese Communists in the understand-
ing of Marxist theory. In current Chinese Communist writings the 
absence of a Marxist Social Democratic party is treated as an im-
portant advantage since it protected China from the baneful in-
fluences of the revisionist Second International. 

Although the advantages or disadvantages of the absence of a 
Social Democratic tradition are a matter of dispute, there can be 
no question that the Communist movement in China benefited 
from the traditional Chinese hostility to commercial pursuits and 
an almost innate anticapitalist predisposition. Most Chinese intel-
lectuals would have heartily endorsed Benjamin Franklin's dictum 
(which Marx was so fond of quoting) that "war is robbery and 
commerce cheating in general." The Western-educated Chinese 
intelligentsia's admiration for Western political systems and demo-
cratic ideas did not extend to the capitalist economic system upon 
which democracy rested. Nor did there exist in China, as there 
did in Czarist Russia after 1900, a liberal political movement ad-
vocating democracy within a capitalist economic framework that 
could compete with Marxism for the loyalties of the intellectuals. 
These factors in the Chinese environment made the passage from 
Western democratic beliefs to Marxism-Leninism much less dif-
ficult than it might otherwise have been. 

The formal conversion of Li and Ch'en to the Marxist-Leninist 
program posed the question of whether Marxist theory was really 
relevant to the Chinese situation. Both Li and Ch'en had already 
expressed serious reservations on this point in their different ways 
and at different times. In the spring of 1 9 1 9 , after he had already 
declared his support for the Bolshevik Revolution, Li had objected 
to the deterministic features of Marxist doctrine that conflicted 
with his fundamentally activistic predispositions. Before 1 9 2 0 Ch'en 
had looked upon socialism as perhaps a worthy goal but one that 
was appropriate only to an advanced industrial nation. The impulse 
to political action generated by the May Fourth movement had 
temporarily submerged these doubts, but with the beginning of 
Communist political activities the problem reappeared. Now it was 
necessary to test Marxist theory in the Chinese environment. It 
was necessary to apply the new doctrine to the practical task of 
organizing a revolutionary political movement. 
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It might have been argued that the question of the relevance of 
Marxism would be settled by the success or failure of the political 
movement that was guided by it. But to intellectuals who undertook 
the practical work of creating the movement, the problem did not 
appear in so simple a form. Before they could wholeheartedly propa-
gate Marxist theory and effectively employ it in politics, the theory 
had not only to provide a plausible explanation of the situation in 
which they found themselves but also to sanction meaningful forms 
of practical activity. This problem of achieving some correspondence 
between theory and practice was demanded by the very premises 
upon which Marxist doctrine rested as well as by the intellectual 
and emotional needs of the individuals who were involved in Marx-
ist-Leninist politics. The manner in which Marxism was interpreted 
to meet these needs had very much to do with the way in which 
the practical movement developed and with its successes and 
failures. 
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C H A P T E R V I D E T E R M I N I S M A N D A C T I V I S M 

EVEN BEFORE he was won over to the brilliant vision of a world-
wide revolutionary transformation that the Bolshevik victory seemed 
to promise, Li Ta-chao had come to believe profoundly in the ability 
of the human spirit and human activity to change the circumstances 
under which men live. His whole pre-Marxian world view was 
built upon the faith that conscious Chinese youth, as carriers of 
the seed of national rebirth, were "capable of everything." "When 
the young have seen the light," he declared in 1 9 1 6 , "they should 
break the meshes of past history, destroy the prison of old ideas, 
and suffer no corpses to restrict their activity."1 He pleaded for 
immediate action in the present, unencumbered by traditionalist 
sentiments for the past or by hopelessly Utopian dreams about the 
future. 

Upon the basis of this activistic world view Li had received the 
universalistic and messianic message of the October Revolution. 
The success of the Russian Revolution was to be but the first wave 
of a revolution that would wash away the dead shell of old China 
and release the pent-up energies of young China. The Russian up-
heaval, he believed, foreshadowed an imminent upheaval in China 
itself. 

When Li had first seriously considered Marxist theory in the 
early months of 1 9 1 9 , he was willing to abandon his belief in the 
spiritual and psychological basis of historical change and to accept, 
at least in form, the general principles of Marx's materialist explana-
tion of history. He refused, however, to renounce his faith in the 
ability of conscious, active men to remake society in accordance 
with their wills. Nor could he wholeheartedly accept what he per-
ceived to be the Marxist belief in the inexorable workings of the 
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economic laws of history.2 To do so would have been to condemn 
China to a long and dreary period of capitalist development, and 
also to resign himself to the role of a passive observer of this painful 
process. 

Both Li Ta-chao and Ch'en Tu-hsiu had adopted the new Marxist 
creed with the expectation that the revolutionary movement they 
proposed to create would lead to a more or less rapid transition to a 
socialist society. Li and Ch'en (and many other Chinese intellectu-
als) were brought into the Communist fold not only by the nation-
alistic appeals of Lenin's theory of imperialism but also by the 
assumptions best formulated in Trotsky's theory of permanent rev-
olution. This theory, which Lenin had implicitly adopted in 1 9 1 7 , 
held out the hope that an economically backward country could be 
rapidly transformed and, by virtue of its very backwardness, advance 
to the forefront of world civilization. Yet the contradictions that 
existed between the desire for immediate revolutionary action to 
rescue China and the demands of certain fundamental principles 
of Marxist theory could not be ignored, for the materialist concep-
tion of history brought to the new Chinese converts to Bolshevism 
the very disheartening message that Chinese society lacked almost 
totally the material conditions for the realization of the Marxist 
socialist program. 

For no one was this message more disheartening than for Li Ta-
chao. All the activistic implications of his pre-Marxist world view 
and the chiliastic spirit with which he had greeted the Bolshevik 
Revolution rebelled against any doctrine that seemed to limit the 
role of human consciousness and activity or seemed to suggest that 
the millennium might be far off. Thus, in his essay "My Marxist 
Views" Li quite candidly raised the problem of the conflict between 
the economically deterministic assumptions of Marxist theory and 
the Marxist emphasis on the importance of political consciousness: 
"We are unable to consider correct historical materialists who say 
that economic phenomena have an unshakeable and unbending na-
ture and that the ideas and activities of groups must entirely submit 
to them." He insisted that political forces could change the direc-
tion of economic developments and argued that socialism must be 
based upon ethical principles and aim to achieve a spiritual as well 
as a material reformation. Above all, Li was concerned with the 
fatalistic conclusions that might be drawn from the Marxist view 
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of history: "Some people say that historical materialists regard the 
movement of the economic process as inevitable, and this can not 
but give [their theories] a kind of fatalistic color . . . the [Euro-
pean] Marxist socialist parties, because of their belief in a fatalistic 
theory, proposed nothing, undertook no activities, and only waited 
for the natural maturation of the productive forces, until today the 
socialist parties of the various [European] countries have entered 
a period of great crisis. This can be said to be a defect left by Marx's 
materialist conception of history." 3 

Li had embarked upon the propagation of Bolshevism and Marx-
ism as a matter of individual responsibility and, at first, had felt rela-
tively free to amend or even reject those aspects of Marxist doctrine 
that seemed to conflict with his hopes for revolution. But after the 
"problems and isms" controversy, when he began to form firmer 
political commitments, and especially after the organization of the 
first Chinese Communist groups in 1920, it was no longer possible 
simply to disregard those deterministic Marxist dicta that were 
opposed to his own activistic impulses. If Marxism was to serve as 
a guide to political action, it had to form a reasonably coherent 
body of doctrine whose fundamental precepts were accepted, or at 
least rationalized. It was therefore necessary to reconcile Marxian 
determinism with the desire for immediate revolutionary action, 
and this reconciliation had to take place within the framework of 
Marxist categories of thought. 

The problem of the conflict between determinism and activism 
raised by Li Ta-chao in 1919 is one of the most complex and funda-
mental problems of Marxist theory. It is a problem that involves 
such vital issues as the Marxist view of the role of human conscious-
ness and human activity in history, the nature of the theory of 
class struggle, and the question of the relationship between political 
and economic forces. On all of these questions Li Ta-chao made 
radical departures from the European and Russian Marxist tradi-
tions. The significance of his departures cannot be fully appreciated 
without some understanding of the nature of the theory with which 
he was concerned. Thus, before an examination of Li's interpreta-
tions, it is necessary to consider the origins — in the thought of 
Karl Marx and his successors — of some of the theoretical problems 
that Li encountered as he attempted to fashion Marxist doctrine 
to the cause of revolution in China. 
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Determinism and Activism in Marxist Theory 

Marxism is a peculiar amalgam of deterministic and activistic 
elements, for it is both a theory of the general laws of socio-historical 
development and a philosophy of revolutionary practice. In the 
Marxist world view, man is both the object and the subject of 
history; he is the product of his past, but he is also the producer 
of his future. 

Although Karl Marx presented his theory as a universalistic 
science of the impersonal and objective forces determining the 
activities and ideas of men, his doctrine begins with, and is per-
meated by, philosophic premises that are concerned primarily not 
with impersonal forces but with the state of man. It is a philosophy 
concerned with man's loss of his human identity, his regaining of 
his human essence, and his active role in shaping social reality. 
These deterministic and activistic elements converge upon the social-
ist goal to which Marxist theory is tied. Marx looked to the objec-
tive forces of history to explain that socialism was desirable, neces-
sary, and inevitable, but he also emphasized the subjective factors 
of human "self-consciousness" and human "self-activity" as essential 
to the achievement of socialism. 

Formal Marxist theory is dominated by the deterministic "laws" 
of history set forth by Marx — "laws" that were made more deter-
ministic by his immediate successors. Yet the activistic elements of 
original Marxism have important implications for the interpretation 
of the theory as a whole and they have served to inspire and justify 
the attempts of later Marxists to adapt the theory to new and 
changing historical circumstances. These activistic elements are 
particularly relevant to the vital question of how and under what 
preconditions the socialist Utopia of the future is to be realized. The 
purpose of this discussion will be to identify some of the contradic-
tory deterministic and activistic strands in Marxism. 

The starting point from which Marx began his critique of society 
and his analysis of history was the concept of alienation. The term 
"alienation" was used by Marx to describe a condition in which the 
powers and products of men come to confront their producers as 
alien and independent entities. History, for Marx, was the process 
not only of man's self-creation but also of his ever-growing self-
alienation. Man, according to Marx, becomes increasingly estranged 
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from himself and from other men and more and more enslaved to 
the products, the ideas and the institutions that he himself has 
produced as the result of the growing complexity of the social divi-
sion of labor. Religion, the family, private property, and the state 
are all forms of human self-alienation; they are institutions originally 
created by man that have come to rule over him and prevent him 
from achieving a truly human life. The capitalist mode of produc-
tion is but the most recent and most severe form of human self-
alienation, for under capitalism labor has become fully alienated. 
The worker has become an appendage of the machine, and the very 
product of his labor, in the abstract form of capital, oppresses and 
exploits him. "The more the worker expends himself in work," Marx 
wrote, "the more powerful becomes the world of objects which he 
creates in face of himself, the poorer he becomes in his inner life, 
and the less he belongs to himself." 4 

Although capitalism is the most severe form of human self-
alienation, it is also the final one — for capitalism has given rise 
to the modern industrial proletariat, a class so totally alienated and 
dehumanized that it is forced to recognize the conditions of its 
existence and strive to overcome them. In doing so, the proletariat 
must play a universalistic role for it cannot liberate itself without 
liberating the whole of society; indeed, it must liberate the whole 
world.5 Upon the basis of these premises several of the most impor-
tant Marxist beliefs rest: a faith in the proletariat as the agent of 
historical redemption, a conviction that capitalism inevitably pro-
duces its own "gravediggers," and the internationalism that was so 
vital a part of the original Marxist vision. 

The concept of alienation, which underlies all the major doc-
trines of Marx, suggests a world view that emphasizes the impor-
tance of consciousness and the active role of man in making the 
future. If man is alienated from himself, from other men, and 
from the world he has created, then the overcoming of that aliena-
tion (that is, man's understanding of the situation in which he finds 
himself and his recognition that the powers he has attributed to 
outside forces are in reality his own) must be taken as a prerequisite 
for the revolutionary activity necessary to change his situation. 

It is important here to distinguish, as Marx did, between the 
terms "consciousness" and "self-consciousness." Consciousness is an 
attribute of all men at all times and in all places. Whether it be the 
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direct expression of social class interests or merely the religious 
phantoms that haunt men's minds, consciousness is no more than a 
reflection of the alienated conditions of human existence. It is, in 
effect, "false consciousness" — false because it fails to recognize 
and realize man's human potentialities. "Self-consciousness," on the 
other hand, is man's conquest of his alienation and the regaining 
of his human essence. It is not merely the product of the socialist 
Utopia of the future but also a transformation that is essential to 
the process of attaining that Utopia. Just as man's "consciousness" 
is transformed into "self-consciousness" in this process, man's "activ-
ity" is transformed into "self-activity." Thus, in his "Theses on 
Feuerbach" Marx stated, "the coincidence of the changing of cir-
cumstances and of human activity or self-changing can only be 
comprehended and rationally understood as revolutionary practice." 
It is through the very act of revolution against the existing alien 
world, through the coincidence of "change of self" and "change of 
circumstances," and through the unity of theory and practice that 
man overcomes his alienated condition and is able to realize his 
truly human potentialities. Marx then concluded his 'Theses" with 
the activistic injunction: "The philosophers have only interpreted 
the world differently, the point is, to change it."6 To be sure, Marx 
believed that man's self-alienation is rooted in the material condi-
tions of his life and the division of labor in society; but the condi-
tions of man's material life have been created by man himself and 
can only be changed through human action. The "change of self," 
that is, the acquisition of "true consciousness," is an essential ele-
ment in the Marxist conception of the revolutionary process leading 
to the future communist Utopia. 

If human alienation is to be overcome and freedom is to be 
achieved by the conscious and purposeful revolutionary action of 
men, how does consciousness arise? How does man achieve the 
"self-consciousness" necessary for meaningful "revolutionary prac-
tice?" Marx answered this question by attributing to the proletariat 
the ability to transform itself into its opposite. Marx argued, in ef-
fect, that it is precisely because the worker is so completely de-
humanized that he is bound to become fully human. He is destined 
to achieve the "self-consciousness" necessary to lead mankind from 
the realm of "prehistory" to the realm of a "truly human history." 
However, the proletariat has not arrived upon the historical scene as 
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deus ex machina. He is the product of a specific form of economic 
organization, namely, the capitalist mode of production, which is 
itself the result of many centuries of historical development. To 
explain the origins of capitalism and the appearance of the modern 
proletariat, Marx set forth an interpretation of history that was 
later and somewhat inaccurately called the "materialist conception 
of history." This theory propounds a number of "laws" that univer-
sally govern the development of society and the activities of men. It 
also provides an answer to the question of what forces determine 
man's consciousness; its answer presumably applies to the exercise 
of proletarian consciousness as well as to earlier forms of conscious-
ness. In this view of history the tension between the conflicting 
deterministic and activistic strands inherent in the Marxist system 
of thought is most sharply revealed. 

The materialist conception of history attempts to establish a rela-
tionship between man's consciousness and the material processes of 
production. Its basic assumption is the proposition that "being de-
termines consciousness." "Being," for Marx, is essentially economic 
being, that is, the stage of the development of the productive forces 
of society and the way in which these forces are organized. The 
"forces of production" constitute the economic "base" upon which 
is erected the legal, political, and ideological "superstructure." "Con-
sciousness," which is part of the superstructure, includes not only 
the general ideas and ideologies that correspond to the base and the 
other elements of the superstructure, but also class consciousness, 
which is the prerequisite for political activity. Thus, in what Marx-
ists still regard as a classic statement of the theory, Marx described 
the process of historical change in the following manner: 

At a certain stage of their development, the material productive forces 
of society come in conflict with the existing relations of production, or 
what is but a legal expression for the same thing — with the property 
relations within which they have been at work hitherto. From forms of 
development of the productive forces these relations turn into their 
fetters. Then begins an epoch of social revolution. With the change of 
the economic foundation the entire immense superstructure is more or 
less rapidly transformed. In considering such transformations a distinc-
tion should always be made between the material transformation of the 
economic conditions of production, which can be determined with the 
precision of natural science, and the legal, political, religious, aesthetic 
or philosophic — in short, ideological forms in which men become 
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conscious of this conflict and fight it out. Just as our opinion of an 
individual is not based upon what he thinks of himself, so can we not 
judge such a period of transformation by its own consciousness; on the 
contrary, the consciousness must be explained rather from the contra-
dictions of material life, from the existing conflict between the social 
productive forces and the relations of production . . . mankind always 
sets itself only such tasks as it can solve . . . it will always be found 
that the task itself arises only when the material conditions for its 
solution already exist or are at least in the process of formation.7 

This fundamental statement of the materialist conception of his-
tory would seem to dictate that all forms of consciousness and con-
scious political activity are wholly determined by the economic 
structure of society and its changes. Yet these deterministic impli-
cations undergo considerable modification when viewed in the light 
of the philosophic premises of the early thought of Marx, which 
emphasize "self-consciousness" and human activity as the truly 
creative forces in the contemporary historic process. Although these 
activistic premises tend to become subject to an increasing number 
of economic determinants in the writings of the "mature" Marx, 
they never really disappear. Even his most deterministic writings are 
set within the framework of a radical critique of existing social 
reality and the explicit assumption that society will be transformed 
not through the preordained workings of an abstract process of 
"history" but through the revolutionary action of men. It is men, 
Marx repeatedly emphasized, who make history.8 Although Marx 
turned to the objective material world to solve the problem of human 
self-alienation, he always recognized that this world had been 
created by men and could only be changed through the self-con-
scious activity of men. 

The recognition that it is "people and their consciousness" who 
are "the effective bearers of historic development" is of vital impor-
tance for interpreting the principle that "being determines conscious-
ness." As one of the most eminent of contemporary Marxist theo-
reticians, George Lukacs, has written, the question of the relation-
ship between being and consciousness must "pass beyond the purely 
theoretical and pose the problem of 'praxis.' For it is only when the 
core of being is revealed as social process that being appears as the 
product, in the past unconscious, of human activity, and this activity 
is seen as the decisive element in the transformation of being."9 

From this dialectical point of view the rise of man from the realm 
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of "necessity" (where man is dominated by the alien world he has 
created) to the realm of "freedom" (where rational man becomes 
the master of his own externalized nature) is a process that cannot 
be separated from man's attainment of "true consciousness." Marx 
believed that the socialist revolution would be dependent upon the 
development of a high level of material civilization, but he also 
believed, as Herbert Marcuse has so perceptively pointed out, that 
these objective conditions "become revolutionary conditions . . . 
only if seized upon and directed by a conscious activity that has in 
mind the socialist goal. Not the slightest natural necessity or auto-
matic activity inevitably guarantees the transition from capitalism 
to socialism . . . The realization of freedom and reason requires 
the free rationality of those who achieve it."10 

On this problem of Marx's view of the relationship between the 
material conditions of life and conscious human activity, Karl 
Lowith has written: "It is true that man's self-alienation is condi-
tioned by the type and degree of the development of the material 
conditions of production, by the division of labor and by the sum 
of the concrete conditions of his life. But these conditions are 
structurally united in the social nature of man, who is his own 
world and whose self-consciousness is a world consciousness. The 
sum of conditions cannot be derived from abstract economic factors; 
the latter must be integrated into the concrete of historic human 
conditions . . . In his true reality man is an essence which has to 
be brought into existence through action."11 

It lies beyond the scope of this study to enter into the complicated 
and rather scholastic question of whether Marx should be properly 
divided into an activistic and humanistic "young Marx" and a more 
deterministic "mature Marx."12 However, it is highly relevant to 
the problems involved in the adaptation of Marxism in China to 
recognize that many of the most fundamental and widely read works 
of Marx either are explicitly based upon his early philosophic con-
ceptions or can be interpreted to support a revolutionary, non-
deterministic world view emphasizing the role of consciousness and 
human activity rather than simply the workings of impersonal eco-
nomic forces. This activistic strain is particularly evident in the 
Communist Manifesto, with its essentially chiliastic call to revolu-
tion, and in the frankly Utopian spirit of The Civil War in France, 
a commentary on the Paris Commune of 1871. In early Chinese 
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Marxist circles these were among the most influential of Marx's 
writings.13 Even as seemingly a deterministic work as Capital is 
explicitly based upon the concept of alienated labor.14 In China, 
Capital was read not so much as a scientific exposition of the laws 
of capitalist production as a moral indictment of the injustices and 
dehumanizing influences of capitalist industrialization. 

The deterministic implications of the injunction that "being 
determines consciousness" are subject to further modification in 
considering the problem of the relationship between political and 
economic forces. In formal Marxist theory this relationship is cast 
in formulations as deterministic as those between "being" and "con-
sciousness." Marx and Engels, of course, always held that economic 
phenomena were part of the social "base," the motivating force in 
historic development, whereas political forces were part of the 
"superstructure." Although after Marx's death Engels conceded 
that they had at times laid undue emphasis upon the economic 
factor in history (because, Engels claimed, their adversaries had 
completely ignored economics), he reaffirmed, as every Marxist still 
must do, that in the final analysis economic forces are decisive. In 
describing the relationship between economics and politics in Marx-
ist theory, Engels wrote in 1890: 

The economic situation is the basis, but the various elements of the 
superstructure — political forms of the class struggle and its results, to 
wit: constitutions established by the victorious class after a successful 
battle, juridical forms, and even the reflexes of all of these actual 
struggles in the brains of the participants, political, juristic, philo-
sophical theories, religious views and their further development into 
systems of dogma — also exercise their influence upon the course of the 
historical struggles and in many cases preponderate in determining 
their form. There is an interaction of all these elements in which, amid 
all the endless hosts of accidents . . . the economic movement finally 
asserts itself as necessary.15 

The relations between economic and political forces in Marxist 
theory were summed up more succinctly by Plekhanov: "Indisputa-
bly, political relations influence economic development; but it is no 
less indisputable that before influencing this movement, they are 
created thereby."16 Although this proposition appears prominently 
in the writings of Marx and his successors, an examination of Marx's 
treatment of specific historical topics and his responses to contem-
porary political events suggests that he held a considerably more 
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flexible view of the relationship between political and economic 
forces. That Marx believed political power plays a largely independ-
ent role in history under certain conditions is evident in his treat-
ment of the absolutist states that emerged during the transition from 
feudalism to capitalism in Europe,17 in his interpretation of the 
French Revolution of 1848 and the dictatorship of Napoleon III, 18 

and in his application of the concept of "Oriental despotism" to 
traditional Indian history.19 On a number of other topics, such as 
the history of European overseas expansion, Marx went to con-
siderable effort to demonstrate the economic effects of the employ-
ment of political force.20 

Of more significance is the fact that the nondeterministic strain 
in Marx's thought was reflected in his willingness to entertain hopes 
for revolution wherever the existing political situation seemed prom-
ising, even if the objective economic prerequisites were lacking. This 
tendency appeared in Marx's early belief that Germany, then one 
of the most economically backward of the Western European coun-
tries, was closer to a proletarian socialist revolution than were the 
more economically advanced countries of France and England.21 

The lack of any complete correspondence between economic and 
political forces was also evident in Marx's long-standing view of 
England as the model of economic development and France as the 
classic country of political revolution. The impatient revolutionary 
activism of Marx was even more dramatically revealed in his flirta-
tion in the 1870's with the notion that a revolution in Russia might 
bypass the capitalist phase of development and proceed directly to 
a socialist reorganization of society,22 and even in his little-known 
article of 1853, "Revolution in China and Europe," where he sug-
gested that the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion might serve as a stimulus to a 
socialist revolution in the West.23 Whereas taken as a whole, the 
writings of Marx do suggest a correlation between a given level of 
economic maturity and political ripeness for revolution, numerous 
statements and formulations lend support to more voluntaristic 
approaches. 

The point to be emphasized is that the original doctrine of Marx 
does not have the iron-like consistency often attributed to it. The 
deterministic injunctions on the relationships between "being" and 
"consciousness" and between economic and political forces are chal-
lenged by the philosophic humanism of the early writings of Marx 
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as well as by the revolutionary activism that remains a prominent 
feature of many of his later writings. Even the idea that the pro-
letariat is the agent of human liberation — a conception that is at 
the very core of the Marxist world view — contains within itself 
these contradictory deterministic and activistic streams. The sub-
jective elements of "self-consciousness" and "self-activity" are cen-
tral to the Marxist notion of the proletariat and the process of pro-
letarian revolution, even though the emergence of the proletariat and 
the preconditions for its revolution are seen as the result of the work-
ings of objective economic forces that develop as a matter of historic 
necessity. In the final analysis the doctrine of Marx cannot free 
itself from the paradox that man, the maker of history, is also the 
object through which the objective laws of history express them-
selves. The problem of reconciling the consciousness and practical 
political activities of man with a theory of historical inevitability 
was a dilemma Marx faced throughout his intellectual life, and the 
dilemma was left basically unresolved for his successors. 

The fact that Marx did not fully reconcile the conflicting deter-
ministic and activistic elements of his thought is a matter of less 
importance here than recognizing that these contradictory elements 
existed and could be drawn upon for different purposes by later 
Marxists of differing intellectual predispositions, living in dissimilar 
historical circumstances. All Marxists have upheld, at least in form, 
the deterministic formulas of Marx; but the manner in which they 
have perceived this determinism has not always been the same, and 
their views of the relationship between "being" and "consciousness" 
have differed profoundly. All Marxists have recognized that the 
attainment of a socialist or "true" consciousness is a necessary ele-
ment for the achievement of socialism; but they have interpreted 
differently the origins and preconditions for the development of such 
a consciousness. The proletariat has always been involved, but it 
has been involved in very different ways. These differences have 
influenced profoundly the manner in which other aspects of Marx-
ist doctrine have been interpreted and the way in which Marxism 
has been applied to political practice. 

As long as Marxism was confined to the industrialized nations of 
the West, the rise (or anticipated rise) of socialist consciousness 
and revolutionary activity could be assumed to be the inevitable 
result of the maturation of capitalist economic forces. Thus, the 
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Marxian Social Democratic movements of Western Europe were, 
for the most part, content to adhere to the deterministic heritage 
of Marx. Although Marxism was not originally a doctrine of ma-
terialist determinism, it became primarily that in its orthodox Euro-
pean metamorphosis in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.24 This deterministic orientation was already apparent in 
the later writings of Engels, which tended to shift the emphasis of 
the Marxist system from history (where conscious man is the actor) 
to the world of nature (ruled by scientifically determinable laws of 
evolution). The development of the concept of "dialectical material-
ism" by Engels in such works as Anti-Duhring and Dialectics of 
Nature, and his tendency to equate the laws of history with those 
of nature, made the achievement of socialism seem not so much the 
work of man as the inevitable result of an abstract process of natural 
evolution. This tendency for Marxism to become a doctrine of uni-
versal, scientific laws was carried further in the writings of Karl 
Kautsky and George Plekhanov, the two leading Marxist theoreti-
cians after Engels. As a result, orthodox Marxism blunted the Uto-
pian character of Marx's thought and became less a philosophy of 
revolutionary action than an ideological system based upon faith 
in necessary and natural laws of historical evolution. 

As Marxist influences moved eastward into Russia, where the 
material preconditions for the realization of socialism were largely 
absent, the "scientific" determinism of the orthodox theory became 
increasingly untenable. To maintain the orthodox Marxist perspec-
tive in the economically and socially backward Russian environment 
required a faith in the forces of history that only the most patient 
of revolutionaries could bear. Lenin was anything but a patient man. 
Neither by temperament nor intellectual predisposition was he 
capable of acquiring the confidence in the reasonableness of the 
determining forces of history that marked the thought of his Marx-
ist teacher and later political rival, Plekhanov.25 

In response to peculiarly Russian conditions and influences 
Lenin, at an early point in his intellectual development, arrived at 
the notion that "socialist consciousness" was not primarily an at-
tribute of the proletariat itself (as in Marx), nor a product of 
"history" (as in orthodox Marxism), but an attribute of an elite 
of revolutionary intellectuals whose historic duty was to inject this 
"consciousness" into the "spontaneous" movement of the proletarian 
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masses.26 The revolutionary strategy that Lenin derived from this 
notion marked a major break in the Marxist tradition, and the 
revolution he led formed the bridge for the passage of Marxism from 
Europe to Asia. 

It has been frequently observed that Marxism came to China in 
its Leninist form. Yet this observation is not without its ambiguities. 
It is one thing to assert that the impact of the Leninist revolution 
in Russia turned Chinese intellectuals to the study and propagation 
of Marxist doctrine, as has been demonstrated in the case of Li 
Ta-chao. It is quite another to assume that the writings of Lenin 
were what made Marxism seem relevant to Chinese intellectuals. 
This proposition has yet to be proved and is subject to doubt on a 
number of counts. 

There is, first, the matter of the very nature of Leninism. Lenin's 
main "contributions" to the Marxist tradition lay not in the realm 
of theory but in the realm of political strategy. The methods of 
political organization and the revolutionary strategy and tactics 
evolved by him have been the subject of many studies and need not 
be repeated here. What these studies often fail to point out, how-
ever, is that Lenin did not revise the doctrines of Marx to correspond 
to his innovations in Marxist political practice. Certainly one of the 
most striking features of Leninism is that Lenin failed to draw the 
theoretical conclusions from the new strategy he advocated.27 

Lenin did, of course, employ a variety of theoretical rationaliza-
tions to justify his revolutionary strategy. In part, he did so by 
turning to the activistic and Utopian elements of the Marxist tradi-
tion that had been neglected in orthodox Marxist theory. He drew 
upon the Hegelian origins of Marxism to reinforce his own faith 
in the powers of the human will and the conscious and purposeful 
activities of men.28 He emphasized the revolutionary utopianism of 
Marx, most notably in State and Revolution, a work modeled 
principally on the Communist Manifesto and The Civil War in 
France. Although these efforts were departures from the orthodox 
Marxism of Kautsky and Plekhanov, in no sense were they revisions 
of Marx. 

At the same time Lenin reaffirmed the deterministic doctrines 
of Marx, often in the most rigid fashion. Much of the "theory" of 
Leninism is, in fact, an attempt — partly deliberate, partly perhaps 
unconscious — to conceal and obscure the theoretical implications 
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of Leninist strategy behind a deterministic Marxist facade and so 
to condemn all conflicting strategies as distortions of Marx. Len-
inism thus broke down the deterministic strictures of Marxism more 
in practice than in theory. Although Leninist practice had vital 
implications for Marxist theory, these implications were not explicit 
and could hardly be recognized by the new Chinese converts to 
Bolshevism, unfamiliar as they were with the Marxist tradition. 

The point to be emphasized is that the "Marxist-Leninist" doc-
trine inherited by the Chinese Communists upheld all the funda-
mental theoretical formulations of Marx. With the messianic mes-
sage of the October Revolution there came to China the Marxist 
theory of class struggle, including the principle that the socialist 
revolution was to be the work of the urban proletariat. The Chinese 
Marxists also inherited the materialist conception of history with 
all its deterministic injunctions on the relationships between "being" 
and "consciousness" and between economic and political forces, as 
well as the entire scheme of the historically necessary stages of social 
development. 

These theories, which were the common bequest of both Marx 
and Lenin, concerned Li Ta-chao and his Communist colleagues 
most in the early years of the adaptation of Marxist theory to the 
Chinese environment. In fact, in the period in which Li Ta-chao 
resolved to his own satisfaction the problems involved in adapting 
Marxian determinism to the Chinese situation, he read fairly widely 
in the works of Marx and Engels but had only the most cursory 
acquaintance with the writings of Lenin. In the years 1919-1921 
Li arrived at certain basic views on a number of key questions of 
Marxist doctrine. By the end of 1921 he had interpreted (or more 
precisely, reinterpreted) the nature of the theory of class struggle, 
the question of the role of man's ideas and consciousness in history, 
and the problem of the economic prerequisites for the realization of 
socialism in China. These interpretations characterized his treat-
ment of Marxist theory and were reflected in his political activities 
during the remaining years of his life. Yet in an article written in 
the summer of 1921 Li quite frankly admitted that of the writings 
of Lenin he had read only a short collection of recent speeches of 
Lenin and Trotsky published under the title The Revolution of the 
Proletariat, Lenin's Outline of the Soviet Government, and his State 
and Revolution.26 Of these books (all of which Li read in English 
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translation), only State and Revolution, Lenin's highly Utopian 
vision of the future stateless workers' commune, is of any theoretical 
significance; and even its significance does not lie in any departure 
from the Marxist tradition. 

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that Li neither quoted from 
Lenin nor made use of specifically Leninist formulations in his 
writings during these crucial early years. Far more important than 
the influence of Lenin in Li's interpretation of Marxist doctrine 
were the assumptions of his pre-Marxian world view and his con-
cern with the immediate needs of China. 

The Theory of Class Struggle 

When Li Ta-chao first attempted to reconcile the deterministic 
tenets of Marxism with his ardent faith in the ability of conscious, 
active men to shape social reality, he was immediately drawn to the 
theory of class struggle. Although he had been quite candid in his 
criticisms of the deterministic and fatalistic implications of the 
materialist conception of history when he wrote "My Marxist Views" 
early in 1919, Li had no reservations about the doctrine of class 
struggle. That doctrine, he declared, was "a great achievement of 
Marxism" because it proved that the realization of socialism is 
impossible "if it is separated from the people themselves." 30 By 
supporting the principle of class struggle, Li believed that he could 
satisfy the formal commitment to Marxist theory demanded by his 
acceptance of the Bolshevik Revolution without being forced to 
abandon his own activistic predispositions. 

The activistic role that Li attributed to the doctrine of class 
struggle was underscored by him during the debate with Hu Shih 
on the question of "problems and isms": "if one only took the first 
part of the materialist conception of history, and only believed that 
economic changes are necessary and inevitable, and paid no atten-
tion to the second part — the theory of class struggle — then there 
would not be the slightest possibility of using this doctrine as a 
tool in the actual movement for working-class unity, and I fear 
that the economic revolution would never be realized; and even if its 
realization were possible, I don't know how long it would be delayed. 
A great many Marxists and socialists have been deceived by this 
concept."31 Li seized upon the theory of class struggle since it ex-
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plicitly recognized that men consciously participate in the making 
of history. In Marxism it is the link between the basic economic laws 
of history and the practical political activities of men. 

Yet in Marxist theory the elements of consciousness and political 
activism that Li perceived in the concept of class struggle are strict-
ly limited by objective circumstances. The formation and develop-
ment of social classes is only a function of the development of the 
material forces of production, and the political consciousness and 
activities of these classes must correspond to their actual economic 
and social positions. "The existence of revolutionary ideas in a 
particular period," Marx decreed, "presupposes the existence of a 
revolutionary class."32 

It is true that in Leninist ideology the relation between social 
groups and the productive forces tends to become less strict, and 
more weight is given to moral, psychological, and pragmatic criteria 
in describing the social nature and assessing the political role of 
classes. But here again the changes are not made explicit in theory. 
Leninist theory strictly upheld Marxist economic preconditions for 
the formation of classes and the existence of class consciousness. 
Lenin never abandoned the original Marxist belief that in the final 
analysis the proletarian revolution would be the work of the pro-
letariat itself, even if a true socialist consciousness had to be brought 
to the proletariat "from without." It should again be emphasized 
that although Chinese Marxists may have been attracted by Lenin-
ist practice, it was Marxist theory that they were called upon to 
adapt to their own situation. 

In Li Ta-chao's hands the theory of class struggle tended to break 
away almost completely from its socio-economic moorings and to 
become almost wholly centered upon the element of consciousness. 
At the same time the theory took on highly nationalistic overtones. 
To understand Li's treatment of the theory of class struggle, it is 
necessary to return to a subject thus far only briefly touched upon — 
Li's attitude toward Social Darwinism and the influence of Kropot-
kin's theory of "mutual aid." 

Even before his conversion to Marxism Li Ta-chao had not shared 
the new intelligentsia's affinity for Social Darwinism.33 The termi-
nology of Social Darwinism had become widespread in the rhetoric 
of the Chinese intellectual world, and this terminology did on 
occasion appear in his writings, but the concepts of Social Darwinism 
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had no significant influence on the development of his thought. 
Li's optimistic faith in the ability of man to master his environment 
and in the power of the human conscience to mold social reality 
was too deeply rooted for him to accept an outlook that appeared 
to be both deterministic and pessimistic. 

In Kropotkin's theory of "mutual aid" Li found an instrument to 
counter the influence of Social Darwinism: "All of the preceding 
discussions about natural evolution centered about [the problem of] 
the survival of the fittest and [advocated that] the weak are the 
prey of the strong and that one ought to sacrifice the weak for one's 
own existence and happiness . . . Now we know that these dis-
cussions were greatly mistaken [because] biological progress does 
not arise from struggle but from mutual aid. If humanity wishes to 
strive to exist and if it wishes happiness and prosperity, then it must 
have mutual friendship and ought not to rely upon force for mutual 
extermination." 34 The idealistic assumptions of Kropotkin's theory 
were in sharp contrast to Social Darwinism. Instead of coming 
through struggle, progress was achieved through the spirit of co-
operation; and man, instead of being controlled by the harsh, un-
alterable laws of nature, could be the master of his own fate. Despite 
all the evil influences of history, man's spirit of "mutual aid" per-
sisted as a reflection of his inalienable conscience and pointed the 
way to his true liberation. 

Li had referred to the idea of "mutual aid" during his student 
days in Japan, but it was not, paradoxically, until after he had an-
nounced his conversion to Bolshevism that it became a prominent 
theme in his writings. This may be attributed in part to the generally 
eclectic character of the reception of Western ideas in China. It 
is also apparent that Li found in Kropotkin's theory not only a 
weapon against Social Darwinism but also a weapon to blunt the 
deterministic implications of Marxism by recasting the theory of 
class struggle so that it would conform to his own views on the 
efficacy of conscious human activity. Thus, in an article entitled 
"Class Struggle and Mutual Aid," written in the summer of 19 19 , 
Li undertook to reconcile Marx and Kropotkin: "The roots of all 
forms of socialism are purely ethical. Cooperation and friendship 
are the general principles of the social life of man . . . We ought 
to recognize that human social life will always be controlled by 
these general principles, and it can be discovered that they are al-
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ways hidden in the premises commonly and generally recognized by 
socialists at any time and in any place. Not only Utopian but also 
scientific [socialism] . . . establish their concepts upon these 
premises."86 

Although Li observed that the theory of class struggle might seem 
to be opposed to the theory of mutual aid, he contended that in 
reality they were complementary. Marx did indeed say that all 
history had been the history of class struggle, but Li noted that he 
excluded both ancient communal society and postcapitalist society 
from its application. The doctrine of class struggle, Li stated, per-
tained only to the "prehistory phase of human history [i.e., the pre-
socialist phase] and was not applied to the whole of human history 
. . . [Marx] believed that the first page of the true history of man 
would begin with the [establishment] of the economic organization 
of mutual aid."36 

In this period of "prehistory," when man was alienated from 
himself and when society was divided by the struggle between social 
classes, Li wrote, the idea of "mutual aid" had nevertheless remained 
alive in man's spirit. Now that the world was on the brink of the 
final class struggle, which would forever destroy the class nature 
of society and usher in a truly human history, the "spirit of mutual 
aid" had an indispensable role to play: "In this prehistory period of 
human history, the spirit of mutual aid has definitely not been 
destroyed even though it has been maligned throughout the world 
because of the [nature of] social organization . . . After the true 
history of humanity has begun, these evil sprouts of selfishness and 
private profit . . . will be burned away by the spirit of mutual aid 
. . . The final class struggle is the means to reconstruct the social 
organization. The principle of mutual aid is the creed that will 
reconstruct the human spirit. We advocate the reconstruction of 
both matter and mind, the reconstruction of spirit and flesh 
together."37 

Li thus reconciled, to his own satisfaction, the doctrines of class 
struggle and "mutual aid." He firmly believed that class conflict 
was both necessary and desirable in the present, but he conceived 
of this struggle as being dependent as much upon the forces of the 
human spirit as upon the forces of the productive system. He cate-
gorically stated, in fact, that "the power of human conscience is 
completely spontaneous."38 The rise of revolutionary socialist con-
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sciousness, therefore, need not be wholly dependent upon any pre-
determined level of economic and social development. In the Chi-
nese situation this implied that one might look for signs of proletarian 
consciousness even if the existence of the Chinese proletariat was 
in doubt. 

Li's search for revolutionary consciousness was facilitated by his 
tendency to see the class struggle not as a process taking place 
within individual countries, where social classes must be defined 
upon the basis of specific national economic and historical condi-
tions, but as a single, climactic, and final world struggle. This 
struggle was between the forces of darkness, represented by inter-
national capitalism, and the forces of regeneration, expressed in 
the universal tide of Bolshevism. Li's seemingly internationalist 
position had, however, a profoundly nationalistic content, which 
became evident in his idea that China was a "proletarian nation." 

Li first put forward the "proletarian nation" theory in an essay 
that appeared in January 1920 under the imposing title "An Eco-
nomic Explanation of the Causes of the Changes in Modern Chinese 
Thought." Much of the essay was cast in formulations as deter-
ministic as its title suggests. Yet Li presented one argument that 
changed the whole import of his seemingly economic interpretation 
of Chinese history. The crucial factor in modern Chinese history, 
he contended, was that economic changes in China resulted from 
the intrusion of outside forces, in contrast to the Western countries 
where economic changes arose from internal developments. Thus, 
the suffering of the Chinese people under the pressure of world 
capitalism was far more severe than that of the proletarian classes 
of the various Western nations, who were oppressed only by their 
own national capitalist classes. So great, in fact, was the impact of 
imperialism upon the Chinese economy, and so severe the oppres-
sion of the Chinese people, that "the whole country has gradually 
been transformed into part of the world proletariat." 39 

The implications of this argument were quite clear: if China was 
a proletarian nation, China was entitled to a proletarian world view. 
In summarizing the main points of his article, Li stated, "in the 
world economy of today China really stands in the position of the 
world proletariat," and then he reaffirmed that the "new ideas" that 
were becoming prevalent in China "arise from the new demands of 
society to meet the new conditions of the economy."40 These "new 
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ideas" were obviously the revolutionary socialist ideas that Li him-
self was propagating — the ideas that corresponded to China's 
status as a proletarian nation. In Li's view, then, China was both 
economically and ideologically qualified to participate fully in the 
world proletarian revolution, its economic backwardness and agrar-
ian social structure notwithstanding. China as a nation had been 
transformed into the revolutionary class that in Marxist theory was 
the prerequisite for the existence of revolutionary ideas. Thus, an 
economically deterministic dictum had been employed to justify a 
position that was, in the Chinese context, at once voluntaristic and 
nationalistic. 

Whereas Marx had looked to the proletariat itself for the emer-
gence of socialist class consciousness, and whereas Lenin had found 
that the bearers of this consciousness were revolutionary intellec-
tuals who would impose it upon the proletarian movement, Li Ta-
chao searched for wider and deeper sources. Li saw socialist con-
sciousness both as an attribute of the Chinese nation as a whole (by 
virtue of China's proletarian status in the world economy) and as 
an almost innate characteristic of the human spirit. 

Li's transfer of the class struggle from a class to a national basis, 
and his view that this struggle would be played out in the inter-
national rather than the national arena, had far different political 
implications from those of a somewhat similar conception later 
developed by the right-wing Kuomintang ideologist Tai Chi-t'ao. 
Tai transformed the theory of class struggle into a war between 
nations, and he used this nationalist version of the theory to deny 
that there could be class conflict within China.41 Li, on the other 
hand, called for the intensification of the internal class struggle, 
never its cessation. Even in its most nationalistic form, Li's concept 
of China as a proletarian nation excluded bureaucrats, "evil gentry," 
and Chinese compradores representing foreign imperialism from 
membership in the nation. As in later Maoist ideology, in Li's ap-
proach to the class struggle both nationalism and revolutionary 
voluntarism were reflected. His expansion of the role and sources of 
consciousness served the purpose of releasing the theory of class 
struggle from its deterministic Marxist bonds and allowed it to be 
applied to the Chinese scene with maximal flexibility. Thus, when 
the political situation seemed appropriate, the theory could be rec-
onciled with the promotion of internal class harmony for national-
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ist ends (which often coincided with Communist ends as well), 
but it could also be utilized to foster internal revolutionary class 
conflict in ways and in situations that orthodox Marxist-Leninist 
theory had not foreseen. 

The Role of Consciousness in History 

After he had debated the question of "problems and isms" with 
Hu Shih in the summer of 1919, Li Ta-chao announced his uncon-
ditional conversion to the materialist conception of history and the 
Marxist world view. He wrote lengthy essays whose ostensible pur-
pose was to prove that all the elements of man's consciousness were 
no more than reflections of material reality. "Matter is always 
changing," he declared, "and the spiritual structure follows it in 
changing. Therefore, thought, ideology, philosophy, religion, ethics, 
and law are unable to limit economic and material transformations; 
rather material and economic [phenomena] determine thought, 
ideology, philosophy, religion, ethics, and law."42 In another article 
he contended that all the new intellectual movements in China re-
sulted from the transformation of the Chinese economy under the 
impact of Western imperialism.43 

Having thus formally made his peace with Marxian orthodoxy, 
Li was nevertheless not content to leave the future of China in the 
uncertain and impersonal hands of the economic laws of history, 
nor was he prepared to abandon his faith in the abilities of self-
conscious men to change objective reality. After his acceptance of 
the Marxist world view there appeared throughout his writings an 
unresolved tension between his pre-Marxist faith in the human 
conscience and the materialist demands of Marxist philosophy. In 
the very essay which purported to demonstrate that ethics was 
merely a function of changing material reality, Li also suggested 
that ethics was both an innate human characteristic and an in-
dependent social force. "The natural sciences, law, politics, religion, 
and philosophy," Li wrote, "are all things one knows after studying 
them; they definitely do not possess any natural authority. Only 
ethics is the kind of thing that has natural authority." This "natural 
authority" was not God-given; it was "the voice in man's heart" and 
the spirit of self-sacrifice. Although ethical principles had originated 
in man's struggle with nature, once having come into being, they 
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had become a fixed "social ability" that provided men with a spirit 
of "self-sacrifice" and the "willingness of the individual to contrib-
ute to the good of the social whole." Without this spirit the exist-
ence of human society was inconceivable.44 

Not only were ethical principles necessary to maintain the fabric 
of society, but they were also a source of social development: "This 
spirit of mutual aid, this ethic, this social ability, is able to cause 
human progress. Moreover, with human progress the content [of 
this spirit] develops greatly . . . Because the ethics of men has 
been a powerful social ability since the most ancient period of human 
life, there has developed in the human heart a voice of authority 
that down to the present day still echoes in our own hearts. It has a 
mysterious quality that is not due to the stimulus of the outside 
world, nor is it a matter of advantage or disadvantage; [rather] it is 
a naturally produced authority. Its mysterious nature is similar to 
the mystery of sex, the mystery of mother love, and the mystery of 
sacrifice."45 

Yet nowhere did Li attempt to reconcile the contradiction be-
tween the independent and creative role that he attributed to the 
powers of the human conscience and the major thesis of his essay, 
which was that the ideas and ethical principles of men were merely 
reflections of their material existence. Li's refusal fully to identify 
man's consciousness with the conditions of his material life reflects 
one of the basic tendencies of his pre-Marxian world view, but it 
also indicates his continuing concern with the political implications 
of such an identification for the immediate situation in China. The 
materialist demands of Marxism would have denied the possibility 
of the development of socialist consciousness and socialist ethics in 
the materially backward environment of China. 

Li's attempt to uphold the deterministic formulas of Marx and 
at the same time maintain a belief in the creative historical role of 
conscious human activity was particularly evident in his essay "The 
Value of the Materialist Conception of History in Contemporary 
Historical Study," published in Η sin ch'ing-nien in December 1920. 
In this essay Li undertook to reconcile the conflicting deterministic 
and activistic elements of his thought by emphasizing the role of the 
Marxist view of history as a spur to revolutionary action rather than 
as a preordained scheme of historical development. He contended 
that all idealist, pre-Marxist interpretations of history were either 
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superficial narrations of historical facts or theological interpreta-
tions, which paralyzed "the moral powers of the individual" by 
attributing historical events to forces beyond the sphere of human 
control. All such interpretations of history served the interests of the 
ruling classes by teaching the common people that their plight was 
predetermined and by counseling them to bow to established 
authority.46 

The materialist conception of history, however, had a "completely 
different effect on the human spirit" because it searched for the 
motive force of history in the actual material life of society; it 
looked to "the nature of the people themselves and certainly not 
to any outside force." Since the Marxist view of history interpreted 
social change as the result of man's own efforts, Li argued, it gave 
man "great hope and courage." Man was able to see that "all progress 
is able to come only from the unity of progressive people . . . 
from the self-consciousness of his own power, his own position in 
society, and from his acquisition of new attitudes." In all other 
theories of history man was "only a passive and negative animal," 
but according to the materialist view of history he was "an active 
and positive element," who recognized his own creative potentialities 
and was ready to "put his shoulder to the wheel of life and push 
directly forward . . . This concept can make a man a person who 
belongs to himself and a person who can rise up to obtain satisfac-
tion in life and be useful in society."47 The appeal of the Marxist 
notion of man overcoming his alienation through the achievement 
of "self-consciousness" was quite evident in this discussion of the 
influences of Marxist historical theory. 

Having interpreted the materialist conception of history to the 
satisfaction of his own activistic needs, Li was not disposed to 
bother with the troublesome question of the economic preconditions 
for the exercise of man's self-consciousness. He dismissed in ad-
vance any possible criticism of the apparent contradiction between 
his acceptance of the Marxist view that the motivating forces in 
social and intellectual development were basically economic and his 
emphasis on the independent role of conscious human activity by 
implying that such objections would merely reflect a misunder-
standing of Marxism: "There are some people who misinterpret the 
materialist view of history by saying that social progress depends 
only on natural material changes. [They therefore] disregard 
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human activity and sit around to wait for the arrival of the new 
situation. Moreover, there are other people who are generally critical 
of the materialist conception of history who also use this as an 
excuse to talk [and take no action], and then they say that fatalistic 
views of human life result from the evil influences of the materialist 
conception of history. This is an especially great error because the 
influence of the materialist conception of history on human life is 
precisely the opposite."48 

Thus the dominant activistic impulses of Li Ta-chao's pre-
Marxist world view — which resulted in his explicit rejection of 
certain deterministic features of Marxism in his first encounter 
with the theory — were not submerged by his formal conversion to 
the materialist view of history. On the contrary, he merely reinter-
preted Marxism to suit his own conception of the role of conscious-
ness and human activity in history. Even the deterministic aspects 
of Marxism were harnessed to the cause of promoting immediate 
revolutionary action in China. 

The dominance of the factor of consciousness in Li's world view 
colored his entire conception of the nature of the socialist move-
ment. For Li, socialism was not something to be defined primarily 
in economic terms but was rather a phenomenon that arose out of 
the knowledge, the emotions, and the wills of men. In 1922, for 
example, Li explained the origins of socialism in the following 
manner: 

Socialism and communism are still in their period of pregnancy, and 
therefore we are still unable to know what kind of system will finally 
emerge. But we can search for the roots [of socialism] in three aspects 
of our psychology. In the aspect of knowledge, socialism is a critique of 
the presently existing order. In the aspect of feeling, socialism is an 
emotion that makes us capable of replacing the present order with a 
comparatively good new order; this new order is the result of our in-
tellectual critique of the capitalist system . . . In the aspect of will, 
socialism causes us to exert our efforts in the objective world [upon the 
basis] of things that are already known to us in our intellectual and 
emotional images, that is, to exert our efforts to replace the capitalist 
order, which is the final form [of government] possessing the charac-
teristics of ruling and authority, with a workers' administration.49 

The Debate on Industrialization and Socialism 

In the history of the Russian revolutionary movement the question 

1 4 9 



R E I N T E R P R E T A T I O N OF M A R X I S M 

of the economic prerequisites for the realization of socialism was 
raised first by Plekhanov and later by Lenin in their polemical 
struggles against the Populists. The growth of capitalism, both 
Plekhanov and Lenin argued, was an inevitable and progressive 
phase of historical development, which was creating the necessary 
preconditions for socialism. Later, standing on the firm ground of 
Marxist orthodoxy, Plekhanov and the Mensheviks repeated many 
of Lenin's own arguments to oppose the Bolshevik program for 
revolution. 

In China, which lacked a Marxist Social-Democratic tradition, 
the problem of the economic preconditions for socialism was 
brought up for public debate by non-Marxian socialists and even 
nonsocialists. The Chinese opponents of Marxism paradoxically 
employed arguments similar to those that had been used by orthodox 
Marxist theorists in the Russian debate. 

In December 1920 the journalist and philosopher Chang Tung-
sun, one of a number of guild socialists associated with the Chin-
putang, opened a heated debate on whether it was necessary for 
China to undergo a capitalist phase of development. Chang argued 
that China's poverty could be overcome only through industrializa-
tion, with which his Marxist opponents were the first to agree. But 
Chang's principal thesis was that the development of a native 
Chinese capitalism was the most efficient road to industrialization. 
Only after a lengthy period of economic development and the 
formation of a strong industrial working-class, he contended, would 
socialism be suitable for China.50 

Chang Tung-sun's arguments were principally inspired by the 
views of John Dewey and Bertrand Russell. While lecturing in 
China in 19 19 - 1920 , Dewey had not only questioned the relevance 
of isms in general but had stated that Marxism and socialism in 
particular could have no roots in China because of the low level of 
industrial development.51 Russell, who had been invited to lecture 
in China by Liang Ch'i-ch'ao and other members of the Chinputang, 
arrived in October 1920 for nearly a year's stay. His critical com-
ments on the Soviet economic system (and his opinion that Russia 
would soon revert to capitalism), as well as his argument that under 
Chinese conditions industrialization could best be accomplished 
through a partly nationalized capitalist system, served to intensify 
doubts about the relevancy of Marxism.52 The fact that Russell 
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himself was known to be a socialist undoubtedly gave added weight 
to his views among many young Chinese intellectuals who were 
sympathetic to socialism. Chang Tung-sun's articles specifically re-
ferred to Russell's writings and lectures in many places. 

Although the arguments of the Chinese critics of Marxism were 
quite in accord with the demands of orthodox Marxist theory on the 
question of the relationship between economic and political forces, 
the Chinese Marxists had not adopted their new revolutionary faith 
only to promote the development of Chinese capitalism. Chang 
Tung-sun's perspective of a capitalist path to industrialization im-
mediately drew the fire of Ch'en Tu-hsiu and a number of younger 
Marxists in Shanghai. Ch'en maintained that as a result of the 
Russian October Revolution, China was in the fortunate position of 
being able to choose between the new socialist methods of indus-
trialization and the old, exploitative capitalist methods. It was 
highly questionable that the latter method offered any real alterna-
tive since Chinese capitalists were only the agents of foreign capital, 
and foreign capitalism was a principal cause of China's poverty. 
Therefore, Ch'en argued, only an independent working-class gov-
ernment could promote industrial development in China. He de-
clared that the experience of Soviet Russia proved that it was 
possible to achieve a rapid transition from feudalism to socialism.53 

Li Ta-chao did not participate directly in the debate on the eco-
nomic prerequisites for socialism (which took place in Shanghai), 
but he did address himself to the issues involved early in 1921 in a 
letter to Fei Chüeh-t'ien, a member of the Society for the Study of 
Socialism. The letter was later published under the title "Chinese 
Socialism and World Capitalism." Since it set forth some of the 
principal ways in which the problem of the relevance of socialism 
was later to be rationalized by many Chinese Marxists, Li's letter is 
here translated in full: 

Whether or not China is able to put socialism into effect at the present 
time, that is, whether or not the economic conditions of today's China 
are prepared for the realization of socialism, is a very important ques-
tion that we ought to study seriously. My views on this can be briefly 
stated as follows: If one asks whether or not the economic conditions 
of present-day China are prepared for the realization of socialism, it is 
first necessary to ask whether or not present-day world economic condi-
tions are tending toward the realization of socialism, because the Chinese 
economic situation really cannot be considered apart from the inter-
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national economy. The contemporary world economy is already moving 
from capitalism to socialism, and although China itself has not yet 
undergone a process of capitalist economic development such as oc-
curred in Europe, America, and Japan, the common people [of China] 
still indirectly suffer from capitalist economic oppression in a way that 
is even more bitter than the direct capitalist oppression suffered by the 
working classes of the various [capitalist] nations. Although within 
China the relations between capital and labor still have not developed 
into a very great problem, the position of the Chinese people in the 
world economy and in the ever-growing storm of the labor movement 
has already been established, and it is really impossible to think of 
preserving the capitalist system either in theory or practice. If we again 
look at the international position of China today, [we see] that others 
have already passed from free competition to the necessary socialist-
cooperative position, while we today are just at the point that the others 
have started from and are following in their footsteps. Others have 
reached maturity, while we are still juveniles; others have walked a 
thousand li, while we are still taking the first step. Under these kinds of 
conditions, if we want to continue to exist and adapt ourselves to the 
common life [of the world], I fear that we will be unable to succeed 
unless we take double steps and unite into a socially cooperative organi-
zation. Therefore, if we want to develop industry in China, we must 
organize a government made up purely of producers in order to eliminate 
the exploiting classes within the country, to resist world capitalism, and 
to follow [the path of] industrialization organized upon a socialist 
basis.84 

The argument that Li presented here was based on the same as-
sumption that he had used for his theory that China was a "prole-
tarian nation." Though lacking the industrial preconditions for 
socialism, China was ready for a Marxist socialist movement and 
could join with the forces of the world proletarian revolution 
because the Chinese people as a whole suffered under the yoke of 
international capitalism. 

In arguing that a socialist revolution was relevant to the Chinese 
situation, Li did not employ the pretense — which Trotsky was later 
to use — that social relations in China were already predominantly 
capitalist in nature. He acknowledged, in fact, that "within China 
the relations between capital and labor still have not developed 
into a very great problem." But he did anticipate Trotsky's applica-
tion of the "law of uneven development." Writing in 1927 , Trotsky 
rejected the argument that China did not yet have the economic 
prerequisites for a socialist revolution. The establishment of the 
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dictatorship of the proletariat, Trotsky contended, was determined 
not by the internal economic conditions of a single country but 
rather by "the trend of world development." The political situation 
would in the final analysis prevail over the economic: "The concrete 
historical, political and actual question is reducible not to whether 
China has economically matured for 'its own' socialism, but 
whether China has ripened politically for the proletarian dictator-
ship. These two questions are not at all identical. They might be 
regarded as identical were it not for the law of uneven development. 
This is where this law is in place and fully applies to the inter-
relationship between economics and politics."55 

Li Ta-chao's efforts to resolve the dilemma that Marxian deter-
minism posed for the Chinese Communist movement shared signifi-
cant affinities with the views that Trotsky later set forth on the 
nature of the Chinese revolution. Like Trotsky, Li contended that it 
was not only the internal Chinese situation but international 
political tendencies that made possible a socialist revolution in 
China. Moreover, his reinterpretation of the theory of class struggle 
and his emphasis on the activistic influences of the materialist 
conception of history clearly implied that it was not China's eco-
nomic maturity but the Chinese political situation — the political 
consciousness of the Chinese people and the practical activities of 
men — that would in the final analysis determine whether the 
Marxist program would be realized in China. 

More important than these affinities, perhaps, were the differ-
ences between Li and Trotsky. Although Trotsky's search for polit-
ical radicalism in situations produced by economic backwardness 
was a fundamental departure from orthodox Marxism, he still be-
lieved that in the end the decisive factor in world revolution would 
be the long-anticipated proletarian risings in the industrialized 
states of Western Europe. Li, however, largely ignored this link 
with the orthodox Marxist tradition. Furthermore, whereas Trotsky's 
conception of a socialist revolution in China, as in Russia, presup-
posed the action of an actual proletariat, however tiny, Li's notion 
that China was a "proletarian nation" dispensed with the necessity 
for a real proletariat. Indeed, the very idea of a "proletarian nation" 
would have been anathema to Trotsky, since he was committed to 
the genuinely internationalist traditions of Marxism. 

The impulse to identify the Chinese nation with the international 
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proletarian movement, which so decisively influenced Li Ta-chao's 
interpretation of Marxist theory, was implicit in his original re-
sponse to the Bolshevik Revolution. From perceiving Bolshevism as 
a portent of the long-awaited rebirth of the Chinese nation it was 
but a short step to perceiving this national rebirth as an integral 
part of the universal forces of regeneration, represented by the 
world proletarian movement. Although certain aspects of Marxian 
historical determinism had appeals of their own, Marxist theoretical 
considerations were not to be allowed to stand in the way of China's 
alliance with the new forces of historical reformation. In Li Ta-
chao's optimistic and dialectical world view, disadvantages were 
converted into advantages to consummate this alliance with history. 
If China lacked a developed urban proletariat to carry on the class 
struggle, then the whole nation must be looked upon as part of the 
world-wide forces of proletarian revolution. If the economic pre-
conditions for the realization of socialism were absent in China, 
then the socialist reorganization of Chinese society was all the more 
necessary to achieve these very preconditions. 
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CHAPTER VII PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 

"IF ONE wishes to obtain a true view of human life," Li Ta-chao 
wrote in 1920, "it is first necessary to obtain a true interpretation of 
history."1 It is not surprising that Li attached importance to the 
study of history, for the will to shape history inevitably gives rise to 
the desire to understand it. Indeed, in the very article in which he 
first announced his support for the principles of the Bolshevik 
Revolution, he remarked, "if one can write the history of billions of 
people, then one can have the authority to move the minds of bil-
lions of people."2 That the study of history should serve political 
ends was a conviction that the first Marxist historian of modern 
China shared with his Confucian predecessors. 

Even before his conversion to Marxism Li's desire to promote 
action in the present had been accompanied by a need to under-
stand the forces that had molded the past. After he had argued 
against Ch'en Tu-hsiu in 1915 that it was necessary for "self-con-
scious" Chinese intellectuals to participate in politics to achieve 
their ends,3 Li had turned to the development of a transcendental 
philosophy purporting to identify the motivating forces of history. 
The historical world view that emerged from his philosophic 
speculations was used to support his demand for political participa-
tion. 

As a Marxist, Li became even more committed to an under-
standing of history. Marxism rests on the proposition that an under-
standing of the general laws of historical development provides the 
insights into contemporary historical reality that are necessary to 
guide the activities of men in the present and to enable them to 
create the socialist Utopia of the future. Li accepted this commit-
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ment with enthusiasm. From 1920 until his death seven years later 
his main intellectual interest in Marxism revolved about the study 
of the materialist conception of history. A major portion of his 
writings during these years was devoted to problems of historical 
interpretation, including his only book-length manuscript, The 
Essentials of Historical Study, published in 1924.4 At Peking Uni-
versity he lectured on the Marxist view of history and its application 
to the Chinese past, and he accumulated a considerable personal 
library of Western-language works on historical theory. 

Li's efforts to promote and popularize the materialist conception 
of history were perhaps surprising since he had so bluntly criticized 
the determinism of this view of history in "My Marxist Views" early 
in 1919 . Although his objections to the materialist conception had 
no longer been so explicit in the period after the May Fourth Inci-
dent when he became more firmly committed to the Communist 
program, his emphasis on the factors of consciousness and human 
activity in his treatment of Marxist theory indicated that his earlier 
reservations about Marxist determinism were not fully overcome and 
that the activistic impulses of his pre-Marxian world view remained 
very much a part of his Marxist mentality. Yet in his writings on 
history in 1920 and after Li upheld all the deterministic formulas 
he implicitly rejected in many of his other writings. Time and again 
in a variety of ways he repeated the view that "changes in the social 
superstructure completely follow the changes in the economic base, 
and therefore it is impossible to explain history except from eco-
nomic relations."5 Since Li's purpose in promoting the materialist 
conception was not to recite these well-known formulas, it is un-
necessary to deal here with his efforts to popularize the historical 
doctrines of Marx. His aim, rather, was to find support for his own 
politically activistic needs and his voluntaristic interpretation of 
Marxist theory. 

The historical theory of Marx was able, in part, to serve his pur-
poses because it is not just a scheme of periodization and a collec-
tion of "laws" purporting to prove that all history is determined by 
the inexorable movement of the forces of production. It is also a 
philosophy of history, which begins with the assumption that "man 
makes history" and ends with the vision of a future socialist Utopia 
in which man for the first time fully realizes his truly human poten-
tialities. It is a philosophy that views history as the process of man's 
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self-creation in his struggle to master nature, his self-alienation 
growing out of that struggle, and finally his attainment of the true 
self-consciousness that is to make possible the passage of mankind 
from the "realm of necessity" to the "realm of freedom." 

Like Hegel, Marx found an inner logic and an objective meaning 
in history. History was seen as progress through necessary and ever 
higher stages of development leading to the inevitable triumph of 
reason. The content of Marxist historical philosophy is, of course, 
profoundly different from the Hegelian philosophy of history. For 
Hegel the true subject of history was the Weltgeist, a power that 
moved through the actions of men; for Marx it was men themselves, 
and the productive forces they had created. Yet for both Marx and 
Hegel history was logically moving toward a final Utopian goal, 
however much they differed on the definition of that goal. 

It would be impossible to explain the appeal of the materialist 
conception of history, or the role that it has played in Chinese 
Communist ideology, if it were seen as no more than a method of 
analyzing historical reality upon the basis of objective economic 
criteria without reference to its Utopian goals. As Croce has pointed 
out, if historical materialism were deprived of the elements of 
finality and inevitability, it could not provide support for socialism 
or any other form of society. It would remain silent, as Robert 
Michel has written, on the "outcome of the struggle it has traced 
through history."® It is precisely the Utopian vision of the future, 
sanctioned by an analysis of history, that gives the materialist con-
ception its dynamic appeal. By this means the Marxist view of his-
tory has inspired men to transform the existing historical situation. 

The terms "materialism" and "determinism" as applied to the 
Marxist conception of history are often quite misleading. Marx's 
"historical materialism" is a unique variety of materialism, for it is 
based on the premise that all material forces and objects are merely 
the expressions, or materializations, of human activity. Marxism is 
deterministic to the extent that socialism is considered historically 
inevitable, but it demands the participation and activity of men to 
realize the "inevitable." "History does nothing," Marx declared, 
". . . it is not 'history' which uses men as a means of achieving 
. . . its own ends. History is nothing but the activity of men in 
pursuit of their ends."7 The notion that "man makes history" lies 
at the very core of the Marxist world view. 
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It should also be pointed out that the Marxist emphasis on change 
in history (that which is historical in the Marxist sense is defined 
as that which is constantly changing and in the process of be-
coming) does not refer simply to a variety of evolutionary change. 
The notion of quantitative to qualitative change that Marx derived 
from Hegel manifested itself in the belief that at certain stages in its 
development human society undergoes quick and sudden transfor-
mations. The Marxist concept of revolution is not simply a matter 
of the slow maturation of economic and social forces; it is conceived 
as a radical break with the past. The socialist revolution is to be a 
"leap" from man's "prehistory" to his "truly human history." 

These were the strains in the materialist conception of history — 
the belief that man is the producer as much as the product of his-
tory, the Utopian goals towards which the historic process is inevi-
tably moving, and the promise of radical, revolutionary breaks with 
the past — that Li Ta-chao could and did draw upon to support his 
voluntaristic predispositions. In his writings on the Marxist view of 
history he was hardly ever concerned with the question of historical 
periodization, and he was content to repeat in a purely formal way 
the "objective laws" of historical development set down by Marx. 
For Li the Marxist view of history was above all a conception for 
encouraging the activities of men and inspiring them to create the 
future. 

This approach was already present in Li's first writings on 
Marxism in early 1919. In the essay "My Marxist Views," which 
was sharply critical of many of the deterministic formulations of the 
materialist conception of history, Li had nevertheless found that the 
great contribution of the Marxist view of history was that it recog-
nized that "the realization of socialism is completely impossible if 
it is separated from the people themselves."8 The notion that men 
make their own history was of the greatest appeal to Li from the 
very beginning of his Marxist intellectual life. 

One striking feature of Li's historical writings was that he was less 
concerned with what happened in the past than with the views men 
hold of the past and how these views might influence their activities 
in the present. In the essay "The Interpretation of History," written 
in 1920, Li developed this theme by emphasizing the importance of 
a "true view" of the past for the life orientation of the individual. 
The essay began with echoes of the cosmic tones of "Spring," 
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written four years earlier: "It is not known how the history of 
humanity began, and it is not known when it will end. In this long 
tide of history [which is] without beginning and without end, 
there is still myself and my own life. The future and the past are 
limitless, and thus if I do not clearly examine the nature of history 
in order to understand its tendencies, then my life will be without 
a shred of significance . . . I will be like a solitary boat being 
thrown about in a wild and limitless ocean, having lost its way. An 
interpretation of history, therefore, is really the standard to measure 
human life."9 

Li traced the beginnings of "the true interpretation of history" 
to the European scientific revolution. The ideas of Kepler and 
Newton, he wrote, gave birth to a new historiography, which was 
developed by Condorcet, Saint-Simon, and Comte and which cul-
minated in the materialist conception of Marx. The purpose of the 
new historiography was "to pluck out from men's minds" the tradi-
tional theological interpretations that attributed historical events to 
forces beyond the sphere of human activity and human control. 
This was a particularly important task in China, Li argued, because 
Confucian historiography had instilled in the minds of the Chinese 
a "retrogressive view of history," which looked back to a golden age 
in antiquity and emphasized the power of the gods and the role of 
great men.10 These baneful Confucian influences still lived in the 
Chinese present, for Li found evidence of the traditional "retro-
gressive view of history" in the thought of such eminent contem-
porary intellectuals as Liang Ch'i-ch'ao and Chang Shih-chao.11 

The activistic role that Li assigned to historical theory was re-
flected in the definition of the nature of history that appeared at 
the beginning of The Essentials of Historical Study. History, Li de-
clared, "is the process of human life, the succession of human life, 
the changes in human life, and the evolution of human life. It is a 
thing of life, activity, progress, and development . . . it is not old 
volumes of books, old pieces of paper, dead rocks and dried bones 
. . . What we study should be living history, not dead history. 
Living history can only be obtained from human life and cannot be 
sought in old pieces of paper."12 

Partly because of this preoccupation with the psychological 
implications of historical world views, Li sometimes adopted a 
highly relativistic position in dealing with the question of what 
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constitutes historical truth. In the same essay in which he claimed 
that "Marx discovered the true meaning of history," he also wrote: 
"In rewriting and revising history, do we dare determine what is 
unchanging truth? History has a life which dead and old records 
are unable to express . . . [The expression] of this life is com-
pletely dependent on the new historical conceptions of later men 
. . . But although later men arrive at new understandings and 
make new discoveries, we still cannot know whether that which we 
now recognize as true will not later be regarded as mistaken. The 
facts that we recognize as true and our view of truth are certainly 
not fixed but rather are relative."13 

Li did not deny that there was an objective historical process 
apart from man's perception of it, although certain statements 
seem to lend themselves to such an interpretation. In The Essentials 
of Historical Study, for example, he wrote that an historical fact is 
"past and cannot be revived. But our understanding of that fact 
is always in the process of movement and can change at any time. 
The so-called historical fact is thus the fact that is perceived. Per-
ception is active and has a progressive nature. Even if one had a 
complete record of the past, it could not be considered historical 
truth. In order to have historical truth, it is necessary to have 
complete perception." Moreover, he added, "historical truth is only 
temporary." Further in the same passage Li acknowledged that 
there was indeed a "real past," but he argued, "the real past is dead 
and gone, the affairs of the past have been made and completed, 
and the men of the past are dead and can never be revived; a change 
in these is forever impossible. What can be expanded and broadened 
is not the past itself but our knowledge of the past."14 In an earlier 
essay Li had put the matter more succinctly: "Facts are dead and 
unchanging but explanations are alive and always changing."15 

Li was not seriously concerned with the metaphysical problem 
of whether historical reality exists independent of man's cognition 
of it. He did, in fact, believe that there was an objective historical 
reality, and he tried to believe that there were scientifically dis-
coverable laws according to which the historic process proceeded. 
But the actual history of the past always remained a matter of far 
less concern to him than how men of the present interpreted the 
past. His preoccupation was with the need to create an intellectual 
and psychological atmosphere that would encourage political action 
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in the here and now, and it was this need that his writings on 
historical theory were intended to serve. It was also this need that 
lay behind the great appeal of Marx's notion that history is made 
by men and not determined by "outside forces." 

The Problem of Inevitability 

Both before and after his conversion to Marxism, La Ta-chao's 
faith in the ability of men to shape historical reality was coupled 
with a seemingly contradictory belief in the existence of impersonal 
and immutable forces that determined the course of historical 
development. In his pre-Marxian phase Li saw the determining 
principles of history as essentially spiritual forces, which moved on 
cosmic levels and manifested themselves both in the "egos" of in-
dividuals and in the cyclic process of the inevitable rise and decline 
of nations. The cyclic theory of history had supported his pre-
Marxian faith in the inevitable rebirth of China and in the equally 
inevitable decline of the materially powerful nations of the West. 

With his conversion to Marxism his idealist assumptions as to the 
causal factors in history were replaced by materialist assumptions. 
His earlier view of history as a cyclic process gave way to the view 
that history moved in a progressive fashion. Correspondingly, his 
faith in the inevitability of the rebirth of China was replaced by a 
newly found faith in the inevitability of world socialism, a process 
with which Li now identified the rebirth of China. 

The influence of Marxism also led Li to proclaim that there were 
laws of history that could be scientifically determined. "There is 
no difference," he wrote in 1920, "between the study of history 
and the natural sciences . . . With Marx's materialist conception 
of history, the study of history has been raised to the same position 
as that of the natural sciences. This accomplishment really opens 
a new era in the world of historical studies." 16 In arriving at the 
conviction that there were scientifically verifiable laws governing 
objective reality, Li drew not only upon Marx but also upon the 
whole line of universalistic historians who began with Turgot and 
Condorcet and continued with Saint-Simon and Comte. Li had 
read Saint-Simon during the years he studied in Japan, and possibly 
Condorcet and Comte as well, and his interest in Marxist historical 
theory encouraged him to return to the works of these and other 
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European historical theorists. In 1923 he published two essays on 
Condorcet and Saint-Simon, both of whom he regarded as important 
precursors of the Marxist conception of history. The essays are of 
interest because they suggest the reasons for the appeal of the more 
deterministic elements of Marxist historical theory. 

Among the virtues of Condorcet enumerated by Li were "his 
natural optimism" and his belief that the process of "enlightenment 
and social progress is unlimited" and that its direction can be pre-
dicted. "In Condorcet's eyes," Li observed, "the study of the history 
of civilization has two uses. One is to enable us to construct the 
factual record of progress, and the other is to enable us to determine 
its future direction and from this to increase the velocity of prog-
ress." Condorcet believed, Li stated, that "if the universal laws of 
social phenomena were known to men, it would be possible to pre-
dict changes. These laws can be sought in the history of the past."17 

However, Condorcet's search for universal laws of historic de-
velopment was unsuccessful, not because such laws did not exist but 
because his methodology and assumptions were unscientific. He saw 
social progress as the result of intellectual progress; thus, his efforts 
to predict the future remained in the realm of philosophic specula-
tions. Instead, Li suggested, it was necessary to look to "the masses 
of humanity" for the sources of historical progress.18 "The human 
race is wholly dependent upon the results of its own work, which 
is the accomplishment of the masses of the people. The true subjects 
of history are these masses." Li found this Marxist notion in embryo 
in Saint-Simon, particularly in Saint-Simon's later historical writ-
ings, which emphasized economic factors. Saint-Simon, Li declared, 
"recognized that the productive classes were the basic classes of 
society and the motivating force of history." Furthermore, Saint-
Simon elevated Condorcet's belief in the existence of universal laws 
of historical development and the inevitability of social progress to 
a more scientific plane when he became convinced that "the laws 
of history and the historical process could only be explained by 
changes in the organization of property and that the society of the 
future could be foreseen only by [studying] the tendencies in the 
development of property . . . Later Marx inherited these clues 
and built the theory of the materialist conception of history."19 

Li did not write a separate essay on Comte, but he frequently 
referred to Comte as the successor of Saint-Simon and one of the 
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direct predecessors of Marx. Whereas Li praised Comte's search for 
"definite laws of history,"20 he was by no means drawn to the 
mechanistic materialism of the Positivist outlook, nor did he write 
anything to suggest that he was aware of the elitist role of the 
"enlightened educator," which is implicit in the writings of both 
Saint-Simon and Comte. Like Marx, Li saw history as the product 
of human activity; unlike Saint-Simon and Comte, he found "the 
masses" to be "the true subject of history."21 Taken as a whole, Li's 
historical writings affirmed the view that history is a process of the 
interaction of man and his material environment — a view that 
Marx expressed so well in his critique of mechanical materialism 
in his "Theses on Feuerbach": "The materialist doctrine concerning 
the change of circumstances and education forgets that circum-
stances are changed by men and that the educator himself must 
be educated."22 

Li drew from the writings of Condorcet, Saint-Simon, and Comte 
the same beliefs that Marx shared with these historical theorists — 
an optimistic faith in the intrinsic rationality of man and history, a 
conviction that historical development was essentially progressive 
in nature, and an assurance that the triumph of reason, equality, 
and freedom was inevitable. Above all, Li drew from them the 
confidence that the future could be foretold, and this confidence 
served to reinforce his belief in the inevitability of socialism: "Scien-
tific socialism has taken as its basis the materialist conception of 
history, and by investigating the process of human historical develop-
ment, it has discovered the necessary laws of history. On the basis 
of these laws it has advocated the social necessity of socialism. From 
this it can be said that a socialist society, no matter whether men 
want it or not . . . is a command of history."23 

Li's assertion that there were "necessary laws of history" inevitably 
moving toward the realization of socialism was not necessarily in-
compatible with his faith that conscious human action could shape 
historical reality. The combination of a doctrine of inevitability and 
an emphasis upon human activity is hardly a unique phenomenon 
in the history of human thought. The Calvinist doctrine of predes-
tination, for example, taught that salvation was predetermined, that 
even before the creation of the world God had chosen the elect and 
condemned the damned. But in Calvinism, as Max Weber has 
written, "it is held to be an absolute duty to consider oneself chosen 
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. . . since lack of self-confidence is the result of insufficient faith 

. . . The exhortation of the apostle to make fast one's own call is 
here interpreted as a duty to attain certainty of one's own election 
and justification in the daily struggle of life . . . In order to attain 
that self-confidence, intense worldly activity is recommended as the 
most suitable means."24 Thus although salvation was predetermined, 
the evidence for salvation was to be sought in the activities of men 
on earth. 

This combination of a doctrine of inevitability with an exhorta-
tion to activity also appeared in different forms in many secular 
philosophies. The Russian "Realists" of the 1860's, for example — 
men such as Chernyshevskii, Dobrolyubov, and Pisarev — firmly 
believed that society proceeded towards a rational end in accordance 
with the logical laws and scientific principles of objective reality. 
Yet their "realistic" faith in objectivity was combined with a demand 
that a few men of will and perception transform the world in the 
image of their consciousness.25 Marxism itself combined a faith 
in socialism as the inevitable result of processes immanent in history 
with a call to revolutionary action. In Leninism these two elements 
coexisted in exaggerated form, for Lenin's emphasis upon subjective 
factors — the consciousness and will of the revolutionary intellec-
tual in particular — was coupled not only with the generally deter-
ministic formulations of the materialist conception of history but 
also with his own particularly strong appeal to a concrete and 
objective reality. If a belief in a doctrine of inevitability is logically 
inconsistent with a world view that emphasizes the importance of 
the active participation of men in making history, the inconsistency 
has nevertheless proved psychologically compatible in a variety of 
very different intellectual systems and historical situations. It was 
an inconsistency that Li Ta-chao shared with many of his Marxist 
predecessors. 

Nevertheless, Li was not unaware of the problems posed by the 
doctrine of the inevitability of socialism. He was ever fearful that 
other men might draw from the materialist conception of history 
the fatalistic conclusion that the future was assured regardless of 
their own activities. Thus, he was continually preoccupied with the 
question of the psychological impact of the Marxist view of history. 
Time and again he felt compelled to repeat that it would encourage 
"self-consciousness" and human activity and not lead to quietism. 
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Li never acknowledged that there existed any contradiction between 
his belief in the historic inevitability of socialism and his demand 
for political action. Just as in his pre-Marxian world view his faith 
in the inevitable rebirth of China was combined with a demand for 
individual political participation, he now saw no conflict between 
the historical necessity of socialism and the need for human activity 
to achieve it. In 1 9 1 9 he had drawn a parallel between the efforts 
necessary to achieve socialism and the spread of Christianity. Since 
the Christian's faith in the coming of the millenium did not hinder 
his efforts to propagate the gospel, there was no reason why the 
socialist's belief in the inevitability of socialism should impede his 
efforts to achieve socialism.26 On a later occasion Li declared, "the 
Marxist economic interpretation of history is especially valuable in 
that it is able to provide people with a belief in the necessity of the 
realization of socialism."27 For Li, as for Marx and Lenin, the recog-
nition of "necessity" was merely the first step in a program for action. 

That a Marxist believes there are determining forces in history 
which must inevitably produce socialism is of less importance in 
describing his thought than the manner in which he perceives this 
determinism. Although Marx no doubt arrived at the desirability 
of socialism before he proclaimed its inevitability, his economic and 
historical studies gave him the fullest confidence that socialism 
would be the necessary result of the contradictions of capitalist 
society in general, and the arrival of the proletariat upon the his-
torical scene in particular. For Marx, the social and economic struc-
ture was an absolute reality which determined the direction of the 
historical process — a direction inexorably moving toward the real-
ization of socialism. 

Li Ta-chao never succeeded in acquiring this Marxist confidence 
in the determining forces of history. One need not doubt the 
sincerity of Li's declarations that socialism would be the inevitable 
result of the laws of history, for he was certain from the beginning 
that the millenium was approaching; but his faith in the forces of 
history was never firm enough to allow him to test that faith by 
applying Marxist criteria to a serious examination of Chinese his-
torical realities. His historical studies were always directed to pro-
moting what he regarded as a true historical world view rather than 
to understanding concrete historical processes. Moreover, his em-
phasis on the consciousness and practical activities of men (and his 
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concomitant de-emphasis on material preconditions), as well as his 
continued insistence that spiritual change was no less important 
than material change, suggest that his confidence in the workings 
of the laws of history was something less than absolute. There were 
laws of history, but these laws were not objective forces to which 
the activities of men had to conform; they were merely expressions 
of conscious human activity, and the evidence for their existence 
was to be sought, in the final analysis, in the consciousness and the 
actions of men. 

The Concept of Time 

An element of particular significance in Li Ta-chao's historical 
world view was his concept of time, for in this area he made a most 
important departure from the Marxist outlook. As noted before, his 
earlier concept of time had been derived from Emerson. Li drew 
from Emerson the feeling that the present moment is "the most 
precious thing in the world" and that any given "present" offers 
unlimited opportunities for human creative activity. The purpose 
of Li's pre-Marxian philosophy, like his later interpretations of 
Marxism, was to encourage the activity of men in the here and now, 
to inspire men to take full advantage of the potentialities existing 
in the present in order to create the future. He was harshly critical 
of all mentalities that failed to appreciate the vital forces latent in 
"now." 

Li's concept of time was originally set within the framework of 
a transcendental philosophy based upon a belief in an unceasing 
"tide of great reality," a universal spirit of youth that flowed through 
limitless time and space and through the "egos" of innumerable 
individuals. This tide moved in a dialectic fashion, manifesting 
itself in higher and higher levels of "rebirth," which were always 
expressed in an infinite series of "nows." After his conversion to 
Marxism strong echoes of this transcendental philosophy appeared 
in Li's writings. Moreover, his feeling of exaltation for the present 
moment survived the influence of Marxism virtually intact. 

Early in 1923 Li wrote an essay entitled " 'Now' and 'Antiquity,'" 
which began with a restatement of certain themes of his pre-Marx-
ian philosophy: "Both the destiny of the universe and the history 
of man can be seen as the torrential flow of a great reality (ta shih-
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tsai), which has no beginning and no end and which is in contin-
uous motion and circulation. The past is gone and can never return, 
and the changes of the future will never end. Time has a present 
and a past, man has a present and a past . . . attitudes toward the 
present and the past differ, and the debate between the present and 
the past continues." This "debate between the present and past" 
was the concern of the essay. Li's aim was to combat the influences 
of what he termed the "recalling-the-past school" of historiography, 
for which purpose he turned to an examination of the writings of 
a number of seventeenth and eighteenth century European philos-
ophers — such diverse figures as Jean Bodin, Francis Bacon, Des-
cartes, and the English theologian George Hakewill — who were 
lumped together as the "venerating-the-present school." From Bodin 
Li drew support for his opposition to "the theory of a golden age" 
existing in the past, and in Bacon he found confirmation that "the 
cyclic theory [of history] is the greatest obstacle to the development 
of knowledge, for it causes men to lose their faith and hope." 
Descartes was praised for his critical attitude toward the authorities 
of the past, and Hakewill was commended for recognizing that "the 
theory of [historical] regression can numb the vitality of man . . . 
drown man's hopes and dull his efforts."28 

The reasons that these and other philosophers of the Enlighten-
ment had "an optimistic and activistic view of history and human 
life," Li suggested, was that they shared a common conception of 
time, that is, they "venerated the present." Their views appeared 
to Li to be very much in accord with Emerson's concept of time — 
the concept that "yesterday is beyond recall and tomorrow is un-
certain; the sole thing within our grasp is today." This view of time, 
Li concluded, could stimulate "the efforts of the men of the present 
to become the vanguard of the future." 29 

In an essay entitled "Time," written late in 1923 , Li attempted 
more explicitly to relate the manner in which time is perceived to 
the way in which history is understood. Here again the reappear-
ance of his pre-Marxian world view was quite striking: "The best 
part of life is youth, and the best part of morning is the dawn . . . 
heaven and human life everywhere move unceasingly, waxing and 
waning, in a contradictory and a complementary fashion. The dead 
and the living all enter into the present, the fulfilled and the unful-
filled are just beginning to develop into the future. Time is the 
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vastness of nature without beginning and without end. Time is a 
boundless great reality . . . Time is the great creator and also the 
great destroyer. The stage of history is its creative work-place, and 
the ruins of history are the remnants of its destruction. Life and 
death, success and failure, and flourishing and decline among men 
are all but the metamorphosis of time."30 

The concept of time had an almost mystical significance for Li. 
Taoist and Western philosophers, psychologists, mathematicians, 
and physicists had all grappled with the problem of explaining time 
but had provided only partial answers. This was because "the prob-
lem of time cannot be studied and, moreover, it is unnecessary to 
study it. When all is said and done, the problem of time is really 
beyond conception." If "time" was so elusive and transitory a phe-
nomenon that it could not really be apprehended, then one must 
grasp what he could of it — the present moment. Thus, the past 
and the future, Li wrote, existed only in the present. Only the 
present or "now" (cfoin) was "alive." "Now is powerful, active and 
creative. If in any given instant there is no activity and no move-
ment, then this instant of the present becomes nothing, and the life 
of this instant is equivalent to death."31 

This feeling that all moments were unique led Li to the view 
that men were presented with an infinite series of unique opportu-
nities and that in order for such opportunities not to be wasted they 
must be taken advantage of at the very moments they occurred. The 
ability to appreciate the creative opportunities in the present had 
very much to do with how history was interpreted, Li believed, for 
a mistaken view of time inevitably gave rise to a mistaken view of 
history. The failure to appreciate the present resulted in a view of 
history that was "retrogressive and motionless, [one] which dis-
avows the developing aspects of nature and reality and which looks 
back to the past and loses the future." But "if you want to know the 
essence of time, then you must look not to antiquity but rather to 
the present, and not flee towards the vast and limitless past but 
rather towards the vast and limitless future." One who was able to 
understand the present as the "essence of time" was thereby capable 
of achieving "an energetic and exciting view of history and an 
optimistic and striving view of human life."32 

There was much in Li's concept of time that could be reconciled 
with the Marxist outlook. The notion that the past lived in the 
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present and that the future was being prepared in the present, as 
well as the need to look to a Utopia located in the future, were very 
much in accord with the Marxist world view. In Marxism, how-
ever, the process leading to the future socialist Utopia is disciplined 
by a relatively strict sense of historical time. The past is highly 
differentiated in time according to specific and necessary stages of 
historical development, stages that are the result of the movement 
of concrete economic and social forces. Not only the past but also 
the future is differentiated, for the arrival of socialism is placed 
at a specific point in time — the period of the collapse of the cap-
italist system. 

In Marxism, moreover, the determining objective forces of his-
tory apply not only to the past and the future but also to the present. 
Man makes history, Marx believed, but only under pre-existing 
conditions: "men are not free to choose their productive forces — 
which are the basis of all their history — for every productive force 
is an acquired force, the product of former activity. The productive 
forces are therefore the result of practical human energy; but this 
energy is itself conditioned by the circumstances in which men find 
themselves, by the productive forces already acquired, by the 
social form which exists before they do, which they do not create, 
and which is the product of the preceding generation."3S 

For the Marxist, therefore, not all moments are favorable for 
revolution; indeed, favorable moments are relatively rare, deter-
mined as they are by the movement of the forces of production. It 
is only at certain crucial times that these forces give rise to the 
social and political conditions that make revolution possible. Thus, 
in the Marxist world view, as Karl Mannheim has pointed out, time 
is experienced as "a series of strategic points"34 and not, in the 
manner that Li Ta-chao experienced it, as a series of equally sig-
nificant "nows." The activity of the Marxist revolutionary is not to 
be undertaken on impulse but rather is to be based upon, and 
restrained by, the recognition of the determining, objective forces 
of history and the concrete analysis of such forces at any given time. 
Marxists, of course, have differed profoundly in the prescriptions 
for political action that they have presumably drawn from their 
analyses of these determining forces of history. However, to a greater 
or lesser degree, the need to act in conformity with objective his-
torical forces, and the discipline and restraint that such a need 
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imposes upon the revolutionary impulse, has been a characteristic 
feature of the Marxist mentality. 

The almost total absence of such a sense of discipline character-
ized Li Ta-chao's historical world view. His concept of time mostly 
precluded the differentiation of time on the basis of the development 
of objective historical forces, because the present alone was vital 
and creative. In envisioning the process of the realization of social-
ism, Li did not look to the objective forces of history but rather to 
the revolutionary will and consciousness of men. One of the most 
important elements in acquiring this will and consciousness, he 
believed, was a proper concept of time, that is, the ability to appre-
ciate the potentialities inherent in the present moment. For Li the 
"now" was pregnant with meaning, and men needed only to grasp 
that meaning to realize through action its unlimited latent oppor-
tunities. Since there was an infinite series of "nows," Li's concept 
of time was a philosophy of permanent activity. 

Li's view of history was also a philosophy of activity. History was 
to be studied not primarily to discover the tendencies of objective 
forces as the basis for political action but rather to create the proper 
psychological atmosphere for political action. The role of historical 
theory was not so much to gain scientific insights into history as 
to provide men with the spiritual energy to create the future. For 
Li Ta-chao, men, inspired by a "true" historical world view (and 
a true concept of time), were to shape history; they were not to be 
bound by history. 

Chinese History 

Although Li Ta-chao often called on historians to study the 
Chinese past from the point of view of the materialist conception 
of history, he himself found few opportunities to undertake such 
efforts. Although he lectured on traditional Chinese history at 
Peking University, where he retained his professorship in the his-
tory department until the political repressions of March 1926, the 
published notes based on those lectures offer little to suggest that 
specifically Marxist assumptions were fruitfully employed. The 
major product of his own research on Chinese history — an attempt 
to analyze very ancient Chinese society on the basis of passages in 
the Chinese classics — might just as well have been written without 
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any knowledge of Marxism.35 As the leading figure in the Commu-
nist party in North China, Li had little leisure for serious historical 
research; and his death in 1927 at the age of thirty-eight canceled 
whatever opportunities the future might have held. Yet one suspects 
that because of his complete preoccupation with the need for a 
proper historical world view rather than with the historic process 
itself, the application of the materialist conception to Chinese his-
tory would in any case have remained a matter of secondary concern. 

Although Li lacked the opportunity, and perhaps the inclination, 
to engage in serious historical research, he was not reluctant to 
express his views on Chinese history in his political writings or his 
writings on historical theory. Two themes emerged from these writ-
ings which bear upon the questions posed by the Marxist historical 
outlook, and which are also relevant to the problems encountered 
by later Chinese Communist historians; first, his rejection of a 
universalistic pattern of historical development, and second, his 
highly nationalistic interpretation of modern Chinese history. 

The notion that the history of all mankind has proceeded accord-
ing to the pattern of evolution Marx outlined for Western European 
history — i.e., the passage from primitive communism to slavery, 
feudalism, capitalism, and finally socialism — is a dogma to be 
found in the writings of neither Marx nor Lenin. Marx, of course, 
quite explicitly denied that his scheme of historical periodization 
had universalistic applications. It was, he argued, only an "historical 
sketch of the genesis of capitalism in Western Europe" and not "an 
historico-philosophic theory of the marche generale imposed by fate 
upon every people, whatever the historic circumstances in which it 
finds itself."36 Although Lenin had been disposed to magnify the 
degree of capitalist economic development in Russia, he never 
argued that Marx's scheme of periodization was fully applicable 
to Russian history, much less to the histories of Asian lands. The 
theory of a unilinear pattern of historical development is, in fact, 
a distinctive product of Stalinist ideology. By the time the Chinese 
Marxist Kuo Mo-jo wrote his Study of Ancient Chinese Society in 
1929,37 Stalin's control of the international Communist movement 
had hardened and the unilinear scheme was generally, although 
still by no means universally, accepted in world Communist circles.38 

In the early 1920's, however, in its pre-Stalinist phase "Marxist-
Leninist" doctrine did not demand universalistic assumptions as 
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far as the past was concerned, and Li Ta-chao felt no compulsion 
to make such assumptions. Nowhere does one find Li searching for 
evidence of a slave society in ancient China; nowhere did he cate-
gorize the traditional Chinese socio-economic structure as feudal; 
nowhere did he feel the need to look for signs of incipient capitalism 
in prenineteenth century China. He was content to describe tradi-
tional Chinese society only in the most general terms — as an "agrar-
ian economic organization" that had remained "unchanging" for 
two thousand years.39 As late as 1926 Li pointed out that private 
property in land (a form of property relationship wholly incom-
patible with the Marxist definition of feudalism) had been the pre-
dominant type of landownership in China since the late Chou era.40 

Whereas Chinese Marxists have since devised various schemes to 
encompass the traditional Chinese system of private landownership 
within the scope of "feudalism," Li himself constructed no such 
rationalizations. 

Far from attempting to fit Chinese history within the Marxist 
scheme of periodization, Li always stressed the divergencies in 
historical development. After his conversion to Marxism, Li saw no 
need to revise his earlier views on the sharp differences between 
Eastern and Western civilizations, even though the matter was no 
longer of great concern to him. He assumed that Marxist historical 
theory would be interpreted in a fashion sufficiently broad to take 
into account the divergent historical patterns of East and West. 
Moreover, he called upon Marxist historians to construct a new, 
general "theory of national experience" that would include within 
its scope all national peculiarities in historic evolution.41 

Li attributed differences in historical development to essentially 
geographic factors. He argued that the generally favorable natural 
environment of China produced a relatively stable and static agrar-
ian system, which served as the base for traditional China's distinc-
tive social, political, and ideological "superstructure." Conversely, 
"deficiencies in nature" stimulated the commercial and industrial 
activities in the West.42 

Li did not derive these views from Marxism, but he could have 
found considerable support in Marxist historical writings for an 
emphasis upon geographical and climatic factors in history. Marx-
ists have been quick to deny that geography, which is unchanging, 
can account for historical change, but the geographical environment 
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is in fact the starting point of the Marxist analysis of history. Marx 
himself attached considerable importance to "the natural conditions 
in which man finds himself — geological, orohydrographical, climat-
ic and so on." "All historiography," he wrote, "must begin from 
these natural bases and their modification in the course of history 
by men's activities."43 It is well known, moreover, that Marx be-
lieved that capitalism could only have developed in the temperate 
zone.44 The importance of geographic factors has been emphasized 
by many of the successors of Marx. Plekhanov, for example, wrote, 
"The peculiarities of the geographical environment determine the 
evolution of the forces of production, and this, in its turn, deter-
mines the development of economic forces, and therefore the de-
velopment of all the other social relations."45 

The influence of the geographic environment was also the basis 
of Marx's theory of the "Asiatic mode of production." This theory 
purported to explain the peculiarities in historical development of 
at least a part of the non-Western world on the basis of the economic 
need for large-scale irrigation works managed by the state. The 
theory appeared in various writings of Marx, including Capital, as 
a general sociohistorical concept, which Marx employed to describe 
traditional Indian and other societies48 but which he did not apply 
to China and Japan.47 However, in one case — the well-known 
Preface to The Critique of Political Economy — Marx mentioned 
the "Asiatic mode of production" as one stage (the one preceding 
slavery) in his general scheme for the periodization of Western 
history.48 

Despite his rejection of a unilinear scheme of historical develop-
ment, and despite his emphasis on geography as the main factor 
determining the differences between East and West, Li Ta-chao 
did not employ the concept of the "Asiatic mode of production" to 
explain these differences. Although he had read Capital, Li chose 
to treat the "Asiatic mode," as Marx had in the Preface, simply as 
an ancient antecedent of modern Europe.49 It played no part in his 
view of traditional China. 

Whereas Li rejected the notion that mankind had developed in 
the past according to a single, unilinear scheme, he was insistent 
that the revolutionary future of all mankind would be the same. He 
had the fullest confidence that the road to socialism would lead to 
world unity, which would forever destroy the national and racial 

1 7 3 



R E I N T E R P R E T A T I O N OF M A R X I S M 

distinctions that had developed in the course of historic evolution. 
However, since the Chinese past had been different from that of 
the Western countries, and since Chinese society had been "un-
changing" for more than two thousand years, what assurance was 
there that the Chinese future would now converge with the future 
of Europe and the rest of the world? Li's pre-Marxian belief that 
future world unity would rest upon the synthesis of Western and 
Eastern (i.e., Chinese) cultures would clearly no longer suffice 
after he became a Marxist. If China had become part of the main-
stream of world history, as he now believed, it had to be explained 
upon the basis of economic not cultural factors. It was here that 
the agency of foreign imperialism was invoked. The pressure of 
foreign economic power, Li argued, had transformed China's "un-
changing agricultural economic organization" and its entire social, 
political, and cultural "superstructure," which thereby thrust China 
onto the stage of modern world history.50 More than once he pointed 
out that the forcible entry of Western guns, technology, and ideas 
had awakened China (and all of Asia) from its millennial slumber.51 

The admission that foreign imperialism had played an objective-
ly "progressive" role in Chinese history was an uncomfortable notion 
for a Chinese nationalist to hold. This admission, however, did not 
prevent Li from treating modern Chinese history — as Chinese 
Communist historians do today — as essentially the history of Chi-
nese national resistance to imperialist aggression. Like his Marxist 
successors, Li paid particular attention to the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion, 
which he interpreted not primarily as an anti-Manchu dynastic 
movement but rather as the opening chapter of the popular struggle 
against Western imperialism. Virtually every important event in 
China since the time of the T'ai-p'ings was viewed by Li through 
the same anti-imperialist prism. Even the more traditionalist move-
ments, such as the activities of the Triads and other secret societies 
in the post T'ai-p'ing era and the Boxer Rebellion, were seen as part 
of "the Chinese peoples' national revolutionary history of resistance 
to imperialism."52 

The details of Li's interpretation of modern Chinese history need 
no discussion here since his views were quite similar to more recent 
Chinese Communist interpretations. It should be pointed out, how-
ever, that Li's purpose was not simply the glorification of Chinese 
nationalism. "From the beginning," he argued, "the Chinese na-
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tional revolutionary movement was a part of the world revolution. 
The success of the Chinese revolution will have the greatest influ-
ence upon Europe and the whole world."53 Li was inclined to place 
"the beginning" of Chinese participation in the international revolu-
tion at a very early period in modern Chinese history. He sought, 
and claimed to have found, concrete links between certain secret 
societies connected with the T'ai-p'ings and Marx's First Interna-
tional.54 Moreover, he drew upon the authority of Marx's own 
writings on China to support his nationalistic interpretation of the 
T'ai-p'ing Rebellion.55 The identification of Chinese nationalism 
with world socialism was the essential message that Li's comments 
on modern Chinese history were intended to convey. 
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KARL MARX believed that nationalism was a temporary and un-
natural phenomenon that was one of the manifestations of human 
self-alienation. The division of men into antagonistic nation-states 
not only separated them from each other through artificial national 
boundaries but also alienated man from his own human nature, 
since in the formation of national loyalties man had attributed his 
own powers to an entity ( the nat ion) which he no longer recognized 
as his own creation. In short, Marx regarded patriotism and na-
tionalism as forms of idolatry, that is, man's worship of and sub-
mission to a creature of his own making.1 

Although Marx made various concessions, in both theory and 
revolutionary strategy, to the actual existence of the nation-state 
system and nationalist feelings,2 he remained convinced that the 
foundations of nationalism, and indeed the nation-state itself, were 
rapidly being undermined by the "cosmopolitan" forces of modern 
capitalism and industrialism.3 As he optimistically wrote in the 
Manifesto: "National differences and antagonisms between peoples 
are already tending to disappear more and more, owing to the de-
velopment of the bourgeoisie, the growth of free trade and a world 
market, and the increasing uniformity of industrial processes and 
of corresponding conditions of l ife."4 

Not only were the forces of modern capitalism exerting unifying 
influences and creating a "world after its own image," but more 
important, industrialization had produced the modern proletariat, 
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the class destined to overcome all forms of alienation (including 
nationalism) and regain its "human essence." Marx's famous dictum 
that "the workers have no country" was meant not to deny that 
workers might have nationalistic and patriotic feelings but rather 
to affirm the principle that the historical role of the proletariat was 
to be universalistic. Its task was not simply the liberation of one 
class or one nation but the liberation of all humanity. The pro-
letarian socialist revolution was to be internationalistic in aspira-
tion and content as well as world-wide in scope. 

It is characteristic of the paradoxes that have attended the modern 
fate of the doctrine of Karl Marx that the first Chinese supporter 
of this profoundly internationalistic creed was a young intellectual 
who, even within a highly nationalistic milieu, was noted for his 
frankly nationalistic and even chauvinistic inclinations. Indeed, the 
present alliance between Marxism and Chinese nationalism began 
to be forged from the very time that Li Ta-chao proclaimed himself 
a Bolshevik and undertook to organize a Marxist study group at 
Peking University. 

It would be absurd to argue that nationalism was the sole factor 
responsible for Li Ta-chao's conversion to Communism, for while 
most Chinese intellectuals were nationalists at the time of the May 
Fourth movement, few then became Communists. Yet nationalism 
was centrally involved in Li's response to the Bolshevik Revolution 
and his interpretation of Marxism, and although his response was 
not typical of all the early Chinese Communists, it is clear that 
nationalistic impulses were also very much present in the motiva-
tions of the other founders of the Communist movement in China. 
Even Chen Tu-hsiu, who was perhaps closer to the genuine inter-
nationalist traditions of Marxism than any other leading Chinese 
Communist, at first responded to the Marxist-Leninist message for 
essentially nationalistic reasons. During the New Culture era Ch'en 
Tu-hsiu had proclaimed himself a "cosmopolitan," but he had not 
then expressed any interest in the cosmopolitan doctrines of Karl 
Marx. Not until after he had been caught up in the nationalistic 
passions generated by the Shantung question and the May Fourth 
movement did he find Marxism relevant to the Chinese situation. 

The paradox of Chinese intellectuals adopting an internation-
alistic ideology for nationalist reasons and using it for nationalistic 
ends is only one aspect of the relationship between Marxism and na-
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tionalism in the Chinese environment. If one compares the views of 
the cofounders of the Chinese Communist party — Li Ta-chao and 
Ch'en Tu-hsiu — on the subject of Chinese patriotism and national-
ism in the years 1919-1920, a further paradox emerges. During 
those years Li Ta-chao, hitherto an ardent nationalist, rejected patri-
otic loyalties and proclaimed himself a devoted Marxian internation-
alist. During the same period, Ch'en Tu-hsiu, who had been in the 
forefront of internationalist tendencies among the intellectuals asso-
ciated with the periodical Hsin ch'ing-nien, for the first time openly 
expressed his previously latent nationalistic impulses. Although be-
fore long Li again proved himself a more fervent nationalist than 
Ch'en, and Ch'en's interpretation of Marxism became more compat-
ible with the traditions of Marxian internationalism than was Li's, 
their attitudes in 1919-1920 suggest that just as the nationalistic 
impulse was not wholly absent in Ch'en's pre-1919 world view, so 
the strongly nationalist component in Li's thought was not an im-
mutable entity that could never be modified by new experiences 
and ideas. When Li's virulent nationalism later re-emerged, it did 
so in combination with his new commitments to socialism and world 
revolution; and those commitments profoundly influenced both the 
form and content of his nationalistic predispositions and the ends 
to which they were put. The combination of Marxism and national-
ism is perhaps an unholy alliance, but it has nevertheless proved to 
be a highly potent political formula. 

The Internationalist Phase 

When Li Ta-chao in 1918 declared his support for the October 
Revolution, he was immediately confronted with the task of recon-
ciling the nationalistic impulses that had originally driven him to 
becoming a Bolshevik with the principle of "proletarian interna-
tionalism," for the latter was then a central element in Bolshevik 
ideology. In the years immediately following Lenin's seizure of 
power, before the notion of "socialism in one country" had emerged, 
a spirit of genuine internationalism and an expectation that world 
revolution was imminent were very real elements in the mentalities 
of the Bolshevik leaders and their supporters. World revolution was, 
after all, not only a cornerstone of Marxist theory but also a prac-
tical necessity for the success of the revolution in Russia, as Lenin 
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himself insisted. It was when this spirit of "proletarian interna-
tionalism" and the hopes for world revolution were at their height 
that Li Ta-chao announced his conversion to Bolshevism and his 
acceptance of Marxism. 

It is hardly necessary to emphasize the incompatibility between 
the internationalist principles of Li's newly adopted Marxist creed 
and the nationalistic and antiforeign strains that were so deeply 
imbedded in his thought. A faith in the inevitable rebirth of a 
"young China" had been the emotional core of his pre-Marxian 
world view. Except for his interest in particular Western thinkers, 
his concern with the world outside of China had been largely con-
fined to attributing China's predicament to the intrusion of "evil 
foreigners" and to comforting himself with the notion that the 
rebirth of China would be accompanied by the decline of the 
materially powerful but overly mature nations of the West. 

Not until 19 18 , when he set forth his views on "The Basic Dif-
ferences between Eastern and Western Civilizations," did Li's per-
spectives move beyond this exclusive concern with the present condi-
tion and the future glory of the Chinese nation. He then had called 
for the creation of a new, unified world civilization based on the 
synthesis of Eastern and Western cultures. Quite possibly Li's essay 
was influenced by the two Russian revolutions of 1 9 1 7 , for he 
mentioned in passing that Russia was uniquely situated to mediate 
between East and West,5 but the essay was essentially inspired by 
the same nationalistic motives that had earlier made Li pose 
as a reluctant defender of the Chinese tradition against the advo-
cates of all-out westernization. In calling for a synthesis of East 
and West, Li was replying to Ch'en Tu-hsiu and other members 
of the new intelligentsia who insisted that there was little or nothing 
of value in the traditional culture. Li argued in effect that not only 
were there worthwhile elements in the Chinese tradition but these 
elements had unique and essential contributions to make to world 
civilization. 

However desirable Li may have thought the goal of world harmony 
to be, the conception did not impinge deeply on his immediate 
concern with the plight of China. Nor did it influence his views on 
how that plight might be resolved. Indeed, he admitted that the 
achievement of world unity would be a difficult and lengthy process 
at best.6 Not even the most general program for action could be 
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drawn from a vague notion of the desirability of an ultimate har-
monization of Eastern and Western civilizations. 

Although the idea of a future synthesis of East and West did 
not make a significant impact on Li Ta-chao's intensely nationalistic 
concern with the Chinese present, his response to the international-
ist appeals of the October Revolution immediately transformed his 
view of the nature of the problems China faced. The Bolshevik-
Marxist message provided a new explanation of both the external 
threat to China and her internal crisis, as well as a comprehensive 
program for political action from which a variety of proposals for 
immediate, practical activity could be derived. It also provided the 
goal of world socialism towards which such activity was to be di-
rected, as well as the faith that this goal was guaranteed by history 
and that its realization was near at hand. 

Li had earlier attributed China's misfortunes to the "guns of the 
Europeans," but he now identified the more impersonal force of 
international capitalism as the major culprit. Before he had been 
exclusively concerned with the fate of China; now he linked the 
Chinese future with the future of the world socialist movement. 
His earlier goal of world unity based on the synthesis of Eastern 
and Western cultures had been placed at some remote time in the 
future; now he envisioned the Bolshevik Revolution as a great ele-
mental tide sweeping over the world immediately. For Li in 1918 
the international socialist revolution had become an imminent real-
ity, which conditioned all his ideas and attitudes. 

Among the Chinese intellectuals drawn to the Bolshevik program, 
no one was more sanguine than Li about the prospects for world 
revolution. Even as the first flush of revolutionary enthusiasm began 
to subside, he remained confident that, despite external appear-
ances, the millenium was fast approaching. "The militarism and 
capitalism of the world," he wrote in December 1919, "is built like 
the T'ang-shan coal mine. Its outer form is imposing but its founda-
tions have been dug away by the workers and it may suddenly 
collapse."7 

Li's nationalistic proclivities were at once submerged under this 
wave of faith in the imminence of world revolution. In his very 
first comments on the significance of the October Revolution, Li 
attached particular importance to the internationalist goals of Bol-
shevism. He argued in July 1918 that the Russian Revolution was 
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a much higher order of revolution than the French Revolution of 
1789 had been precisely because the Russian upheaval was inter-
nationalistic in content, whereas the French had been only nation-
alistic. The French revolutionaries, he wrote, had been motivated 
only by "patriotism," but the Russians were inspired by "human-
ism."8 There was, nonetheless, a strong nationalist motivation in 
this apparent internationalist position, for Li had first interpreted 
the October Revolution as the beginning of a great reconciliation 
between Eastern and Western civilizations, in which he believed 
China had a very special role to play. However, this notion of the 
reconciliation of conflicting civilizations was soon abandoned. When 
Li wrote "The Victory of Bolshevism" in November 19 18 , the 
Russian Revolution no longer appeared to be the first step in the 
harmonization of East and West but was rather the harbinger of 
"the destruction of the presently existing national boundaries which 
are obstacles to socialism."9 

By this time Li had become very much concerned with the 
incompatibility between the antiforeign and nationalistic passions 
that had marked his earlier writings and the Marxist doctrines he 
now embraced. In the years 1 9 1 9 - 1 9 2 0 , the period of the inception 
of Communist organizational activities in China, Li was intent upon 
identifying himself as a "proletarian internationalist." He no longer 
spoke about the rebirth of China but rather about "the whole his-
tory of humanity" and the "great mission of mankind." His goal 
was no longer simply the reformation of China but the realization 
of world socialism. Typical of his new perspective was the view he 
offered in January 1 9 1 9 of the essence of contemporary world pol-
itics: "The working classes are uniting with their compatriots of 
the whole world to create a single rational association of producers 
in order to destroy national boundaries and overthrow the capitalist 
classes of the world." 10 

Most striking was the transformation of Li's attitude on the ques-
tion of patriotism. In his brief polemic with Chen Tu-hsiu in 1 9 1 5 
Li had argued that patriotic feelings were not a barrier to the intel-
lectual's achievement of "self-consciousness" but the necessary pre-
condition for it. His writings in the years that followed were entirely 
consistent with this point of view. Yet in the months after the 
betrayal of Chinese interests at the Versailles peace conference, at 
the very time when China was engulfed in a wave of nationalistic 
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resentments and patriotic zeal, Li made special efforts to counsel 
Chinese intellectuals to eschew patriotic passions. Opposition to 
the Versailles decision, he wrote a few weeks after the May Fourth 
Incident, should be based "not on narrow and selfish patriotism 
but rather upon resistance to aggression and to the robberlike be-
havior of the robber world."11 In November 1919 Li declared that 
it was erroneous to interpret the May Fourth movement as "simply 
a patriotic movement" for "it is really a part of the movement for 
the liberation of all humanity."12 

He later elaborated on this view of the May Fourth movement: 
"We are unable to recognize the Chinese student movement as a 
patriotic movement. We love the Japanese working class, common 
people, and youth just as we love the working class, common people, 
and youth of our own and other countries . . . the state is not 
based on the principle of love. A patriotism that kills people and 
steals their lands is a betrayal of humanism and opposed to reason. 
We recognize the Chinese student movement only as a movement 
to resist the [imperialist] powers." When the new Soviet leaders 
renounced the privileges obtained in China by the czarist govern-
ment, Li argued that it should not become an occasion for patriotic 
celebration: "It is not because we have recovered a bit of material 
power that we are grateful to them [the Russians]; rather it is 
because in this world of powerful states they were able to express 
their humanist and internationalist spirit."13 

Li's study of the history of the international socialist movement — 
a subject on which he frequently wrote in the early 1920's — seemed 
to reinforce his growing disenchantment with the value of patriot-
ism. In Hsin ch'ing-nien's special issue on labor, published in May 
1920, he noted: "With the outbreak of the Great War in 1914 the 
faith in working-class liberation was at once trampled underfoot by 
patriotism. Many of the European socialist parties, in a fierce tide 
of patriotism, loyally capitulated before the capitalist govern-
ments."14 

Li propagated his new internationalist faith among the members 
of the Young China Society (Shao-nien Chung-kuo hsüeh-hui), a 
stronghold of nationalist sentiment in the ranks of the Chinese in-
telligentsia. Li had been one of the principal founders of this 
influential organization of returned students in the spring of 1918 
and had fully shared its highly nationalistic proclivities.15 Indeed, 
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through the great popularity of his essay "Spring" he had become 
personally identified with the notion of a "young China." Yet in 
September 1919 in the pages of the Young China Society's journal, 
Li urged his fellow members to eliminate the narrowly nationalistic 
content of the concept of a "young China" and to look beyond to 
the greater goal of international brotherhood: 

[Just as we] do not want to be bound by the corrupt family system [so 
we] should not be shackled by a narrow patriotism. Our new life should 
be one that will fulfill our own individual [potentialities] and, on a 
larger scale, one that plans for the happiness of the world. The sphere 
of our family has already expanded to include the world . . . [thus] 
we ought to make the life of the world the life of one family. We ought 
to know that the movement of man is more important than the move-
ment of patriotism. Our concept of "young China" should not be to make 
China a stage for our youth to struggle for dominance with other coun-
tries. Rather it is to integrate the territory of China with the world so 
that we will be able to shoulder our responsibility in the reformation of 
the world. The scope of our "young China" should definitely not be 
limited to China. We should join hands with the youth of the rest of 
Asia for a common movement of Asian youth and at the same time join 
hands with the youth of the whole world to create a common movement 
of world youth. This is all part of the task of our "principle of young 
China"! 16 

As Li was about to embark upon the organization of the first Chinese 
Communist groups in 1920, patriotism apparently no longer seemed 
to him to be the essential attribute of the "self-conscious" intellec-
tual that it had in his debate with C h e n Tu-hsiu five years earlier. 

It is significant that Li Ta-chao's new internationalist faith was 
accompanied by a harshly critical re-evaluation of the Chinese 
tradition. Although Li had earlier assailed the Confucian tradition 
as authoritarian and unsuited to modern conditions of life,17 he 
had been inclined to salvage as much of the past as possible. In such 
essays as "The New and the Old" and "The Differences between 
Eastern and Western Civilizations," both of which were written 
on the eve of his conversion to Marxism, he had attempted as best 
he could to reconcile traditional Chinese values with modern eco-
nomic forces and Western ideas. But through the new prism of 
world revolution and the cosmopolitan values of Marxism he now 
saw a different picture of traditional China. By the beginning of 
1919 Li had come to the conclusion that "for thousands of years" 
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Chinese life had been "without a bit of significance, without a bit of 
interest, and without a bit of value." "The new era has arrived," he 
proclaimed, and the old life was to be completely swept away.18 

Typical of Li's new view of the Chinese past was his description 
of the traditional Chinese foreign policy of "using barbarians to 
fight barbarians" as expressing not only "the weakness and inertia" 
but also "the deceitfulness and vulgarity" of old China.19 He dis-
missed all of Chinese history as "the record of the union of hyp-
ocrites [hsiang-yiian] * and big robbers." "If the big robbers [ta-
tao] had not united with the hypocrites, they could not have estab-
lished an emperor. If the hypocrites had not united with the big 
robbers they could not have become sages."20 

There are many other such sarcastic comments on traditional 
China in Li's writings of 19 19 - 1920 . Significantly, many of these 
attacks were launched not from a strictly nationalist standpoint but 
rather from the standpoint of Li's Marxist principles. He did not 
argue that old values and customs had to be destroyed merely be-
cause they had become fetters on the progress of the nation and 
could not serve the cause of China's survival in the modern world. 
Rather, he emphasized the Marxist view that all presocialist ethics 
reflect the alienation of man from his true self. He attacked Con-
fucian philosophy, for example, because instead of promoting "man's 
realization of his individuality, [it exists] for the purpose of man's 
sacrifice of his individuality."21 In a similar vein he condemned the 
traditional civil service examination system because it "trampled 
down the human personality."22 Having derived from Marx the view 
that under capitalism the relations between men become "almost 
wholly a relation between commodities" and that therefore "men 
regard each other as abstract things," Li proceeded to lump together 
traditional Chinese values and Western bourgeois values and call 
for a new system of universalistic ethical standards. Neither the 
ethics of the Chinese family system nor the ethics associated with 
Western-style nationalism, he declared, could possibly exist "in the 
age of a world economy."23 This demand for the complete elimina-
tion of traditional Chinese values — a demand so opposed to the 
whole tenor of Li Ta-chao's pre-Marxian thought — was quite con-
sistent with the posture of "proletarian internationalism" he had 

* The term hsiang-yiian, literally "rural honesty," is a derisive reference to 
the landed scholar-gentry class. 
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assumed and the arrival of the world socialist order he confidently 
anticipated. 

New Asianism 

Much of the internationalism that was so prominent in Li Ta-
chao's writings in 1 9 1 9 - 1 9 2 0 was the product of his essentially 
chiliastic view that the Bolshevik Revolution heralded the approach 
of a world-wide revolutionary transformation. When the prospects 
for world revolution grew dimmer after 1920, the internationalist 
themes in his writings began to recede, but in the early phase of 
his Marxist career, Li's desire for international solidarity and unity 
was no less genuine than his hopes for world revolution. 

Just as Li's original view of the October Revolution had been 
drawn more from the bold visions of Trotsky than from Lenin, so 
his internationalism and the specific proposals that he advanced to 
achieve a world socialist order bore the imprint of Trotsky's con-
ceptions. The views that Li presented in late 19 18 in his essay "The 
Victory of Bolshevism" were, as previously noted, inspired in large 
measure by Trotsky's book of 1 9 1 5 The War and the International, 
which Li read in English translation under the title The Bolsheviki 
and World Peace. From this book Li had drawn the conclusion, 
"it is clear that Trotsky holds that the Russian revolution is to serve 
as a fuse to world revolution. The Russian revolution is but one 
[revolution in the process of] world revolution; numerous revolu-
tions of other peoples will successively arise."24 

In the same book Trotsky argued that the outbreak of the world 
war signaled the downfall of the nation-state, that the proletariat 
no longer had any interest in defending an antiquated national 
fatherland, and that the task of the proletariat was therefore to 
create a "republican United States of Europe, as the foundation of 
the United States of the World."25 The proposal for a "United States 
of Europe," Isaac Deutscher has pointed out, "came to be regarded 
as a hallmark of Trotskyism," reflecting Trotsky's unshakeable faith 
in the international character of the coming revolution. The pro-
posal had in fact given rise to a controversy in Russian Marxist 
circles in the prerevolutionary period. In 1 9 1 5 Lenin criticized 
Trotsky's use of the phrase "United States of Europe" on the grounds 
that it seemed to imply that a revolution in Russia could only occur 
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as part of a simultaneous rising in Western Europe. It was probable, 
Lenin argued, that the revolution might first succeed in a single 
country.26 

The differences between Lenin and Trotsky on this point reflected 
differences in temperament and emphasis rather than any important 
disagreements over Marxist theory or revolutionary strategy. Both 
agreed that the revolution would be victorious first in Russia and 
that the success of the Russian revolution would stimulate revolu-
tions elsewhere in Europe. The major difference was that Trotsky, 
who was always more sanguine about the prospects for world revolu-
tion, assumed that the Western response to the Russian spark would 
be much more immediate than Lenin thought likely. 

Li Ta-chao was in all probability wholly unaware of these dif-
ferences when in 19 18 he came across the notion of a "United 
States of Europe." He immediately seized upon Trotsky's contro-
versial proposal, which he undoubtedly assumed to be an accepted 
principle of Bolshevik doctrine, and expanded it into a universal 
scheme of socialist reorganization. If there was to be a socialist 
"United States of Europe," then why not a similar socialist federa-
tion for the nations of Asia? The very idea of federalism became 
appealing once it seemed to be sanctioned by Bolshevik theory. In 
an article that appeared in the periodical Hsin-ch'ao in February 
19 19 , entitled "Federalism and World Unity," Li presented various 
theoretical and historical arguments in favor of federalist-type or-
ganizational structures in general. On the basis of these arguments 
he advocated the establishment of three separate continental federa-
tions: one for Europe, another for Asia, and a third for the Ameri-
cas. These three federations would then serve as the foundation 
upon which "mankind will organize a single federation that will 
completely destroy all boundaries between countries. This is our 
fervent prayer for world harmony."27 Li acknowledged that the 
self-determination of individual nations might be a necessary first 
step for the oppressed lands of Asia, but he emphasized that it should 
be only a first step. National self-determination was not an end in 
itself but only the prelude to the formation of extranational organ-
izations and eventual world unity. 

Li adopted the expression "New Asianism" (hsin Ya-hsi-ya chu-i) 
to describe his proposal for an Asian federation in order to dis-
tinguish it from Japanese-sponsored movements for "Pan-Asianism" 
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or "Greater Asianism" (ta Ya-hsi-ya chu-ΐ). The purposes and 
methods of the two, he declared, were absolutely opposed. Pan-Asian-
ism was no more than a Japanese attempt to dominate Asia by 
invoking an Asian version of the Monroe doctrine. It was "not a 
principle of peace but a principle of aggression; it is not national 
self-determination but an imperialism that swallows up weak and 
small peoples; it is not an organization suitable to world organiza-
tion but rather a seed that will destroy world organization." New 
Asianism, on the other hand, was to be a free union of the peoples 
of Asia and a pillar for the construction of "a world federation to 
promote the happiness of all mankind."28 

Li emphatically denied that the concept of New Asianism had 
any racial overtones. It was to be based on strictly geographical 
rather than racial criteria. "When we define the boundaries of Asia," 
he wrote, "we do not want to draw a boundary between the yellow 
and white races. W e only want to identify the area where we live 
and where it is our responsibility to carry out the work of recon-
struction."29 Europeans and Americans living in Asia, Li took pains 
to point out, would be included in the future Asian federation, as 
would Russians living in the Soviet Far East.30 

Asian unity was particularly necessary, Li argued, because the 
most immediate threat to the freedom of the peoples of Asia came 
not from Westerners but from other Asians: "I advocate New 
Asianism in order to oppose Japanese Greater Asianism . . . if 
within Asia the tyranny of Asians against Asians is not removed, 
there is no hope of ending the tyranny of those from other con-
tinents . . . we only hope that all Asians will together rise up to 
destroy Greater Asianism. This is a responsibility that falls not only 
to Chinese and Koreans but one that is to be shared by all Asians, 
even enlightened Japanese."31 

Li was quick to reject the criticism that New Asianism would 
separate the Asian from the non-Asian socialist movements. "New 
Asianism," he argued, was only a means to "destroy racial and state 
boundaries and cast away all the jealousies and alienations that have 
been imposed upon us by the ruling classes."32 Far from separating 
Asia from the rest of the world, the movement for Asian unity 
would be "part and parcel of [the movement to create] world unity 
and a world organization. It does not turn its back on international-
ism but harmonizes with internationalism. W e vigorously oppose 
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Asians who oppress other Asians and Asians who oppress Africans. 
Tyranny is our enemy, justice is our friend . . . All men are our 
compatriots, none are our enemies."33 

Nationalistic motivations were undoubtedly involved in the con-
cept of New Asianism for Li assigned to Asia a role equal to that 
of the industrially advanced West in the realization of world social-
ism. This position, of course, could hardly have been justified in 
terms of orthodox Marxist criteria or, for that matter, even by any 
strict application of Marxist-Leninist theory. Yet Li's call for a fed-
eration of Asian socialist states seemed to him no bolder a proposal 
than Trotsky's call for a socialist "United States of Europe." Li was 
asking for no more than equality for Asia in the world revolution. 
Within the context of the imminent world-wide revolutionary trans-
formation he confidently expected, the notion of New Asianism 
seemed fully in accord with the Marxist internationalist principles 
he then embraced. 

Class, Nation, and Race 

At the time that the internationalist themes in Li Ta-chao's writ-
ings were still very prominent, he began to develop the theory that 
China was a "proletarian nation." As previously noted, he first put 
forward the idea in January 1920. Because of the oppression of 
international capitalism, he argued, the entire Chinese nation had 
been transformed into part of the world proletariat and China was 
thereby qualified to fully participate in the international proletarian 
revolution. 

The highly nationalistic overtones of this theory are quite obvious. 
Implicit was the assumption that class differences within China 
had dissolved in the face of China's external enemies. If the entire 
Chinese nation was "proletarian," then national struggle and class 
struggle were synonymous, and nationalistic interests and motiva-
tions were sanctioned as legitimate forms of China's contribution 
to the world revolution. Furthermore, the theory implied that China 
had a special role to play in the international proletarian struggle. 
If the whole Chinese nation had been proletarianized, then China 
was presumably more revolutionary than the capitalist nations of 
the West. The latter might have large proletarian classes, but they 
nevertheless appeared on the world scene as imperialist aggressor 
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states. Thus, the position of equality that Li had provided for China 
in the world socialist revolution through the concept of New Asian-
ism was elevated into a position of superiority vis-a-vis the Western 
nations by virtue of the "proletarian nation" theory, for the revolu-
tionary struggle was no longer between oppressor and oppressed 
classes but between oppressor and oppressed nations. Among the 
latter, "proletarian" China stood in the vanguard. 

At first these nationalistic implications were muted. As long 
as Li still held to the hope that a world-wide socialist upheaval was 
imminent, China's special "proletarian" position was only tempo-
rary, for it could be assumed that all national differences would soon 
dissolve in a great global tide of revolution. Not until this chiliastic 
vision of world revolution was smashed by the hard realities of Euro-
pean and Chinese politics was the essentially chauvinistic content 
of the "proletarian nation" theory revealed. The Comintern-spon-
sored alliance between the Chinese Communists and the Kuomin-
tang set the stage for this disclosure. 

In January 1924 Li Ta-chao was elected to the Central Executive 
Committee of the reorganized Kuomintang, which formally con-
summated the united front between the two parties that had been 
in the making since the summer of 1922. The alliance had grown 
out of the new Comintern strategy of promoting nationalist move-
ments and national "bourgeois-democratic" revolutions in Asia and 
the Middle East — a strategy that had resulted directly from the 
failure of the revolution in Central and Western Europe. Li Ta-
chao's role in this alliance and his interpretation of it are subjects 
for later discussion. Here it need only be noted that within the 
political framework of this alliance with the Kuomintang the 
internationalism that Li had embraced when he first accepted Marx-
ism distintegrated and gave way to a new and virulent nationalism. 

Since the policy of collaboration with the Kuomintang emphasized 
the common interests of all "democratic" Chinese in opposing for-
eign imperialism, it seemed to many Chinese Communists fully to 
justify the expression of their own nationalistic resentments and, 
in some cases, their chauvinistic inclinations. Li Ta-chao took the 
lead in promoting these tendencies in Chinese Communist ranks, 
but he was by no means alone. As Stuart Schram has pointed out, 
Mao Tse-tung also appears to have gone through an ultranational-
istic phase at this time.34 
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The resurgence of nationalism was at first reflected in the disap-
pearance from Li's writings after 1922 of his earlier view that Chi-
nese patriotism was incompatible with the principles and purposes 
of the Chinese revolution. No longer did he voice suspicions about 
the value of patriotic feelings, nor did he continue the attacks on 
the Chinese tradition that had accompanied his internationalist 
phase of 1 9 1 9 - 1 9 2 1 . He began to express a renewed nationalistic 
appreciation for the traditions of the Chinese past. In The Essentials 
of Historical Study, written in 1924, Li called upon Chinese his-
torians to develop a "theory of national experience" and to engage 
in "the study of national psychology." "I think," he wrote, "that the 
particular characteristics of a nation can determine the particular 
history of that nation. National characteristics constitute a most 
powerful motivating force in the special experience of each na-
tion."35 

These re-emerging nationalistic tendencies culminated in a lec-
ture on "The Race Question" that Li delivered before a meeting of 
the Peking University Political Study Society (Pei-ta cheng-chih 
hsiieh-hui) in May 1924.36 This lecture attempted to provide a 
quasi-Marxist justification for a virulent Chinese nationalism and 
even marked the reappearance of strains of Li's pre-Marxian anti-
foreignism. Li began the lecture in moderate tones, discussing in a 
rather academic manner the problems involved in defining the terms 
kuo-min (nation), min-tsu (people), and jen-chung (race). The 
scholarly manner, however, soon gave way to a violently anti-West-
ern tirade. National antagonisms were everywhere increasing, Li 
cried, and behind these antagonisms there lay profound racial dif-
ferences and racial prejudices. Who was responsible for injecting the 
racial issue into world politics? The blame rested entirely with "the 
world view of the Europeans." For the Europeans "there is nothing 
else to speak of except Christianity, and as far as their world view 
is concerned, they think that there is only the white man's world." 
According to the "European world view," all nonwhite peoples were 
destined to occupy a position of permanent inferiority.37 

Needless to say, Li was not at a loss to find evidence in support 
of these charges. There was, of course, the ever-present example 
of foreign domination in the treaty ports and the humiliations that 
the Chinese were forced to endure in their own cities at the hands 
of privileged and often arrogant foreigners. Moreover, there was no 
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lack of European racist literature. In his lecture Li referred, among 

others, to Gobineau's infamous Essay on Racial Inequality and 

Putnam Weale's The Contest of Colours. T h e latter, he noted, pre-

dicted the inevitability of a war of extermination between the white 

and nonwhite races.38 From this "world view of the Europeans" only 

one conclusion was to be drawn — the Marxist class struggle had 

been transformed not only into a struggle between nations but also 

a struggle between races: 

The white peoples [see themselves] as the pioneers of culture in the 
world; they place themselves in a superior position and look down on 
other races as inferior. Because of this the race question has become a 
class question and the races, on a world scale, have come to confront 
each other as classes . . . the struggle between the white and colored 
races will occur simultaneously with the class struggle. The Russian 
Revolution is evidence of this. Although [members of] the white race 
participated in the Russian Revolution, the oppressed-class colored 
races also took part, and the object [of the revolution] was to resist the 
oppressor-class white race. Thus, it can be seen that the "class struggle" 
between the lower-class colored races and the upper-class white race is 
already in embryonic form, and its forward movement has not yet 
stopped.39 

Near the end of his lecture Li took a somewhat more restrained 

view of the nature of the "class struggle." He called upon the Chi-

nese to work together with "the peoples of the world" and join the 

world-wide socialist struggle. But even this plea for Chinese par-

ticipation in the "international" revolution was filled with watch-

words of modern Chinese chauvinism. China was to take part in 

the world revolution in a spirit of "national resurrection" and with 

"new culture and new blood pouring into our nation." In joining 

the tide of "world history," moreover, the Chinese were fully to 

display their "national characteristics" and "national spirit."40 

On the question of how seriously Li took the theory that the class 

struggle had become a war between the "white" and "nonwhite" 

races, it should be noted that the lecture of May 1924 was the only 

time when he publicly and explicitly discussed the class struggle 

as a conflict between races. On that occasion, moreover, he was 

addressing a non-Communist group of nationalistically-inclined 

students at a time when the prospects for the Kuomintang-Com-

munist united front seemed at their brightest. T h e racial appeal was 

no doubt a potent weapon in inspiring enthusiasm for the anti-im-

1 9 1 



R E I N T E R P R E T A T I O N OF M A R X I S M 

perialist crusade among young Chinese who had already become 
painfully aware of the racist attitudes that were so widely-held in 
the West. Nevertheless, although Li was undoubtedly attempting 
to manipulate racial resentments for immediate political ends, it 
seems inconceivable that he could have spoken in such extreme and 
bitter terms if he did not himself harbor similar resentments. More-
over, the conclusions that Li arrived at in his lecture "The Race 
Question" seem but a logical extension of his theory that China was 
a "proletarian nation." If the class struggle could be interpreted 
as a confrontation between nations, then it could also be interpreted 
as a confrontation between races. It was, after all, only too apparent 
to non-Western nationalists of every variety that whereas most of 
the capitalist and imperialist nations were "white," their victims, 
as Li Ta-chao noted, were members of the "yellow and dark races."41 

The notion of proletarian races was implicit in the theory of pro-
letarian nations. 

For Li Ta-chao the triumph of Chinese nationalism over Marx-
ist internationalism was complete by mid-1924. Yet as profoundly 
incompatible as were his ultranationalistic views with the original 
Marxist world view, Li had not become simply a nationalist in 
Marxist guise. He retained vital elements of the Marxist revolution-
ary outlook, which determined the ends towards which his national-
istic impulses were directed and the way those impulses were in-
volved in practical political activities. The antiforeignism and Chi-
nese chauvinism that had marked Li's pre-Marxian thought were 
resurrected in 1924, but not in pristine form. They were combined 
with elements of Marxist ideology and political strategy and blended 
into a highly explosive revolutionary mixture. 

Li remained as firmly committed as before to the goal of social-
ism. As much as he bent Marxist theory to accommodate his na-
tionalistic predispositions, he manipulated nationalist sentiments 
to serve Communist purposes. If his earlier support for the principle 
of "proletarian internationalism" could hardly have survived the 
onslaught of his lecture on "The Race Question," his commitment 
to world revolution could survive; although now Li made it quite 
clear that it was to be the "nonwhite" peoples, and especially the 
Chinese, who were to march in the vanguard of the world proletari-
an movement. Much of Li Ta-chao's original enthusiasm for the 
Bolshevik Revolution had been derived from Trotsky, but Li was 
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an early Chinese exponent of the very tendency that Trotsky had 
long before warned Marxists against, the tendency Trotsky called 
"that national revolutionary messianic mood which prompts one to 
see one's own nation-state as destined to lead mankind to social-
ism." 42 This tendency has more recently received fuller expression 
in the hands of Mao Tse-tung who, like Li, is also committed to 
both Chinese nationalism and world revolution and has also identi-
fied class struggle with national and racial conflict.43 

What is of considerably more importance insofar as Li's Marx-
ist credentials are concerned is that he did not abandon completely 
the concept of class struggle. The logical political conclusion to have 
been drawn from attributing proletarian class status to the "yellow 
and dark" races in general and the Chinese nation in particular 
would have been to deny the existence of class conflict within China. 
Yet Li always drew back from taking this fateful step, which per-
haps more than anything else distinguishes the pure nationalist from 
the Marxist who is also a nationalist. Early in 1920 when he was 
first putting forward the theory that China was a "proletarian 
nation," Li had begun to organize the few genuinely proletarian ele-
ments to be found in North China. Until the bloody suppression 
of the Peking-Hankow railroad workers' strike in 1923, his main 
energies were devoted to the promotion of the proletarian class 
struggle. Even after 1923 he continued to condemn Chinese capital-
ists no less vigorously than he did foreign capitalists, and the attacks 
he levied against such members of the presumably "proletarian" 
Chinese nation as militarists, bureaucrats, and landlords were no 
less bitter than was his opposition to foreign imperialism. In 1926, 
he emerged as an ardent advocate of a revolution of peasants against 
their Chinese class oppressors. If Li actually believed that China 
had become a "proletarian nation," this did not prevent him from 
promoting class struggle within the nation in every way that he 
could. If he really thought that the class struggle was proceeding 
along racial lines, this did not seem to him inconsistent with finding 
Japanese imperialism an even greater evil than the imperialism of 
the "white oppressor classes." Between Li's theories on the nature 
of the class struggle and his political practice there lay a huge abyss. 

In the European Marxist movement nationalism has generally 
been associated with conservative and revisionist Marxist tenden-
cies. Most revolutionary Marxists took it for granted that national-
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ism was inevitably bound up with conservatism. Trotsky, for ex-
ample, frequently employed this proposition in his critiques of 
Stalinist policies. The theory of "socialism in one country," Trotsky 
declared, "would serve to justify, to motivate, and to sanctify all 
the tendencies directed towards restricting the revolutionary objec-
tives, towards quenching the ardor of the struggle, toward a national 
and conservative narrowness."44 

As valid as this association between nationalism and conservatism 
may have been in the European Marxist context — in fact, the his-
tories of both the Second International and the Soviet state offer 
much evidence to support this view — it has nevertheless not been 
borne out by the Chinese experience. In the Chinese Marxist milieu 
nationalism has been identified not with the more moderate and 
conservative political tendencies but with the most radical and 
voluntaristic tendencies. Li Ta-chao's nationalistic impulses, and 
Mao Tse-tung's as well, did not lead to any "quenching of the ardor 
of the struggle" but rather to the intensification of revolutionary 
struggle. Nationalism has not only widened the popular appeal of 
Communism in China but it has provided the Communist move-
ment with a vitality, and its leaders with a heightened sense of 
mission, that they could not have otherwise possessed. More im-
portant, nationalistic predispositions enabled Li, and those who 
followed his lead, to appreciate more quickly and fully where the 
real opportunities for revolutionary success in China lay. National-
ism provided the opening to the mass movement through the "united 
front" strategy and was intimately involved with the factors that 
eventually impelled the Chinese Communists to look to the country-
side and the forces of peasant revolt. 
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"THE RESOLUTION of theoretical contradictions is possible only 
through practical means, only through the practical energy of man. 
Their resolution is not by any means, therefore, only a problem of 
knowledge, but is a real problem of life."1 In these lines the youth-
ful Karl Marx put forward a fundamental concept of the Marxist 
world view — the concept of the unity of theory and practice — 
which has survived the many strange transformations his theory 
has since undergone. 

For Marx, knowledge and action were intimately related and 
mutually dependent. True knowledge of the world was impossible 
except through revolutionary practice that aimed to change the 
world. Theory was valid only insofar as it could guide men in prac-
tical life, that is, promote the revolutionary action that was neces-
sary to transform historical reality in line with its potentialities. 
Theory, Marx believed, was to be tested by men acting in the real 
historical situation and revised in the light of that situation and its 
changes. The new and presumably higher level of theory that 
emerged was then to be employed in guiding men to higher and more 
meaningful levels of revolutionary practice.2 

The notion of the unity of theory and practice has played a dual 
role in the history of Marxist thought. On the one hand, it has 
demanded of Marxists political as well as ideological commitment; 
it has stimulated revolutionary activism and held special attraction 
for those with politically activistic predispositions. On the other 
hand, it has served as a built-in justification for those who have 
undertaken to revise Marxist theory to meet what they perceived 
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to be new and changing historical circumstances. The revisionism 
of Lenin and of Eduard Bernstein have been equally well served by 
the demand that Marxist theory must be kept in accord with prac-
tical realities.3 Since Li Ta-chao had come to Marxism with strong 
politically activistic impulses, and since he had accepted Marxism 
on the assumption that the theory would be revised to fit the real-
ities of Chinese society, it is hardly surprising that even in the very 
early stages of his assimilation of Marxist doctrine he was attracted 
to the idea of the unity of theory and practice. 

Li made much of this aspect of Marxism in his debate with Hu 
Shih on the question of "problems and isms" in the summer of 1919 . 
He argued that it was insufficient "for people only to talk about 
isms, for no matter how lofty are their words, they must also search 
for a practical experiment." Regardless of what ism one might 
follow, "only if you are willing to devote your efforts in a practical 
movement can it be correct and have an effective result." Li assumed 
that the theory would be revised in the process of being employed 
for practical ends. Noting that "an ism has the two aspects of theory 
and practice," he argued that when a theory "is adapted to practical 
politics, there arise differences due to time, place, and the nature 
of conditions . . . If we take this or that ism and use it as a tool 
in the practical movement . . . it will change and adapt itself to 
its environment."4 

In the months and years after the "problems and isms" debate 
Li himself contributed much to the changes in Marxist theory that 
he had implied were necessary and inevitable in its adaptation to 
the Chinese environment. Yet as much as his reinterpretation of 
Marxism was influenced by his pre-Marxian intellectual proclivities, 
it was not undertaken to satisfy purely intellectual needs. He was 
above all motivated by the desire to mold Marxism into a body of 
ideas that could be fruitfully applied to the practical tasks of promot-
ing a socialist revolution in China, for Li fully shared Marx's eager-
ness to transform philosophy into a practical movement to change 
the world. 

To understand the revolutionary strategy that Li Ta-chao came 
to advocate in the 1920's, it is first necessary to deal with the ques-
tion of whether he proceeded from specifically Leninist assumptions 
and upon the basis of the revolutionary strategy prepared by Lenin, 
for Lenin has frequently been credited by both his disciples and 
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his critics with fashioning Marxism into a theory of revolution 
relevant to the conditions of China and other areas of the "non-
Western" world. As a revision of Marxist theory and strategy, Len-
inism contained two elements that were particularly relevant to the 
Chinese situation. The first was the attempt to draw within the 
strategic framework of the world revolution the anticolonial na-
tionalist movements of the "backward lands." This aspect of Lenin's 
revolutionary strategy was given a general theoretical sanction by 
his theory of imperialism. The second element was Lenin's attempt 
to include the peasantry within the scope of the revolutionary proc-
ess through the formula of the "democratic revolution." 

However, more general and basic to Leninism were the theoretical 
assumptions underlying his concept of party organization. Simply 
as a method of political organization designed to facilitate the seizure 
of power by a revolutionary elite, Lenin's concept of party organiza-
tion and the principle of "democratic centralism" had no organic 
relationship to the Marxist tradition and could exist quite independ-
ently of Marxist premises. It is well known that Leninist methods 
of organization have appealed to, and been effectively utilized by, 
political movements far removed from Communist or Marxist ori-
entations. Yet to treat Leninism as no more than an efficient organ-
izational means for attaining power without reference to the Marx-
ist tradition would be to convert a diverse assortment of power-
seekers into "Leninists." As a specifically Marxist method of political 
organization, however, the Leninist concept of the party rested 
upon a theoretical framework that had the most vital implications 
for Marxist doctrine. Although Lenin never fully and explicitly 
stated these implications, he quite candidly outlined his theoretical 
assumptions in his treatise of 1902, What Is to Be Done?. Only in 
this work did Lenin state the central ideas upon which his concept 
of the party and his later departures in the realm of revolutionary 
strategy rested. 

What Is to Be Done? dealt directly with the problem of how there 
came into being the consciousness that Marx regarded as necessary 
for the realization of socialism. Lenin attempted to resolve the prob-
lem by identifying the two categories of "spontaneity" and "con-
sciousness" with the two social groups with which he was mainly 
concerned, the urban proletariat and the Marxist-oriented intelli-
gentsia. The workers, Lenin argued, were capable only of "spon-
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taneous" strivings. At best the "spontaneous" evolution of the pro-

letariat was "consciousness in embryonic form." Left to itself, the 

workers' movement could only develop "mere trade union conscious-

ness," which eventually led to "its becoming subordinated to bour-

geois ideology."5 Whereas the "spontaneous" movement of the 

workers (which followed inevitably from objective material factors) 

was an essential prerequisite for socialist revolutionary activity, true 

socialist consciousness could only be brought to the proletariat from 

the outside. A segment of the bourgeois intelligentsia was the car-

rier of the socialist world view and imposed "consciousness" upon 

the amorphous movement of the masses. This process, in Lenin's 

view, was essentially one of the evolution of ideas: 

We have said that there could not yet be Social-Democratic conscious-
ness among the workers. It could only be brought to them from without. 
The history of all countries shows that the working class, exclusively bv 
its own effort, is able to develop only trade union consciousness, i.e., the 
conviction that it is necessary to combine in unions, fight the employers 
and strive to compel the government to pass necessary labor legislation, 
etc. The theory of socialism, however, grew out of the philosophical, 
historical and economic theories that were elaborated by the educated 
representatives of the propertied classes, the intellectuals. According to 
their social status, the founders of modern scientific socialism, Marx 
and Engels, themselves belonged to the bourgeois intelligentsia. In the 
very same way, in Russia, the theoretical doctrine of Social-Democracy 
arose quite independently of the spontaneous growth of the working-
class movement, it arose as a natural and inevitable outcome of the 
development of ideas among the revolutionary socialist intelligentsia.6 

This emphasis on the revolutionary role of ideas and the con-

sciousness of the intelligentsia is the most striking feature of 

Leninism. Like the young Marx, Lenin derived his stress on the 

importance of consciousness from Hegelian philosophy. As Leopold 

Haimson has pointed out, voluntarists such as Lenin drew from 

Hegel the belief that consciousness was not merely a reflection of 

nature but a phenomenon external to it.7 But whereas Marx tended 

to attribute consciousness to the proletariat itself, and many later 

Marxists simply looked to the more or less automatic workings of 

"history," Lenin unhesitatingly identified the rise of consciousness 

with the emergence of an elite of revolutionary intellectuals whose 

historic role was to inject it into the spontaneous proletarian move-

ment. 
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From this view of the relationship between the "consciousness" 
of the intelligentsia and the "spontaneity" of the masses Lenin de-
rived his concept of party organization. Because he feared that the 
"consciousness" of the socialist intelligentsia was in constant danger 
of being overwhelmed by the "spontaneity" of the working-class 
movement, and that therefore the workers and the intellectuals 
were both imperiled by the temptation to follow nonrevolutionary 
paths, Lenin called for an organization of "professional revolution-
aries" to impose its socialist goals and world view on the mass move-
ment and assume the leadership of that movement. "The sponta-
neous struggle of the proletariat," he declared, "will not become its 
genuine 'class struggle' until this struggle is led by a strong organ-
ization of revolutionaries."8 

Only a centralized organization of professional revolutionaries 
operating under military-like discipline could guarantee the growth 
of consciousness among the workers and ensure that their "spon-
taneous strivings" would develop into meaningful political action. 
"An attack," Lenin wrote, "means an assault by regular troops and 
not a spontaneous outburst of the crowd."9 "The crowd," which 
here means the proletariat, was still an essential element in Lenin's 
program for revolution, but it was no longer the dynamic element. 
The real motivating force had become an elite of revolutionary in-
tellectuals, who by virtue of their "consciousness" transformed "the 
crowd," or a portion of it, into "regular troops" led and disciplined 
by themselves. The essential feature of Marxism in its Leninist form 
was that the proletariat was converted from the subject to the object 
of the revolutionary movement. 

To what extent were these elements of Leninism present in Li 
Ta-chao's view of the revolutionary process in China? It should 
be pointed out that Li began from very different perspectives than 
those of Lenin, for he never placed any great faith in the proletariat 
as either the subject or the main object of the Chinese revolution. 
For Li, the raw material of the revolution first included virtually 
the whole Chinese nation, and then the peasantry, which constituted 
the overwhelming majority of the nation. These are subjects to 
which the following two chapters are devoted. My immediate con-
cern is the question of how Li thought this raw material of the 
revolution was to be organized, for here he revealed his attitudes 
toward Lenin's characteristic emphasis on the role of consciousness, 
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the elitism inherent in the Leninist view of the role of the intellec-
tual, Lenin's sense of discipline, and his special concern with mat-
ters of organization. 

There is little doubt that Li attached the greatest significance to 
the element of consciousness in the revolutionary process. In stress-
ing the importance of subjective factors, Li went well beyond Lenin's 
departure from the orthodox Marxist outlook and was even less con-
cerned than was Lenin in finding objective correlatives for his faith 
in the conscious actions of men. His emphasis on consciousness 
quite clearly implied that it was the intelligentsia who would mold 
history and become the driving force in the revolutionary move-
ment, for consciousness was the attribute of the "enlightened" in-
tellectual, as Li had made quite clear long before his conversion to 
Marxism. Nor was Li reluctant to express this view after he had 
declared his support for the Bolshevik cause. When in 1919 he 
called for the liberation of the peasantry, he addressed himself not 
to the peasants but to the young intellectuals of the cities. The in-
tellectuals were to go to the villages and awaken and educate the 
peasants.10 Li assumed that "the suffering and tragic people" could 
not be expected to liberate themselves solely by their own efforts. 
In urging his students to go among the masses, Li asked: "If we are 
unable to rescue them from their suffering, then who would be able 
or willing to rescue them?"1 1 

These views were ready-made for the adoption of Leninist phrase-
ology. As early as January 1920 Li used the notion of a revolutionary 
"vanguard." As a result of the May Fourth movement Li wrote, 
"the victory of the intelligentsia has been confirmed. W e very much 
hope that the intelligentsia will become the vanguard of the masses 
and that the masses will become the rear shield of the intelligentsia. 
The significance of the intelligentsia is that a part of it becomes 
loyal to the masses and becomes the vanguard of the mass move-
ment."12 

Although the use of the word "vanguard" clearly reflected the 
influence of current Bolshevik doctrines, there is little reason to 
believe that Li's general emphasis on the role of consciousness and 
the importance of the intelligentsia was derived from Lenin. A 
faith in the ability of "self-conscious" intellectuals to fashion reality 
in accordance with their ideas and wills was an integral part of 
Li's pre-Marxian world view, and this faith was reflected in the 
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voluntaristic interpretation of Marxism he had arrived at mostly 
without reference to the writings or formulations of Lenin. There-
fore, though Li's assumptions concerning consciousness and the 
intellectual showed strong affinities with the Leninist conception, 
they were essentially the product of the peculiarities of his own in-
tellectual development and the needs of the Chinese situation as he 
perceived it. This point is important because it bears upon certain 
vital differences between Li's view and the Leninist view of the 
nature of revolutionary process. 

Some of these differences were suggested in an article Li wrote 
in 192 1 on the history of the Russian revolutionary movement, in 
which he discussed the life and contributions of Lenin at some 
length. The most striking feature of the seven-page section on Lenin 
was that it dealt less with Lenin then with his martyred elder brother 
Alexander. Alexander had been a member of the revolutionary 
Populist group Narodnaya Volya (Peoples will) and was executed 
in 1887 after he was implicated in a plot to assassinate the czar. Li 
described Alexander in particularly heroic terms. Alexander was 
his model of the self-sacrificing revolutionary who was willing to give 
up the comforts of a middle-class home and the prospects of a bril-
liant career to devote his life to the cause of the people. Li noted 
that Lenin had rejected terrorist methods, but on the whole the 
picture of Lenin was similar to the one he had drawn of Alexander. 
He devoted considerable attention to Lenin's youth and home en-
vironment, which he characterized as being marked by close and 
affectionate family ties. Li emphasized the influence of Alexander 
and the impact of his death in determining the revolutionary course 
of the younger Lenin. Drawing a further parallel between the two 
brothers, Li praised Lenin's profound cultural and intellectual 
interests, the nobility of his personality, and his willingness to 
sacrifice all in order to liberate the oppressed masses.13 In short, 
what emerged from this picture was a heroic and self-sacrificing 
revolutionary, not a hard-boiled revolutionary organizer. 

Li was not wholly unaware of Lenin's special interest in the 
problem of party organization. In tracing the high points of Lenin's 
revolutionary career, he observed that in 1903 Lenin had advocated 
a centralized party structure. But this fact was mentioned almost in 
passing, and Li attached no special significance to it. He also listed 
the titles of nineteen of the most important works of Lenin, but 
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admitted that he had read only one of them, State and Revolution 
Nowhere in this essay was there anything to suggest that Li sus-
pected that Lenin's writings had made special contributions to or 
changes in Marxist theory. 

Li's view of Lenin as more a revolutionary hero than an organizer 
and theoretician did not change in later years. In contrast to Marx, 
whose theories and writings were constantly invoked, the name of 
Lenin appeared only infrequently in Li's writings. When Li did 
refer to Lenin, he added to the earlier picture only one new theme: 
Lenin's sympathy for Asian nationalism. On learning of Lenin's 
death in 1924, for example, Li wrote: "Lenin was the liberator of 
the oppressed peoples of the world, and his death is the greatest loss 
for the oppressed classes and peoples of the world, especially for 
the oppressed nations of the East, like China." 1 5 On another occa-
sion he stated, "Lenin was the good friend of the weak and 
small peoples, the loyal servant of the oppressed, a benevolent and 
brave fighter who devoted himself to the world revolution."16 In 
Li's eyes the significance of Lenin lay in his revolutionary heroism 
and his presumed friendship for Chinese national aspirations rather 
than in his innovations in the realm of Marxist theory and revolu-
tionary organization. 

Li's failure to appreciate Lenin as an innovating Marxist theo-
retician was in part the result of his very limited acquaintance with 
the writings of Lenin. Moreover, the one work with which Li was 
most familiar and which did influence his thought, State and Revolu-
tion, was distinguished by its reaffirmation of the original Marxist 
viewpoint rather than by any departures from the Marxist tradition. 
Even if Li had been more fully acquainted with the writings of 
Lenin, it is unlikely that he would have readily perceived their 
unorthodoxies, for the revolutionary voluntarism that distinguished 
Leninism was usually only implicit in Lenin's writings and often 
deliberately obscured by orthodox Marxist formulations. Even one 
who was much more fully immersed than Li in the Marxist tradition 
would have found it most difficult to recognize the essential un-
orthodoxies of Lenin simply by reading his works, unless he had 
read What Is to Be Done ? (which Li had not). 

If it is not difficult to understand why Li failed to perceive Lenin's 
theoretical innovations, it is astonishing to find that he had little 
appreciation of Lenin's emphasis on the need for organization and 
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the role of the party. This is all the more surprising in view of the 
strong affinities between the two men on the question of conscious-
ness and the role of the intellectual, the very elements on which the 
Leninist concept of the party rested. Yet one characteristic of Li's 
writings, in striking contrast to those of his disciple Mao Tse-tung, 
was his almost complete unconcern with matters of organization. 
Instead, he was drawn primarily to the spontaneous forces of revolu-
tion within Chinese society and had very little to say about the role 
of the party in the revolutionary process. 

This deficiency in Li's Leninist credentials cannot be explained 
on the grounds of either Lenin's ambiguity or Li's unfamiliarity 
with Leninist doctrine. If there was one area in which Lenin made 
himself unmistakably clear, it was the area of party organization; 
and Li was aware of his views on this subject. In fact, Li himself 
was a principal founder and leader of a party organized on Leninist 
principles. Instead, the differences between Li and Lenin on this 
question may be traced to the different conclusions the two drew 
from the common Populist core of their initial assumptions, or more 
precisely, Li's failure to draw all the logical conclusions from these 
assumptions. 

It has often been pointed out that Lenin's voluntarism derived 
from Russian Populist sources, most particularly from Chernyshev-
skii, the spiritual and ideological godfather of the Russian Populist 
movement. From the works of Chernyshevskii Lenin arrived at the 
conviction that men of firm will and the proper consciousness could 
mold historical reality in accordance with their ideals. The im-
patient revolutionary activism reflected in this belief, and its im-
plied emphasis on subjective factors, were blended with the more 
deterministic formulas of Marx to become a characteristic feature 
of the Marxist-Leninist world view.17 

Up to this point Li was in accord with what Lenin had derived 
from Populism. He shared with Lenin the Populist belief that the 
intellectuals and their powers of consciousness were to play a de-
cisive role in the revolution. But from this general Populist assump-
tion Lenin had drawn a radically new conclusion. He had posited 
the "consciousness" of the intellectuals and the "spontaneity" of 
the masses as opposing and, in part, conflicting forces. Lenin's con-
ception of spontaneity not only reflected a lack of faith in the revolu-
tionary capacities of the proletariat but also implied, as Leopold 
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Haimson has pointed out, "a basic distrust in the ability of any man 
to outgrow his 'spontaneous' elemental impulses, and to act in accord 
with the dictates of his 'consciousness' without the guidance, and 
the restraint, of the party and its organizations."18 The imposition 
of the consciousness of the intellectuals upon reality could not be 
guaranteed unless their consciousness was organized into a cen-
tralized party structure that would discipline the spontaneity of 
the masses, and even discipline the ever-present impulse toward 
deviation within the ranks of the revolutionary intelligentsia itself. 

It was this conclusion that Li Ta-chao never fully accepted, for 
Li's emphasis on the role of the self-conscious intellectual was com-
bined with an element of the original Populist faith to which Lenin 
was never drawn — the feeling that the people themselves possessed 
a latent "consciousness" that could and must be liberated from its 
artificial restraints. This aspect of the Populist creed appeared in 
Li's early writings in the form of his belief that there was a "com-
mon will of the people" that had been suppressed by the unnatural 
forces of history,19 and in his advocacy of the notion of "only-
peopleism" Qwei-min chu-i). 

After his conversion to Marxism Li did not abandon his predis-
position to treat the people as an entity possessing a "common will." 
It survived and was reinforced by his adoption of Kropotkin's theory 
of "mutual aid," which presupposed the existence of a "common 
will" in the form of man's inherent and inalienable spirit of co-
operation. Li employed the "mutual aid" theory when reinterpreting 
Marxism in order to loosen the theory of class struggle from its 
concrete socio-economic foundations and thereby extend the sphere 
of potential "proletarian" qualities to virtually the whole Chinese 
people. 

If the people as a whole were seen as possessing a "common will" 
and a latent "consciousness," it implied that the roll of the intelli-
gentsia in the revolutionary process, however essential, was still 
limited. Its function might be little more than that of a catalytic 
agent to release the spontaneous feelings of the masses. Thus, when 
Li called upon young Chinese intellectuals to "go to the villages" 
in February 1919, he said nothing about the need for any form of 
organizational apparatus to achieve the liberation of the peasantry. 
Rather, he assumed that once the "darkness" of the villages had 
been dissolved by the "enlightenment" brought by the intellectuals, 
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the peasants would become "people who will themselves plan their 
own lives."20 A month later, when he urged his student followers to 
go among "the suffering and tragic people," he assured them that 
despite "the evils and poisons" of society all men possessed "an in-
destructible human nature." The young intellectuals needed only 
to "go forth with pure, clear, and bright hearts and do [their] ut-
most to shine [their] brightness upon the vast areas of darkness 
. . . then the darkness of the world will one day be completely 
destroyed."21 Rather than one of imposing organizational restraints 
upon the "spontaneity" of the masses, Li saw the role of the intel-
lectuals as one of releasing the spontaneous forces of regeneration 
that were presumably latent in man's "indestructible human na-
ture." With these essentially Populist notions Li began his Marxist 
career, and they remained basic to his view of the revolutionary 
process. 

They were reinforced by a radical democratic strain that also 
endured as a prominent theme in Li's thought long after his conver-
sion to Marxism. His works abounded in such romantic descriptions 
of democracy as the following, written in 1922: "Democracy is a 
kind of temperament, a kind of spirit, and a kind of general view of 
life. It is not only a political system but is actually an abstract phi-
losophy of human life. It is not purely a product of the faculty of 
reason but is really imbued with the brightness of the deepest human 
emotions. . . . Democracy expresses a kind of poetic flavor that is 
forever striving . . . to grasp arms with Shelley and Whitman and 
soar to the heavens."22 

The statement that democracy was "not only a political system" 
reflected Li's general antipathy to organizational restraints of any 
sort. It also reflected his Populist conception of democracy as es-
sentially the uninhibited expression of the spirit and will of "the 
people" rather than simply a formal political structure. He argued 
in 1923 that true democracy was not a system by which the majority 
imposed its will over the minority but rather a means by which 
society arrived at a naturally produced "general consensus." He 
therefore insisted that democracy be translated as p'ing-min chu-i, 
which literally means "common peopleism," rather than as min-chih 
chu-i, the expression then generally used in China. Min-chih chu-i, 
Li acknowledged, was quite in accord with the Greek origins of the 
word democracy, for it incorporated the words demos Qen-min or 
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"people") and kratia (t'ung-chih or "rule"). But the concept of 
democracy, he asserted, had evolved and changed since ancient 
times when it "included the idea of a compulsory system that sup-
pressed unwilling peoples." Although the aspect of "rule" or t'ung-
chih was still present in the existing capitalist versions of democ-
racy, true contemporary democracy eliminated any sense of ruling 
and precluded any distinction between the governing and the 
governed.23 

Li regarded "democracy" (in its modern form of p'ing-min chu-i) 
and socialism as converging waves in the same universal tide of 
revolution. Both, he asserted, had the same spiritual sources, and 
both aimed "to eliminate all relations of ruling and subordination 
and to destroy systems in which men are used as implements."24 

In constructing this vision of the future socialist democracy, he 
borrowed heavily from the Utopian concepts of Lenin's State and 
Revolution. Li defined "true democracy" as "only the administration 
and management of things."25 "Both officials and citizens," he 
wrote, "will be responsible for the management of the state. Every-
one will be rulers, no one will be subordinates . . . those who are 
called rulers will be those who are responsible for managing affairs; 
it will not include the idea of ruling people."26 

That Li derived from Lenin little more than the Utopian notions 
put forward in State and Revolution is itself indicative of the es-
sentially non-Leninist character of his political world view, for the 
utopianism of State and Revolution, although very much in accord 
with the original Marxist vision, was highly inconsistent with the 
assumptions and implications of the Leninist scheme of party or-
ganization. Whereas for Lenin the radical-democratic Marxism of 
State and Revolution was a temporary digression from the revolu-
tionary road he had mapped, for Li those Utopian notions were 
matters of faith at the very core of his revolutionary world view. 

There were, to be sure, many important affinities between Li Ta-
chao's conception of the revolutionary process and the Leninist 
outlook, even though Li had not derived the common elements 
from Lenin. Like Lenin, he placed great emphasis on the role of 
ideas and human, subjective factors in social and political change. 
Both men were voluntarists who took the Marxist injunction to 
"change the world" as a license to bend theory to serve immediate 
practical political needs. Both attributed to the intellectuals and 
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their "consciousness" a "vanguard" role in the revolutionary process. 
Yet from this common emphasis on the role of "consciousness" vital 
differences emerged. Lenin resolved the conflicting elitist and dem-
ocratic strains of the Populist tradition by opting in favor of the 
consciousness of the revolutionary intelligentsia, as organized in a 
centralized party, which would impose its world view on the masses 
and control and manipulate their activities. Li Ta-chao never suc-
ceeded in resolving these conflicting strains. The elitist role of the 
"vanguard" intelligentsia was tempered by his continuing faith that 
among the people there existed a latent "common will." This faith 
implied that consciousness was an inherent attribute of all people 
and not of intellectuals alone, and that the intervention of the intel-
ligentsia was needed only to release this universal consciousness in 
order to bring forth spontaneous popular energies for revolution 
and reconstruction. The question of how much organizational con-
trol from above was to be involved in this process was one to which 
Li never really addressed himself. The Leninist injunction that 
the party must play the central role was ignored or at best left 
ambiguous. 

Specifically Leninist elements intruded on Li Ta-chao's essential-
ly Populist view of the revolutionary process, but he always re-
mained reluctant to accept that stress on discipline and organiza-
tional restraint that was the essence of Leninism. On the whole, Li 
held more to the original Populist conception in which the relation-
ship between the "consciousness" of the intelligentsia and the "spon-
taneous" energies and ideas of "the people" remained undefined. 
From these general intellectual differences with Lenin, differences 
in the interpretation of specific elements of Leninist revolutionary 
strategy were to grow. 
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I N M A R C H I 9 2 Ι , four months before the founding congress of the 
Chinese Communist party, Li Ta-chao noted that China had "not 
yet experienced a capitalist industrial development like that of 
Europe, America, and Japan" and that "within China the relations 
between labor and capital have still not developed into a very great 
problem."1 He thus acknowledged that the prospects for proletarian 
revolution in China were something less than promising. Yet it was 
precisely this "not very great problem" with which Li was preoccupied 
during the early years of the Chinese Communist movement. From 
late 19 19 until early 1923 the greater part of his political energy 
was devoted to the task of organizing the Chinese urban working 
class. This activity was governed not by his own assessment of Chi-
nese realities but by the demands of Marxist theory as well as by 
the "advice" that the Comintern first offered its fledgling Chinese 
party. This advice was officially adopted at the party's first con-
gress. The sixty or seventy young intellectuals represented at that 
meeting were supposed to march at the head of "the revolutionary 
army of the proletariat." "To form industrial unions," it was de-
termined, "is the chief aim of our party."2 

As the leader of the northern branch of the party, Li's efforts to 
carry out this latter injunction were severely circumscribed by the 
fact that North China was the least industrialized part of a sparsely 
industrialized country. Yet his efforts were not entirely unrewarded. 
Building upon the foundations laid by his student followers — 
those who, inspired by his plea to "go among the suffering people," 
had organized the Mass Education Speech Corps in 19 19 — Li, 
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together with Teng Chung-hsia and Chang Kuo-t'ao, operated a 
Communist school at the town of Chang-hsin-tien for the workers 
of the Peking-Hankow railroad and published a workers' magazine 
entitled Lao-tung yin (The sound of labor). The railroad workers 
were soon organized in a union and formed the main proletarian 
base for the early Communist movement in North China. The activ-
ities of this union, as well as of several smaller workers' organiza-
tions established in Peking and Tientsin, were generally directed 
by Li in his capacity as head of the northern branch of the China 
Labor Union Secretariat, an organization set up after the first party 
congress for the specific purpose of uniting the small and scattered 
Chinese trade unions under Communist leadership.3 

Even in this early period, however, Li Ta-chao's political activi-
ties were not confined to strictly proletarian endeavors. The Third 
International had also become interested in alliances with "bour-
geois nationalist" forces in China; and a "bourgeois nationalist," 
according to the flexible Comintern definition, was virtually anyone 
who would agree to cooperate with the Communists. In 1921 the 
Comintern agent Maring (Η. Sneevliet), while stopping in Peking 
to confer with Li en route to the first congress of the Chinese Com-
munist party in Shanghai, found one such "class ally." He turned 
out to be the warlord W u P'ei-fu, who dominated much of North 
China, and often the Peking government as well, in the almost 
continuous warfare between rival militarists that ravaged China 
after 1920. In return for Russian support against opposing warlord 
armies, W u agreed to permit Communist organizational activities 
in the areas he controlled. Li Ta-chao played a central role in 
negotiating this loose accord and assumed the primary responsi-
bility for maintaining it because of his close personal friendship 
with Pai Chien-wu, a former classmate at the Peiyang College of 
Law and Political Science who was then a political adviser to the 
northern warlord.4 Although Li never revealed his own views about 
the wisdom of this particular piece of Comintern strategy, it may be 
assumed that he thought it expedient at the time for it greatly 
facilitated the organizational work in which he was then engaged. 
The successful establishment of the Peking-Hankow Railroad 
Workers Union was in large measure made possible by the agree-
ment arrived at with W u P'ei-fu.5 

Its success was short-lived. On February 4, 1923, the Peking-
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Hankow railroad workers went out on strike. Three days later the 
troops of W u P'ei-fu intervened, brutally suppressing the strike in 
what has come to be known as the infamous "February Seventh" 
incident. Forty-four workers were said to have been killed and 
hundreds wounded; others were arrested or forced to flee from areas 
controlled by Wu's troops. In the general police repression that 
followed in the Peking area, numerous Communists were arrested 
and some executed.6 For all practical purposes the proletarian base 
of the Communist party in the north had been abruptly and, as it 
proved, irreparably destroyed. This was the first of several bitter 
lessons that the Chinese Communists were to learn about the perils 
of Comintern-sponsored alliances with "bourgeois nationalists," 
especially when the latter possessed guns and the Communists did 
not. 

For Li the "February Seventh" massacre was a particularly bitter 
experience. Not only had he known personally many of the men 
who were killed, but he felt that he himself bore part of the guilt 
for their deaths because of the leading position he had occupied in 
the ill-fated accord with W u P'ei-fu. He interpreted Pai Chien-wu's 
role in the suppression of the strike as the betrayal of a sacred per-
sonal friendship and, in an angry letter to Pai, terminated all rela-
tions with him.7 

For many months the tragedy continued to weigh upon Li's con-
science for he felt that he had allowed the ties of friendship to blur 
his vision of political realities. In a speech in Canton in 1924 com-
memorating the first anniversary of the "February Seventh" inci-
dent, Li passionately revealed his own feelings of responsibility for 
it. He also compared the significance of the sacrifice of the dead 
workers to that of the seventy-two martyrs executed by the Manchu 
government on the eve of the Revolution of 1911. The blood shed 
by both groups, he cried, "has planted the seeds for a second revolu-
tion that will soon burst forth." 8 

The destruction of the Peking-Hankow Railroad Workers Union 
not only physically destroyed the proletarian movement in the north 
but also destroyed what faint hopes Li may have cultivated that the 
Chinese revolution would be a revolution of the urban working 
class. Yet even before the "February Seventh" incident events were 
unfolding in Europe and Moscow that would have drawn Li's atten-
tion away from the work of organizing the Chinese proletariat and 
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have fastened it upon a very different kind of revolutionary strategy. 
As a result of the decline of Lenin's hopes for revolution in Europe, 
especially after the failure of the Communist bid for power in Ger-
many in March 1921, Asia loomed increasingly large in Soviet 
strategic calculations. New and more concrete policies for Asian 
Communist parties were formulated as part of the general attempt 
by the Soviet regime to stabilize its international position and 
normalize diplomatic relations with the West. Diplomacy rather 
than world revolution became the order of the day in Moscow. 
Thus, it was quite logical to look to the already existing anti-
imperialist forces in Asia — the forces of "bourgeois nationalism" 
— which might be expected to offer more immediate success for 
Soviet diplomacy than the still embryonic Asian Communist parties 
and the tiny proletarian movements they were attempting to 
organize. Accordingly, at the First Congress of the Toilers of the 
Far East, held in Moscow in January 1922, the representatives of 
the Chinese Communist party, among whom was Ch'ii Ch'iu-pai, 
were told that the Chinese revolution was still in its bourgeois-
democratic phase.9 Soon after, it was further determined in Moscow 
that the main vehicle of the bourgeois-democratic revolution in 
China was the Kuomintang, with whom the Chinese Communists 
were to cooperate in a common front against imperialism. 

Although Lenin's personal role in formulating the Comintern's 
particular policies for China was perhaps limited because of his 
failing health and declining influence in Soviet affairs of state, those 
policies flowed directly from specifically Leninist elements of revo-
lutionary strategy. Among European Marxists, Lenin had proved 
uniquely prepared to appreciate the revolutionary potentialities of 
Asian nationalism, but his interest in Asia was not based upon any 
particular sympathy for its nationalist aspirations. Actual and poten-
tial Asian nationalist movements were always viewed through the 
perspective of their possible influence on the revolutionary situation 
in Europe, particularly Western Europe, for it was there, Lenin 
remained convinced, that the decisive battles of the world revolu-
tion eventually would be fought. The very problem that impelled 
Lenin to turn his attention to the role of the "backward lands" in 
the world revolution revealed his basic preoccupation with the role 
of the advanced capitalist states. In looking to Asia, he was imme-
diately concerned less with liberating the colonial peoples of the 
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East than with explaining the apparent viability of capitalism in the 
West. Lenin's theory of imperialism may have provided a rationale 
for Asia to play more than a passive role in the world revolution, 
but the questions to which this theory was addressed were questions 
that European Marxists had already wrestled with for several dec-
ades. Why had not the contradictions of capitalism torn the sys-
tem asunder in the advanced industrialized states, as Marx had 
predicted? Why was not the Western proletariat responding to 
capitalist exploitation in the manner Marx had anticipated? These 
questions had been asked before by Eduard Bernstein. They were 
posed again by Lenin, who arrived at a very different set of answers. 

The explanation that Lenin provided was, in brief, that the 
inherent contradictions of capitalism had been temporarily miti-
gated by overseas imperialist expansion. Through the exploitation of 
cheap labor and the acquisition of raw materials in the colonies, 
through the monopoly of markets that absorbed surplus production 
and surplus capital in areas under their political control or influ-
ence, the Western capitalist states had in effect constructed safety 
valves against internal explosions. Some fruits of colonial exploita-
tion, moreover, had filtered down to the working classes of the 
metropolitan countries, which created an "aristocracy of labor" that 
sapped the revolutionary vitality of a portion of the proletariat and 
thus postponed the collapse of capitalism.10 

From this explanation of the survival of capitalism in the age of 
imperialism, one general element of world revolutionary strategy 
was clearly suggested. The world-wide capitalist chain might be 
broken at its weakest links, that is, in the backward colonial and 
semicolonial lands. Movements of national liberation in the colonies 
would cut off the economic lifeblood of the capitalist-imperialist 
system and thereby stimulate proletarian revolutions in the ad-
vanced, industrialized states.11 

If anti-imperialist revolutions were to have an important and 
perhaps indispensable role in the world revolution (even if not a 
decisive one), the question arose as to what kind of revolutions they 
were to be. What classes and what parties were to lead them? In 
the years before the Bolshevik Revolution Lenin's answer to this 
question was reasonably consistent. He assumed that the revolu-
tions in the backward nations of Asia (in contrast to the revolution 
he envisioned in backward Russia) would be bourgeois-democratic 
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revolutions led by the native bourgeois classes, who would attempt 
to unite other classes behind them under the common banner of 
nationalism.12 After 1917, however, the question of the nature of 
potential revolutionary movements in Asia became much more 
complicated, for then the problem turned on the question of 
whether the model of the Russian Revolution of 1917 might not 
also be applicable to Asian nations, and if so, under what domestic 
and international conditions? Matters were further complicated by 
the attempt to apply to Asia theoretical formulas that Lenin had 
developed in the course of the Russian revolutionary experience — 
particularly his curious notion of a "democratic dictatorship of the 
proletariat and peasantry." 

The theory of a "democratic dictatorship" grew out of Lenin's 
awareness that the Russian bourgeoisie was incapable of carrying 
out its historically appointed "bourgeois-democratic" tasks, that is, 
the overthrow of czarism and the elimination of feudal economic 
and social relationships. According to Lenin's formula, the peasantry 
was to assume the historical role of the bourgeoisie and, in alliance 
with the proletariat, realize the "democratic revolution." 13 Whereas 
this seemed like an ingenious way to speed up the course of history, 
the formula was ambiguous when it came to the essential questions 
of who was to hold political power under the "democratic dictator-
ship" and what its social aims were to be. Was it to be an alliance 
between the political representatives of the two social classes, who 
were to cooperate in a "democratic" manner? Or was the whole 
process to be guided and presided over by the superior "conscious-
ness" of the party of the proletariat? Was the purpose of the "demo-
cratic dictatorship" simply to prepare the way for the development 
of bourgeois social and political relationships, or was it to transcend 
those limits and pass over to proletarian socialist aims? 

All ambiguities were, of course, resolved in 1917, at least in prac-
tice, when political power was in fact seized and held solely by the 
proletariat, or more precisely by the party that proclaimed itself to 
be the incarnation of the proletariat's consciousness. The "demo-
cratic" phase quickly "grew over" into the socialist phase and all 
differences except terminological ones between Lenin's concept of 
the "democratic dictatorship" and Trotsky's theory of permanent 
revolution dissolved. But although the ambiguities were resolved in 
practice, they remained in Lenin's theoretical formulas; and both 
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Lenin's formulas and the model of the Russian Revolution were to 
be invoked by Communist revolutionary strategists in Asia. 

Whereas Lenin had been quite clear in the period before the 
Russian Revolution in stating that national liberation movements in 
Asia would be "bourgeois democratic" in character and would 
mainly come under the leadership of the national bourgeoisie itself, 
he was not so straightforward when he returned to this question in 
1920. At the Second Comintern Congress he put forward his views 
on the "national and colonial question," which became the official 
theoretical basis for later Communist strategy in China. These 
formulas were distinguished by the ease with which they could be 
interpreted differently for different purposes. On one occasion Lenin 
declared that in the backward countries "all Communist parties 
must assist the bourgeois-democratic liberation movement";14 and 
on another he held out the hope that soviets might be established 
immediately. He rejected the inevitability of a capitalist phase of 
development in countries "under the domination of pre-capitalist 
relationships" and at the same time denied the possibility of the 
rise of "a purely proletarian movement." Typical of the ambiguity 
that characterized his formulations was this statement: "There need 
not be the slightest doubt that every national movement can only be 
a bourgeois-democratic movement, for the overwhelming mass of 
the population in backward countries consists of peasants who 
represent bourgeois-capitalist relationships. It would be Utopian to 
believe that proletarian parties, if indeed they can arise in these 
backward countries, could pursue Communist tactics and a Com-
munist policy without establishing definite relations with the peas-
ant movement and without giving it effective support." 15 

Thus, Lenin denied that Asian revolutions could be anything 
more than bourgeois-democratic in nature and yet still managed to 
offer the hope of carrying out a "Communist policy." If these revo-
lutions were to be bourgeois-democratic, who was to lead them? 
Must they inevitably be confined to bourgeois-democratic limits 
because of the predominance of peasant economies, or could they 
soon be transformed into socialist revolutions? Were proletarian 
parties, "if indeed they can arise," to lead and organize peasants in 
a "Communist policy," or were they only to give "effective support" 
to an independent peasant movement led by presumably non-Com-
munist forces? These are the key questions that Lenin's formulas 
left unanswered. 
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However one may wish to interpret these perhaps purposely 
contradictory statements, which were intended in part as conces-
sions to satisfy the revolutionary expectations of the Asian Com-
munists, one governing consideration was quite clearly evident. In 
1920 Lenin's eyes were still firmly fixed on the anticipated prole-
tarian revolution in Western Europe; thus, all the hints and half-
suggestions of the possibility of a relatively rapid transition to 
socialism in Asian lands assumed the realization of socialism in at 
least some of the advanced industrialized nations. It should be re-
membered that Lenin still believed that even the Soviet state prob-
ably could not long maintain itself if the Western proletariat did not 
respond to the revolutionary spark that had been ignited in Russia. 

In the light of this consideration, the united front strategy 
formulated for China in 1922 was not as radical a reversal of 
Lenin's 1920 views on Asia as it then appeared to many Asian 
Communists. Having predicated the possibility of a socialist revolu-
tion in Asia upon the likelihood of a revolutionary advance in the 
West, he was not inconsistent to deny that possibility when the 
events of 1921 demanded a less hopeful assessment of the political 
situation in Europe. Revolutionary theory as well as the immediate 
interests of the Soviet state made it quite logical to fall back on the 
bourgeois-democratic formula. 

However much this formula satisfied Soviet needs, the notion of a 
bourgeois-democratic phase was alien to the revolutionary perspec-
tives then held by the leaders of the Chinese Communist party. 
Among those leaders important differences on the question of the 
nature of the Chinese revolution had already begun to emerge, even 
though they were still obscured by vague theoretical formulations 
and had yet to manifest themselves in specific policy conflicts. 
Whereas Ch'en Tu-hsiu tended to visualize a struggle between 
Chinese workers and Chinese capitalists in classical Marxist terms, 
Li Ta-chao was predisposed to look to the revolutionary forces of the 
whole nation, which by virtue of China's "proletarian" status in the 
world economy would harmoniously unite with the forces of world 
revolution. But on one point both Li and Ch'en, and virtually all 
their followers, were agreed — China would follow a noncapitalist 
path to socialism. In 1921 in discussing the question of how China 
was to be industrialized, the two founding fathers of the Com-
munist movement in China had both explicitly denied the necessity 
of a capitalist phase of development. Neither spoke of even the 
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possibility of an intervening bourgeois-democratic revolution, for 
both in their different ways anticipated a direct and rapid transition 
to socialism. It was this hope that was rudely shattered by the 
Comintern in 1922. 

In August of that year the new Soviet evaluation of the nature of 
revolutionary movements in Asia was transmitted directly to the 
leaders of the Chinese Communist party. Meeting in a special 
plenary session at Hangchow, the members of the party's central 
committee were told by the Comintern representative Maring that 
China was only entering the stage of a bourgeois-democratic revolu-
tion and that the Kuomintang was to be the nucleus of this 
revolution. Not only was the Communist party to cooperate with 
the forces of Sun Yat-sen in united actions, but individual Com-
munists were actually to join the Kuomintang to carry out the 
"national revolution" and destroy the influence of feudalism, mili-
tarism, and foreign imperialism. For the purposes of the alliance 
the Kuomintang was looked upon, in a most un-Marxian fashion, 
not as the political representative of a single social class but as a 
multiclass grouping. These policies and formulas were officially 
adopted at the third congress of the Chinese Communist party in 
June 1923.16 

The founders of the Communist movement in China, inspired 
by the chiliastic appeals of the October Revolution, had undertaken 
their political activities with the expectation that a socialist revolu-
tion was imminent. For two years they had believed their main task 
to be the organization of the Chinese proletariat in order to prepare 
for this transformation. It is thus hardly surprising that for most 
Communists it was with the deepest disappointment that they now 
heard that the revolution was really to be only a bourgeois-demo-
cratic revolution and that, moreover, even this was to be led not by 
themselves but by another party, which they were to join only as 
individual members. According to Ch'en Tu-hsiu's account written 
in 1929, all the Chinese participants in the plenary session of 
August 1922, including Li Ta-chao, opposed the new Comintern 
policies. Not until Maring had made it a matter of international 
discipline, Ch'en claimed, did the Chinese Communists agree to 
amalgamate forces with the Kuomintang.17 An officially-inspired 
party history written in 1926 put it somewhat more cryptically: 
"The resolution was adopted unanimously, although some individual 
comrades were opposed to it." 18 
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There is no doubt that Ch'en had the greatest misgivings over the 
united front policy from the first, although as party leader he felt 
duty-bound faithfully to carry out Comintern directives. His mis-
givings were probably shared by most leading Communists. Yet ex-
cept for Ch'en's account of 1929, there is no evidence that Li Ta-
chao was among those who objected to the new strategy. As an 
ardent nationalist who had already identified the whole Chinese 
nation with the world proletariat, he was in fact predisposed to 
seeking the unity of all Chinese. Early in the autumn of 1922 Li 
became the first Communist to join the Kuomintang, thereby setting 
a precedent for the form that this most unusual type of united front 
was to take more than a year before it was formally established.19 

In subsequent years he earned a well-deserved reputation as the 
principal Chinese Communist advocate of the alliance. 

According to a standard early account, the Peking Communist 
group, led by Li, split into "radical" and "gradualist" factions in late 
1922. The radicals originally included Chang Kuo-t'ao, Ho Meng-
hsiung, Lo Chang-lung, and Chu Wu-shan, all of whom had been 
brought into the Communist fold by Li while students at Peking 
University. They argued that the main efforts of the party should 
continue to be devoted to the organization of the urban working 
class, that the democratic and national movements should come 
under the direct leadership of the party, and that it was therefore 
unnecessary for Communists to join the Kuomintang. The "gradu-
alists," led by Teng Chung-hsia, contended that conditions within 
China were unsuitable for a proletarian class struggle, that it was 
first necessary to carry out a "national revolution," and that this 
could best be accomplished if Communists worked within the 
Kuomintang. The "gradualist" faction, it is said, was generally sup-
ported by Li as well as encouraged by the Comintern.20 However, 
Chu Wu-shan, who was a member of the "radical" faction, has pre-
sented a somewhat different picture of Li's role. According to Chu, 
Li did not support one faction against the other but was a con-
ciliator between them.21 

However conciliatory Li's relations with his colleagues may have 
been (and they no doubt were, for that was characteristic of both 
his personality and his politics), it is nevertheless clear that he took 
an early and firm stand in favor of the Comintern proposal for an 
alliance with the Kuomintang, that he played a principal role in 
effecting the alliance, and that he eventually succeeded in winning 
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over most of the Peking Communists to his position.22 It was Li who 
dispatched Teng Chung-hsia to Shanghai early in 1923 to discuss 
with Sun Yat-sen the reorganization of the Kuomintang and 
formally to request the admission of the Communists.23 When the 
delegates of the Kuomintang's First National Congress assembled 
in Canton in January 1924 to ratify the reorganization of the party 
and the alliance with the Communists, it was Li who reassured 
them that the Chinese Communists would not form a party within 
a party and would adhere to the principles of the Kuomintang.24 

At this congress Li was selected by Sun Yat-sen as the only Com-
munist member of the five-man presidium and was one of three 
Communists elected to the twenty-four-member Kuomintang cen-
tral executive committee.25 

The role of chief spokesman for the Communist party in the 
Kuomintang was one for which Li was well suited by virtue of both 
ideology and personality. He was regarded with good reason by non-
Communist intellectuals as a staunch nationalist despite his Marxist 
commitments. This reputation was enhanced by a widespread, if 
probably ill-founded, belief that Li had been a member of the 
T'ung-meng hui at the time of the 1 9 1 1 Revolution. If Li had not 
actually joined the T'ung-menghui, he nevertheless had always 
cultivated close ties with the non-Communist nationalist intelli-
gentsia. Long after his conversion to Bolshevism, he maintained 
these ties through his activities in the Young China Society. It was, 
in fact, a fellow member of that group, Chang Chi, who originally 
invited Li to join the Kuomintang in 1922.26 

Equally important in Li's role in the alliance was the quality of 
amiability that marked his personal relationships and the feeling 
that he was "the friend of everyone." 27 Unlike his colleague Ch'en 
Tu-hsiu, who is frequently described as having been brusque and 
"fierce" in manner,28 Li took particular pains to prevent political 
differences from degenerating into personal quarrels. For example, 
Li maintained cordial personal relations with Hu Shih despite their 
sharp exchange on the question of "problems and isms" in 1919 
and the divergent political paths they subsequently followed. In 
1921 , when Hu Shih attempted to move the editorial offices of 
Hsin ch'ing-nien back to Peking from Shanghai, where Ch'en Tu-
hsiu had converted it into a Communist organ, Li supported Hu's 
move in a vain attempt to prevent a final split among the original 
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members of the Hsin ch'ing-nien group.29 This almost innate pro-
pensity for "united front" type activities was expressed in 1920 and 
again in 1922 when Li joined with Hu Shih and other liberals in 
issuing manifestoes calling for political freedom and democratic 
government.30 Despite the fundamental political differences that 
separated them, Hu Shih dedicated a volume of his collected works 
to Li's memory in 1930 in recognition of their unbroken ties of 
personal friendship.31 

Because of these personal and political qualities, and especially 
because of the leading role he assumed in the alliance with the 
Kuomintang, Li has often been pictured as a moderate and gradu-
alist in the ranks of the Chinese Communist party. Yet it is highly 
misleading to think of the Chinese Communists of this period as 
either "gradualists" or "radicals" on the basis of whether they tended 
to favor or oppose collaboration with the Kuomintang, for some of 
the most ardent supporters of collaboration — such as Li and Mao 
Tse-tung — proved to be the most radical Communists. All Chinese 
Communists eventually accepted the alliance with the Kuomintang 
because of Comintern demands, but the crucial question was not 
how wholeheartedly one supported the alliance, but how one inter-
preted its nature and purposes. 

The reasons for Li Ta-chao's support of the alliance had less to do 
with his desire to maintain international Communist discipline 
than with his own particular ideological tendencies. Paradoxically, 
the very ideological tendencies that made Li find so appealing the 
notion of a national revolution and the policy of collaboration were 
eventually to express themselves in fundamental departures from 
the premises upon which those elements of Comintern strategy 
rested. How, then, did Li view the purposes of the alliance and the 
nature of the national revolution he so fervently promoted? 

A clue to the answer is to be found in Li's evaluation of the 
revolutionary capacities of the Chinese urban proletariat. Although 
until February 1923 his main political energies were directed to 
the task of organizing the urban working class of North China, 
there is little to suggest that he even then shared Ch'en Tu-hsiu's 
early faith in the possibility of a strictly proletarian revolution in 
China. In his writings on the "labor question" there were moving 
expressions of sympathy for the conditions under which Chinese 
workers were forced to live and anger against their exploiters, but 
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nothing to indicate that he interpreted these conditions to mean 
that China was ripe for a successful urban proletarian uprising. 
One revealing aspect of these writings was their strongly antiurban 
bias — a theme that had been evidenced earlier in his "Populist" 
writings of 1919. Here the theme reappeared in a different context. 
Rather than explicitly identifying the socialist cause with the prole-
tariat, Li was content to contrast the wholesome life of the peasantry 
with the evils of urban industrial life. In 1919 while discussing the 
problem of raising the educational level of the working class, he had 
observed that the traditional village ideal of combining "tilling and 
studying" offered a Chinese precedent for the realization of the 
Marxist ideal of a "truly human life." 32 In 1922 he contrasted the 
evils of urban industrial life with the virtues of rural life where 
"time and nature were joined together." A year later he noted that 
whereas factory workers rarely lived to the age of forty or fifty, 
"white-haired old farmers always can be seen in every village." 33 

When Li Ta-chao looked at the embryonic Chinese proletariat, he 
saw the evils of capitalist industrialization but not the agent of 
historical redemption. 

That Li placed no great faith in the likelihood of a proletarian 
revolution in China was quite clearly indicated by a rather curious 
argument that appeared in an essay on Marxist economic theory 
written in February 1922, a year before the "February Seventh" 
incident. Explaining that it was in the nature of capitalist develop-
ment for the proletariat to become concentrated and to "seek out 
the capitalists and struggle against them," Li observed, "the condi-
tions of the workers of China are not the same [as in Europe] since 
there are no places where they are concentrated and they are unable 
to find capitalists to struggle against!" If the Chinese workers were 
"unable to find" their capitalist exploiters, how was one to explain 
their exploitation? Li did not directly raise this question but he 
provided an answer: the oppression of foreign imperialism was 
responsible for the misery of the Chinese workers. Returning to an 
earlier theme, Li argued that the intrusion of foreign capitalism had 
ruined native Chinese industrial enterprises and placed the Chinese 
working class under a form of "indirect" international capitalist 
oppression that was more cruel than the direct oppression from 
which the proletariat of the Western capitalist nations suffered. 
The same forces of foreign imperialism also had driven millions of 
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Chinese from their homeland to seek work overseas, where they 
again fell under the tyranny of foreign capitalists. For these reasons, 
Li contended, Chinese workers, despite the lack of native capitalist 
exploiters, had common aims and indestructible bonds of unity 
with the international working-class movement.34 

Although Li ostensibly was concerned with the Chinese urban 
working class, his argument implied that he was looking to far wider 
sources of revolution. If international capitalism rather than Chi-
nese capitalism was the main enemy, the revolutionary struggle was 
not confined to the Chinese proletariat but included virtually all 
social classes, since except for compradores and warlords all Chinese 
suffered under the yoke of imperialism. The implications of Li's 
argument (which appeared well before the Comintern proposal for 
a united front strategy was first raised at the second congress of the 
Chinese Communist party in June 1922) were similar to the 
implications of his theory that China was a "proletarian nation." 
Li no doubt attached considerable importance to the organization 
of the actual proletariat, but he was predisposed from the beginning 
to look to the potential revolutionary forces of the whole "prole-
tarian" nation rather than of a single social class forming only a tiny 
portion of the nation. The idea of a revolutionary united front 
against foreign imperialism was, in fact, implicit in Li's conception 
of China's place in the world economy and the relationship between 
the Chinese nation and the world revolution. 

If these ideological proclivities made the Comintern proposal 
seem particularly attractive to Li, this does not mean that he inter-
preted the nature and purposes of the national revolutionary al-
liance with the Kuomintang in the same way that it was interpreted 
in Moscow. To the Kremlin the policy of a Chinese Communist 
alliance with the Kuomintang was a tactic motivated primarily by 
its newly pessimistic evaluation of the prospects for world revolution 
and by the immediate interests of the Soviet state in the light of that 
evaluation. The policy received its theoretical justification from the 
formula that the Chinese revolution was in its bourgeois-demo-
cratic phase of development. When the revolution moved to a 
higher stage, it was assumed that the Communists would break the 
alliance and lead history on its inevitable ascent. As Stalin later 
rather crudely put the matter, the Kuomintang was to be "utilized to 
the end, squeezed out like a lemon, and then flung away." 35 

2 2 3 



P O L I T I C S 

For Li the national revolution was not simply a discrete stage in 

the process of social and political evolution, nor was the alliance 

with the Kuomintang no more than a tactical maneuver. Rather, he 

thought of both as logical expressions of the particular nature of the 

Chinese revolution, which he perceived as fundamentally a mass 

uprising of the entire Chinese nation against the forces of world 

imperialism. It was a continuous revolutionary process, which had 

begun in the mid-nineteenth century with the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion 

and would inevitably and increasingly merge with the world prole-

tarian revolution. As he wrote in November 1922: 

Among the classes it is the proletariat who suffers from the oppression 
of world capitalism, and on the international level it is the weak and 
small peoples. In the past one hundred years the Chinese people have 
been trampled under the iron hoofs of the armed, aggressive imperial-
ism of the developed capitalist states of Europe and America and [as a 
result] have been reduced to a weak and defeated position. We labor-
ing, impoverished people were suffering under two types of oppression 
when suddenly the October Revolution called for the "overthrow of 
world capitalism" and the "overthrow of world imperialism"! . . . The 
October Revolution has the very greatest historical significance and 
should be commemorated not only by the laboring and impoverished 
masses but by all the people of oppressed countries like China, who 
ought to become aware of their responsibilities, resolutely hasten to 
achieve the alliance of a "democratic united front," establish a peoples 
government, and resist international capitalism. This is an integral part 
of the world revolution.36 

In attempting to identify the Chinese revolutionary tradition 

with the world socialist revolution, Li went so far as to make the 

dubious claim that a traditional secret society, the T'ien-ti hui 

(Heaven and earth society), which had absorbed many of the 

defeated T'ai-p'ing rebels after 1865, actually became a Chinese 

branch of Marx's First International. "The fact that the T'ien-ti hui 

developed relations with the First International," he asserted, 

"proves that the T'ai-p'ing Revolution was a national revolution 

that had a class nature and also proves that from the beginning the 

Chinese revolution has had the tendency to join arms with the 

world proletariat." 37 This tendency received fuller expression in 

the movement led by Sun Yat-sen who, Li argued, inherited the revo-

lutionary tradition of the T'ai-p'ings and purged T'ai-p'ing ideology 

of its superstitious elements,38 which set the stage for the consum-
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mation of the merger between Chinese nationalism and the world 

revolution: 

The success of the October Revolution caused Sun Yat-sen to become 
increasingly firm in his belief that the Chinese national revolution is 
part of the world revolution, and he increasingly exerted his efforts to 
unite the Chinese national revolutionary movement with the world 
proletarian revolutionary movement. In other words, the revolutionary 
tide of the Chinese people during Sun Yat-sen's later struggles definitely 
tended to draw near to the world revolutionary tide and completely 
merge with it; and under the leadership of Sun Yat-sen it entered onto 
the correct track of world revolution in order to carry out a gigantic 
reconstruction of human history.39 

These attempts to identify the Chinese national revolution with 
the world socialist revolution might be dismissed as propaganda 
efforts motivated by the immediate political consideration of main-
taining the alliance with the Kuomintang were it not for the fact 
that the identification flowed so logically from certain basic ele-
ments in Li Ta-chao's ideological world view before 1922. His 
nationalist-Populist predisposition to treat the people as a single 
entity with basically common interests and his description of China 
as a "proletarian nation" combined to make the identification seem 
only natural. His interpretation of the national revolution had the 
great virtue of satisfying both his nationalistic and his revolutionary 
impulses. 

Li was not content simply to interpret the national revolution as a 
part of the world revolution; he was intent upon showing that the 
anti-imperialist movement in China might be a decisive force in 
determining the outcome of the entire world revolutionary struggle. 
To support this notion Li turned to what seems a most unlikely 
source — the writings of Karl Marx. In the articles on China that 
Marx wrote for the New York Tribune in the 1850's Li found what 
appeared to him to be confirmation of his own view of the special 
nature and world-wide role of the Chinese revolution. 

Marx's articles on China presented a strikingly different picture 
of the role of Western imperialism in Asia than did his better-
known writings on India. In the latter writings Marx described 
traditional India as a stagnant, semibarbaric society that revolved 
about unchanging, isolated, and economically self-sufficient village 
communes. This social structure served as the foundation for a 
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parasitic "Orientally despotic" state that ruled over society and re-
flected as well as perpetuated its "semicivilized" conditions. Upon 
this situation the British intruded, and Marx's major point was that 
British imperialism, however mercenary its motives, was playing an 
historically progressive role by dissolving the traditional social and 
political order and bringing about a genuine social revolution.40 

Marx also believed that imperialism was undermining the founda-
tions of traditional Chinese society and creating there a world after 
its own bourgeois image, but the main concern of his articles on 
China was neither the historical role of Western imperialism nor 
the nature of traditional Chinese society. They revealed a very 
different strand of thought. The article "Revolution in China and 
Europe" considered the possible effects of the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion 
on the political situation in Europe. Referring to Hegel's "law of 
the contact of extremes," Marx began with a rather startling propo-
sition : 
Whether the "contact of extremes" be such a universal principle or not, 
a striking illustration of it may be seen in the effect the Chinese revolu-
tion seems likely to exercise upon the civilized world. It may seem a 
strange, and a very paradoxical assertion that the next uprising of the 
people of Europe, and their next movement for republican freedom and 
economy of government, may depend more on what is now passing in 
the Celestial Empire — the very opposite of Europe — than on any 
other political cause that now exists . . . Now, England having 
brought about the revolution in China, the question is how that revolu-
tion will in time react on England, and through England on Europe.41 

The source of Marx's hope that events in China would influence 
the political situation in Europe was his expectation that the T'ai-
p'ing Rebellion would diminish the China trade and thus intensify 
what he thought was the beginning of a general European economic 
crisis. "It may safely be augured," he wrote, "that the Chinese 
revolution will throw the spark into the overloaded mine of the 
present industrial system and cause the explosion of the long-
prepared general crisis, which, spreading abroad, will be closely 
followed by political revolutions on the continent." Marx went on to 
muse over the possibility of the "curious spectacle" of "China send-
ing disorder into the Western world while the Western Powers, by 
English, French, and American war steamers, are conveying order' 
to Shanghai, Nanking, and the mouths of the Great Canal." 42 

Besides suggesting the notion that a "spark" from the East might 
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ignite a revolutionary conflagration in the West, Marx's articles on 
China were noteworthy for their strongly anti-imperialist tone. He 
viewed the relations between China and the Western powers from a 
highly legalistic and moralistic standpoint rather than in terms of 
the objectively "progressive" role of imperialism that had charac-
terized his writings on India. He accused the British of "piratical 
hostilities" and of waging an "unrighteous war" (the Second Anglo-
Chinese War) in which "the unoffending citizens and peaceful 
tradesmen of Canton have been slaughtered, their habitations bat-
tered to the ground and the claims of humanity violated." 43 More-
over, in an article actually written by Engels but approved by Marx 
and published under his name, the possibility was suggested that 
the Chinese might wage a "national war" against the English in-
vaders, and the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion was described as "a popular 
war for the maintenance of Chinese nationality." 44 

The articles on China were in part the product of particular 
circumstances, especially Marx's bitter hostility to the foreign policy 
of Palmerston, which he thought was playing into the hands of 
czarist expansionism. But they also marked the beginning of a tend-
ency to look beyond Western Europe for revolutionary stimuli — 
a tendency that reappeared in the 1870's in Marx's interest in 
the possibility of a revolution in Russia. They also foreshadowed 
important changes in his views on the entire question of colonialism 
and imperialism, which were formalized in a radical revision of his 
position on the "Irish question" in 1869: "For a long time I believed 
that it would be possible to overthrow the Irish regime by English 
working class ascendancy. I always expressed this view in the New 
York Tribune. Deep study has now convinced me of the opposite. 
The English working class will never accomplish anything before 
it has got rid of Ireland. The lever must be applied in Ireland. That 
is why the Irish question is so important for the social movement 
in general."45 Marx also had second thoughts about the progressive 
role of the British colonization of India. In 1881 he wrote: "As 
concerns East India, for example, everyone . . . knows only too 
well that there the suppression of the communal ownership of land 
was only an act of English vandalism, which has brought not an 
advance, but a setback to the native peoples."46 

Li Ta-chao was the first Chinese to recognize and to utilize this 
anti-imperialist strain in Marx. He had originally come across Marx's 
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article "Revolution in China and Europe" as a reprint in an Ameri-

can socialist periodical. He immediately set about to translate it into 

Chinese and eventually published it, early in 1926, in the Peking 

Communist magazine Cheng-chih sheng-huo (Political l i fe) . Al-

though Marx's views on China were fragmentary and his articles on 

China were of limited theoretical significance, they seemed to Li to 

offer authoritative support for his own interpretation of the role of 

China in the world revolution. "If we want a clear Marxist analysis 

of China's present national revolutionary movement," Li wrote in 

the introduction to his translation, "the best thing that we can do is 

to read Marx's articles concerning the Chinese revolution of his 

time."4 7 Conveniently ignoring the fact that the "Chinese revolu-

tion" Marx wrote of was bourgeois rather than socialist, Li was par-

ticularly drawn to Marx's suggestion that China might provide the 

stimulus for revolution in Europe. This point was repeatedly em-

phasized in his concluding comments to the translation: 

After reading this article by Marx we ought very clearly to recognize 
that in both theory and fact the Chinese revolution is part of the world 
revolution . . . The pressure of English imperialism on China has 
created the Chinese revolution, and the Chinese revolution has in turn 
influenced England and, through England, Europe, and thus has a role 
in the world revolution. The T'ai-p'ing Revolution, which occurred 
during Marx's lifetime, was like this, and today the explosion of the 
whole Chinese nation in the era of the anti-imperialist movement is 
also like this, and it will be like this until the world revolution is com-
pleted. The manifestation of [China's] role is daily becoming more 
obvious, and the tendency for the Chinese revolution to urge on the 
world revolution is increasing day by day. Since the revolution of the 
T'ai-p'ings the main tide of the Chinese national revolutionary move-
ment has generally been pushing forward unceasingly. The imperialist 
oppression of the Chinese nation has intensified day by day, and there-
fore the Chinese national revolutionary movement has day by day be-
come stronger . . . because the only reply to oppression is resistance, 
and the only response to the "order" with which they repress us is for 
us to resist their violence, and this means revolution. According to the 
courtesy of "gifts ought to be exchanged," disorder should be transported 
[from China] to Europe and all the imperialist states. If the imperialists 
intervene in the movement of the Chinese masses, then, as Marx so well 
put it, this will only cause the Chinese revolutionary movement to be-
come increasingly militant and hasten to end the commercial enterprises 
of the powers in China. It has been seventy-three years since Marx 
wrote this article. Since then the Chinese revolutionary movement has 
day by day grown broader and the crisis of Europe has grown ever more 
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severe. In the last two years the development of the proletarian political 
parties of China and England has had the character of "traveling iooo 
li in one day," and in the competition of all the national proletarian 
movements of the world they have progressed the most. Now at the 
same time that the Chinese national revolutionary movement has spread 
throughout the whole country, the English workers have called an un-
precedented strike of a million men . . . is this not the phenomenon 
of China returning [to the West] the violence that has been brought to 
us by the "order" imposed by the armies and warships of the English 
bourgeoisie? Is not the Chinese revolution the spark that will set off the 
land mine already planted in the overproduction of the European 
economic system? Is this not about to produce a gigantic explosion? In 
the revolution that is imminent, this historic fact will be proved.48 

This vision, which attributed future revolutionary events in Eu-
rope to a revolutionary stimulus emanating from China, revealed how 
little Li's basic revolutionary perspectives had changed since the day 
he originally proclaimed his adherence to the Bolshevik cause. In 
1918 he had indicated that China had a distinctive and essential 
contribution to make to the world-wide revolutionary tide that he 
believed was sweeping the world. Now he interpreted the role of the 
Chinese national revolution in the same fashion. In promoting the 
notion of national revolution and in supporting the united front 
with the Kuomintang, Li still considered the world revolution to be 
imminent and maintained the belief that China had a very special 
and creative role to play in this process of universal transformation. 

It is significant that in referring to the Chinese revolution, Li 
used only the expression "national revolution," not "bourgeois-demo-
cratic revolution," both of which appeared interchangeably in the 
writings of other Chinese Communists during this period. From a 
strictly Marxist standpoint, a national revolution could not be any-
thing but bourgeois-democratic in nature. Lenin had as much as 
admitted that the expression "national revolution" had been invented 
as a synonym for the bourgeois-democratic phase in order to satisfy 
the nationalist impulses of potential Asian allies. "There need not 
be the slightest doubt," Lenin wrote in 1920, "that every national 
movement can only be a bourgeois-democratic movement, for the 
overwhelming mass of the population in backward countries consists 
of peasants who represent bourgeois-capitalist relationships."49 

Li was reluctant to designate the Chinese revolutionary movement 
as "bourgeois-democratic" because he never really accepted the pos-
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sibility of a bourgeois-democratic phase for either the economic or 
political evolution of China. If the national revolution was not 
bourgeois-democratic, what in fact was its class character? On one 
occasion at least, in 1924, Li asserted that "only the proletariat is 
the vanguard of the national revolution."50 Yet the meaning of this 
statement is nebulous in view of his assumption that China was a 
"proletarian nation." Li believed that the national revolution was 
proletarian in character and socialist in aspirations not because of 
the role of the actual proletariat or even because of the role of the 
Communist party as the incarnation of proletarian consciousness. 
Indeed, Li had attributed a proletarian "class nature" to the T'ai-
p'ing Rebellion51 although he knew very well that it had been a 
movement of peasants more than half a century before the birth 
of the Chinese Communist party. In describing the revolutionary 
process in China, Li was less interested in the actual class composi-
tion of the movement than in its inherent tendencies and subjective 
aims. The "national revolution" was "proletarian" in nature because 
he was convinced that its aims and tendencies reflected the ele-
mental forces of the Chinese nation in revolt against the capitalist-
imperialist world order. 

The views on the subject of national revolution held by Chen Tu-
hsiu, who was the leader of the party, reflected a very different 
ideological orientation in the early Chinese Communist movement. 
Although Ch'en was at first bitterly opposed to the Comintern pro-
posal for a united front with the Kuomintang, he reconciled him-
self to it partly in deference to the demands of the Comintern and 
partly because the prospects for a strong proletarian movement 
seemed so dim after the "February Seventh" incident of 1923. Faced 
with external Comintern pressures and an internal situation that 
severely restricted the scope of Communist activities, Ch'en accepted 
the united front policy as the only practical alternative.02 

But in justifying this policy, Ch'en adopted an essentially deter-
ministic view of the Chinese revolutionary process and fell back 
upon orthodox Marxist formulas. There were, Ch'en declared, only 
two contemporary types of revolution — the bourgeois-democratic 
and the proletarian socialist. Although the former took a special 
national form in colonial and semicolonial countries, it was never-
theless a discrete political phase based upon objective economic 
developments and identified with the specific social class interests 
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of the native bourgeoisie. Thus, the development of industry would 
impel the Chinese bourgeoisie to carry out the democratic revolu-
tion. Revolution, he emphasized, was produced not by subjective 
desires but by objective economic and social conditions.53 

As for the proletarian revolution, it was a separate and, for China, 
a still distant stage of political development that would result from 
the further evolution of the same forces that were preparing the 
bourgeois-democratic revolution: "The objective strength of the 
proletariat expands with the expansion of the bourgeoisie [and thus] 
if the bourgeoisie of the colonial and semicolonial areas are unable 
to form a successful revolutionary force, there is no point in talking 
about the proletariat." From this new point of view Ch'en no longer 
saw the growth of capitalism in China as undesirable. "The eco-
nomically and culturally backward countries," he asserted, "are not 
injured by the development of capitalism but rather by the lack 
of capitalist development."54 

All this of course was good orthodox Marxism, and on the basis 
of these orthodox formulations Ch'en finally accepted the program 
of a national revolution to be carried out in alliance with the Kuo-
mintang. But his acceptance was conditioned by his insistence that 
Communist collaboration with the Kuomintang should take the form 
of an alliance between two separate political parties representing the 
differing interests of two distinct social classes. He never fully rec-
onciled himself to the notion that the Kuomintang was a supra-
class political entity in which Communists were to participate as 
individual members. The proletariat, he believed, could and should 
cooperate with the bourgeoisie in carrying out the national revolution 
because the Chinese proletariat was still too small and immature to 
constitute an independent revolutionary force and because it was in 
the interests of both classes to oppose foreign imperialism. But the 
Communist party should maintain its class identity as the party of 
the proletariat until the day that the proletariat became sufficiently 
strong to carry out its own revolution. In 1923 that day still appeared 
to Ch'en to be far off: "The class consciousness of the working class 
rises with the development and differentiation of production. It 
cannot be produced by the human will." In the meantime there were 
to be no illusions about the real character of the national revolution-
ary movement. "The victory of the national revolution," Ch'en de-
clared, "is naturally the victory of the bourgeoisie."55 
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The profoundly different interpretations of the concept of na-
tional revolution put forward by Ch'en Tu-hsiu and Li Ta-chao 
reflected the two opposing poles around which the early Chinese 
Communist movement tended to gravitate. Whereas Ch'en's qual-
ified acceptance of the alliance with the Kuomintang grew out of his 
pessimistic evaluation of the prospects for a socialist revolution in 
China, Li's acceptance derived from his chiliastic faith in an im-
minent, universal, socialist transformation in which China was to 
be centrally involved. In accepting the policy of a national revolu-
tion, Ch'en also accepted the likelihood of a perhaps prolonged 
phase of capitalist development, but Li assumed that the forces of 
revolution within Chinese society, no matter what the actual social 
class composition of the revolutionary movement, inherently tended 
to be socialist in nature. Ch'en's loss of confidence in the immediate 
revolutionary capacities of the tiny Chinese proletariat was replaced 
by a newly-found Marxist confidence in the determining forces of 
history; Li continued to place his faith in the revolutionary will 
of men rather than in the workings of objective social forces. Ch'en 
was inclined to employ the orthodox formulas of the Marxist canon 
to defend his new, more patient view of the Chinese revolutionary 
process; Li drew upon the nondeterministic strains in Marx to sup-
port the radical characteristics he attributed to the Chinese national 
revolution. For Li, the Chinese revolution possessed what might 
properly be called a "permanent" character; it was a continuous 
revolutionary process proceeding inevitably in a straight line towards 
socialism, and he was convinced that it was intimately related to — 
even essential to — the world revolution. In this interpretation of 
the alliance with the Kuomintang, revolutionary voluntarism and 
Chinese nationalism met on common grounds. 

If Ch'en Tu-hsiu's view of the Chinese revolutionary process 
tended to stray from Lenin's concepts in a Menshevik direction, Li 
Ta-chao strayed even further in the opposite direction. Although 
Leninist theory allowed for the possibility of a bourgeois-democratic 
revolution "growing over" to the socialist phase under certain condi-
tions, it could hardly sanction a concept of revolution in which the 
stages of social and political development were totally blurred and 
the actual class composition of the revolutionary movement virtual-
ly ignored. More important, the Leninist concept of the transition 
from the bourgeois-democratic to the socialist phase of revolution 
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assumed that as the revolution grew more radical, its social base 
would narrow and the direction of the revolutionary process would 
come increasingly into the hands of the proletariat or its political 
representatives. But as Li Ta-chao perceived it, the Chinese national 
revolution was proceeding in precisely the opposite fashion. It was 
the actual broadening of the national revolutionary movement and 
the growing participation of wider elements of Chinese society in 
the anti-imperialist struggle that would bring the movement closer 
to socialism and to unification with the forces of international 
revolution. The heart of their difference was that whereas Lenin 
looked to the organized proletarian consciousness of the Communist 
party to lead and discipline this phase of the revolutionary process, 
Li looked more to the inherent proletarian consciousness of the 
Chinese nation. 

In Li's conception of the Chinese national revolution the Com-
munist alliance with the Kuomintang was a logical but not an es-
sential tactical element. Clearly, there was an urgent need for an 
organization capable of bringing together the elemental forces of 
the Chinese nation that were to rise up and destroy foreign imperial-
ism and its Chinese warlord hirelings, but Li had no fixed ideas 
about what form the organizational framework should take. He 
genuinely admired Sun Yat-sen, but he was by no means uncritical 
of the Kuomintang. In 1923 he complained that the Kuomintang 
had not yet acquired the character of a national party for it still 
reflected too greatly its overseas Chinese origins and its original 
Cantonese composition; moreover, it failed to appreciate the true 
significance of the mass movement. Yet despite these defects, the 
Kuomintang seemed to offer the most promising organizational 
means to carry out the national revolution. The still tiny Communist 
party was itself clearly incapable of performing so gigantic a task, 
and there were no other actual or potential anti-imperialist political 
organizations of any consequence. Thus, Li called for transforming 
the Kuomintang into a "universal national" Qp'u-pien ch'iian-kuo) 
organization truly capable of becoming the agency of the national 
revolutionary movement.58 As long as he held to the hope that the 
Kuomintang might indeed become such an organization, he re-
mained an ardent supporter of the policy of collaboration. 
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ALTHOUGH Li Ta-chao was perhaps the foremost Chinese Com-
munist advocate of the alliance with the Kuomintang, he was also, 
ironically, one of the first to abandon it. His disenchantment with 
the policy of collaboration was in part the product of his own polit-
ical miscalculations, for he had attributed to the national revolution 
aims more radical than it proved able to bear. But the immediate 
cause of Li's abandonment of collaboration grew out of the peculiar-
ities of the political situation in North China. 

The repressive control over much of North China and the Peking 
area exercised by the reactionary Peiyang warlord clique in the 
1920's not only hindered the activities of the Communist party but 
also inhibited the growth of the Kuomintang in the northern areas, 
particularly those elements of the Kuomintang that were most dis-
posed to cooperate with the Communists. The Kuomintang-Com-
munist alliance had hardly been formally ratified when a right-wing 
faction unalterably opposed to collaboration with the Communists 
moved to gain ascendancy in the Peking Kuomintang organization. 
The Communists in North China were able to implement the 
alliance only with a minority left-wing Kuomintang faction which, 
unlike the Kuomintang in the South, could claim neither mass sup-
port nor military power. 

The weakness of the Peking Communist organization itself un-
doubtedly contributed to the failure of the alliance. The suppression 
of the Peking-Hankow railroad workers' strike in February 1923 had 
thrown the affairs of the northern branch of the party into consider-
able disarray, from which it never fully recovered. Not only had 
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it lost its main proletarian base, but the party organization was 
subject to severe, even though sporadic, police suppression. Li Ta-
chao himself spent much of the final four years of his life in flight 
or hiding from the warlord-controlled Peking authorities. For ex-
ample, when Li returned to Peking from Canton after attending the 
first National Congress of the Kuomintang in January 1924, the 
government issued a formal order for his arrest. He was forced to 
flee to Chang-li-wu-feng, a mountain retreat in the northeast corner 
of Hopei about 150 miles from Peking, where he hid in a Buddhist 
temple for three weeks. Accompanied by his eldest daughter, Hsing-
hua, Li is said to have spent a part of this time writing poetry in the 
fashion of a traditional Confucian scholar in retreat.1 When he 
returned to the capital, his position was still highly precarious. In 
June he secretly left for Moscow as leader of the Chinese delegation 
to the Fifth Comintern Congress. Posing as a merchant, he traveled 
across Manchuria to the Soviet border by train and horsecart.2 Li 
remained in Russia for almost six months, during which time he 
wrote a highly laudatory account of Soviet life, which was pub-
lished in the Shanghai newspaper Kuo-min jih-pao.3 

When Li Ta-chao once again returned to Peking in December 
1924, the political climate had improved considerably. In October, 
Feng Yii-hsiang, a warlord who was soon to prove receptive to Soviet 
offers of military aid, had occupied Peking, deposed Ts'ao K'un, the 
president of the republic, and installed a more moderate government 
under Tuan Ch'i-jui.4 Primarily because of the presence of Feng 
Yii-hsiang's "National Army," the Communist movement in Peking 
experienced a brief revival in 1925. But even though repressive 
police measures against the Communists had ceased for the time 
being, the scope of party activities was severely restricted by other 
circumstances. In contrast to South and Central China, where a 
militant urban working-class movement assumed considerable pro-
portions following the killing of twelve student demonstrators by 
British-led police in Shanghai in the "May Thirtieth" incident of 
1925, in the North there were few signs of proletarian political 
activity. Moreover, in late 1925 and early 1926, at the very time 
the Kuomintang-Communist alliance in the South was reaching the 
peak of its power and tending in more radical directions, the effec-
tiveness of the alliance in the North was being seriously vitiated by 
the increasing control of the conservative and strongly anti-Com-
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munist "Western Hills" faction over the Peking Kuomintang or-
ganization. 

Li Ta-chao's activities in 1925 reflected these weaknesses of the 
Communist movement in the North. Although his writings at-
tributed ever more radical aims to the national revolution, and he 
continued to cultivate the party's tiny proletarian following in Pe-
king and to send party members to work in the peasant movement, 
he was for the most part occupied with less revolutionary matters. 
As a member of the central executive committee of the Kuomintang, 
he was concerned with national Kuomintang affairs and with Sun 
Yat-sen's efforts to reunify China through the convocation of a na-
tional assembly.5 He further attempted to maintain a working rela-
tionship between the Communists and whatever left-wing Kuomin-
tang elements were to be found in Peking. He also served as a prin-
cipal intermediary between Feng Yii-hsiang and Leo Karakhan, the 
Soviet envoy to the Peking government.6 

The contrast between Li's radical theory and his rather benign 
practice did not last for long. With the failure of Sun's mission to 
Peking in January 1925, the subsequent death of Sun in March, 
and the erosion of Feng Yii-hsiang's power in the latter part of the 
year, the Communist position in Peking once again became highly 
precarious. With the implicit support of Feng's National Army, the 
Tuan Ch'i-jui government moved in an anti-Kuomintang and anti-
Communist direction, and Communist activities were again subject 
to government repression.7 Moreover, the death of Sun had been the 
signal for right-wing elements fully to assert their dominance over 
the Peking Kuomintang organization. By late 1925 the right wing 
was openly demanding the termination of the united front with 
the Communists. According to Kuomintang accounts, Li Ta-chao 
was actually "expelled" from the central executive committee of the 
Kuomintang at a meeting organized by the right-wing faction in 
Peking in late 1925.8 It was thus with good reason that the Peking 
Communist organization in November 1925 reported to party head-
quarters in Shanghai (from which vantage point the alliance then 
appeared to be moving from one success to another) that "a very 
thick reactionary atmosphere has prevailed in the Kuomintang in 
the North in the last few months."9 

Confronted with the virtual collapse of the alliance with the Kuo-
mintang, the lack of any substantial proletarian following, and a 
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hostile warlord-controlled government, the Communist movement 
in the North by the end of 1925 was tending to return to the point 
of its origin — it was becoming more and more confined to the stu-
dents and ex-students of Peking University. What Li Ta-chao had 
so greatly feared in the early months of 1919 — the isolation of the 
radical intelligentsia from Chinese society — again loomed as a 
major danger. And as in 1919, his response to this danger was to 
look to the countryside and the forces of peasant revolt to bridge 
the gap between the intellectuals and the people. 

"Land and the Peasants" 

Li Ta-chao's first attempt to find in the forces of agrarian revolu-
tion a new mass base of support for the Communist movement ap-
peared in an article entitled "Land and the Peasants," which was 
published in the Peking Communist periodical Cheng-chih sheng-
huo (Political life) in six parts between December 30, 1925, and 
February 3, 1926.10 Almost seven years had passed since the early 
phase of Li's Marxist career when he had identified the liberation 
of China with the liberation of the Chinese peasantry and had urged 
young Chinese intellectuals to "go to the villages." During those 
seven years Li had commented little about the role of the peasantry 
in the revolution. It may be argued that a peasant orientation was 
implicit in the ideological framework from which he viewed the 
Chinese revolutionary process. In light of the fact that China was 
an overwhelmingly peasant nation, Li's nationalist-Populist concept 
of the Chinese nation as a fundamentally united "proletarian" entity 
in revolt against world capitalism may indeed have implied that the 
peasantry was to play a greater role in the national revolution than 
Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy could have allowed. Moreover, the per-
sistently strong antiurban bias that appeared even in references to 
the Chinese proletariat was no doubt indicative of Li's personal 
sympathy for rural life and the aspirations of the Chinese peasantry. 

Yet the few explicit comments he made on the peasant question 
between 1920 and 1925 did not depart from the orthodox Com-
munist viewpoint. In tracing the history of the Russian Revolution, 
Li noted in 1921 that "practically none of the peasants participated 
in the revolutionary movement. The peasants actually formed a 
majority of the country's population and certainly were not satis-
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fied with their position, [but] their one hope was to protect their 
rights of landownership, and they did not look to political reform. 
They hated the landlords and the officials but they did not hate 
the emperor. Therefore, the responsibility for the revolution . . . 
fell upon the shoulders of a minority of people." 1 1 In January 1923 
he again suggested that peasants were of dubious value to the revolu-
tionary cause because "they are unwilling to sacrifice the wealth 
they may have obtained."12 

It is impossible to know whether these transitory remarks were 
truly reflective of the attitudes Li then held or whether he was 
simply repeating the customary Marxist doubts about the revolu-
tionary capacities of the peasantry. It is interesting that on neither 
of these two occasions did Li refer specifically to Chinese peasants. 
On the first occasion he referred to the role of the peasantry in the 
Russian Revolution, and on the second he spoke of peasants in gen-
eral in the course of an exposition of Marxist economic theory. In 
any event, whatever doubts Li may have had about the potentialities 
of peasant revolution in China were completely laid aside by the 
end of 1925. In "Land and the Peasants" he returned to and elabo-
rated his Populist-inspired views of 1919 . 

In comparison with the more radical call for agrarian revolution 
that Li was to make later in 1926, "Land and the Peasants" was 
written in a relatively moderate spirit. Much of it was devoted to 
an historical survey of the movement for the "equalization of land 
ownership" since the late Chou era and to a statistical analysis of 
contemporary conditions of land tenure and peasant livelihood. As 
in many of his other writings of this period, Li attached particular 
significance to the T'ai-p'ing Rebellion, which, he emphasized, was 
the opening of the era of the modern peasant revolutionary move-
ment. He attributed the intensity of the modern agrarian crisis not 
only to imperialism and militarism but also to the defeat of the 
T'ai-p'ings and the failure of the regimes under the republic to 
implement Sun Yat-sen's program for the "equalization of land 
ownership and the control of capital." Thus, the solution of the 
agrarian crisis was dependent on "the forces of the contemporary 
Chinese workers' and peasants' revolution" and should be carried out 
under the slogan of "land to the peasants who till it ." 1 3 

When he wrote "Land and the Peasants," Li was still thinking 
primarily in terms of the role of agrarian revolution in strengthen-
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ing the national government at Canton and completing the national 
revolution. "If the great peasant masses of China are able to organize 
together and participate in the national revolution," he predicted, 
"the success of the Chinese national revolution is not far off." How-
ever, there were several indications that he was already beginning to 
depart both from the limitations imposed by the alliance with the 
Kuomintang and from the orthodox Communist evaluation of the 
revolutionary capacities of the peasantry. As Mao Tse-tung was to 
do more than a year later in February 1927 in his celebrated "Report 
of an Investigation into the Peasant Movement in Hunan," Li did 
not hesitate to assign to the peasantry the major role in the Chinese 
revolutionary process: "In economically backward and semicolonial 
China, the peasantry constitutes more than seventy per cent of the 
population; among the whole population they occupy the principal 
position, and agriculture is still the basis of the national economy. 
Therefore, when we estimate the forces of the revolution, we must 
emphasize that the peasantry is the important part." 14 

If the participation of the peasantry was thus vital to the success 
of the revolution, how were the peasants to be organized, and how 
was the agrarian revolution to proceed? First, Li suggested that a 
class struggle within the village was necessary: "For a long time 
there have been peasant groups within the villages [but] most of 
these groups [consist of] the propertied village aristocracy; all [such 
groups] are managed by the village gentry and simply serve to 
protect the class interests of the propertied classes of the village. Not 
only do [they] have no concern for the poor peasants, but they are 
really used to exploit the poor peasants." An agrarian revolution 
was impossible without "peasant associations that are organized 
by the poor peasants, tenants, and agricultural wage laborers them-
selves [for] only the peasant associations organized by the peasants 
themselves are able to protect their class interests."15 

Although Communists were to work in the peasant movement 
and assist in organizing such associations, Li's eyes were mainly 
focused on the organizations that the peasants had created spon-
taneously without outside assistance. He noted that in the northern 
provinces the peasants instinctively felt that "it was necessary to 
organize a peasants' self-protection army" in order to resist the 
"disorders of warlordism and banditry created by the imperialists." 
The peasants of the provinces of Hopei, Jehol, Shantung, and Honan 
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had created a "citizens' militia movement" to oppose the rule of the 
Feng-t'ien warlords; and after the collapse of the Feng clique "the 
citizens' militia movement has at once flourished everywhere." In 
addition to these new organizations, Li approvingly noted, there had 
been a revival of armed activity among such traditional peasant 
groups as the Ko-lao-hui (Society of elder brothers) and the Hung-
chiang-hui (Red spear society).16 

Since the peasants thus appeared to be rising spontaneously and 
creating their own organizations, what was the role of the Com-
munists in the agrarian revolution? Li answered in the following 
manner: 

The young revolutionary comrades ought to bring [the armed peasant 
groups] together by going to the villages to help the peasants to improve 
their organizations and to resist the oppression from which they suffer. 
Following rural organizational work they ought to direct their attention 
to the problem of raising the cultural [level] of the countryside. The 
comrades who go to the villages ought to know how to utilize the period 
of agricultural slack, especially the month of the New Year according to 
the old calendar, to spread all kinds of general knowledge and revolu-
tionary education. For this work to produce the most effective results, it 
is necessary to prepare pictures, simple songs, and magazines. It is also 
necessary to organize the village schools and open supplementary classes 
for the peasants.17 

Li Ta-chao was not the only Chinese Communist who had become 
interested in the revolutionary potentialities of the peasantry by 
1925. Early in that year Mao Tse-tung, his former assistant at the 
Peking University Library, spent several months organizing peasant 
associations in his native province of Hunan. And long before Mao's 
first venture into the countryside another young Communist, P'eng 
P'ai, had begun organizational efforts among the peasantry of 
Kwangtung province. By the time Li wrote "Land and the Peasants," 
the Kwangtung movement could already claim tangible successes.18 

Nor were other leading Communists unconcerned with the 
peasant question. After 1922 the new Comintern evaluation of the 
Chinese revolution as "bourgeois-democratic" required that at least 
theoretical consideration be given to the role of the peasantry in the 
revolution. By 1926 the matter was no longer merely theoretical. 
As a result of the largely spontaneous revolutionary upsurge in the 
countryside throughout much of China, the peasant question sud-
denly intruded upon Communist strategic calculations and became 
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centrally involved in the factional disputes developing in the party. 
Although all Chinese Communists were agreed that the peasants 
had some role to play in the Chinese revolutionary process, they 
differed profoundly on what that role was to be. 

Ch'en Tu-hsiu and Ch'ii Ch'iu-pai on the Peasantry 

The major internal struggle to emerge openly within the Chinese 
Communist party before the debacle of April 1927 concerned the 
opposition of Ch'ii Ch'iu-pai to the Ch'en Tu-hsiu leadership.19 

One ideological question involved in this factional dispute was the 
role of the peasantry in the Chinese revolution. The views of Ch'en 
and Ch'ii on the peasant question remained dominant (although 
by no means universal) in Chinese Communist ranks during Li 
Ta-chao's lifetime and were reflected in the party's official policies. 

As already noted, Ch'en Tu-hsiu's conversion to Marxism was 
based on an explicit and complete rejection of Chinese traditions, 
in striking contrast to Li Ta-chao's conversion. The ignorance and 
backwardness of traditional China that Ch'en so deplored were 
nowhere more apparent than among the tradition-bound peasantry. 
However much he may have sympathized with the lot of the peasant 
masses, he could not conceive that the most backward element of 
society could play a significant role in the modernization of China. 
In 1 9 1 9 nothing could have seemed to him less relevant to China's 
needs than Li Ta-chao's proposal for the intellectuals to "go to the 
villages." When in 1920 Ch'en embraced Marxism, he accepted it 
as the most advanced product of modern Western civilization; like 
most European Marxists, he assumed that the backward countryside 
would follow the political lead of the progressive cities. The urban 
proletariat and the urban bourgeoisie were to be the main antago-
nists in the struggle that would determine China's future. 

In July 1923 , when the newly imposed Comintern strategy de-
manded that a place be provided for the peasantry in the bourgeois-
democratic revolution, Ch'en was forced to acknowldege half-
heartedly that revolutionaries in the economically backward coun-
tries "cannot disregard the strength of the peasantry." But he warned 
that in a country like China, where the majority of peasants owned 
their own land, it would not be easy to initiate a revolutionary 
movement in the countryside.20 In the months that followed, Ch'en's 
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doubts about the revolutionary potentialities of the peasantry in-
creased. In assessing the role of class forces in national revolutions 
in colonial and semicolonial lands, he noted, "the strength of the 
bourgeoisie is concentrated compared to that of the peasantry." He 
acknowledged that such revolutions must obtain peasant support to 
become mass movements, but he was less than sanguine about that 
possibility: "The peasants are scattered and their forces are not easy 
to concentrate, their culture is low, their desires in life are simple, 
and they easily tend toward conservatism . . . These environ-
mental factors make it difficult for the peasants to participate in the 
revolutionary movement." He noted that "among the peasants the 
concept of private possession is extremely strong" and therefore 
it was useless to think of winning their support for a socialist revolu-
tion since it "fundamentally clashes with their interests." Even the 
landless tenants "are only semi-proletarians; they oppose the land-
lords but they are unable to go beyond replacing the property rights 
of the landlords with the psychology of their own rights of property 
ownership. The hired agricultural laborers do belong to the pro-
letariat, but they are few in number and not concentrated."21 

This pessimistic assessment of the possible contributions of the 
peasantry to the revolution followed quite logically from Ch'en's 
interpretation of the nature of the Chinese revolutionary process 
in general. When Ch'en accepted the policy of collaboration with 
the Kuomintang in 1923, he also accepted the inevitability of a 
bourgeois-democratic revolution in which the likely victors would 
be the national bourgeoisie. The peasantry could participate in this 
phase of the revolution only as an element subordinate to political 
forces in the cities, and only to the extent that the demands of the 
agrarian movement remained confined to improvements in the 
immediate economic conditions of the peasants. After the success 
of the bourgeois-democratic revolution Ch'en anticipated a period 
of capitalist development of undetermined length.22 This period 
would see the development of capitalist relations in the countryside 
and the creation of an agricultural proletariat, as well as the develop-
ment of industry in the cities. Thus, the conditions for a "social 
revolution within the villages" would be created at the same time 
that the stage was being set for the urban proletarian revolution. 
In this final phase of the revolutionary process the agrarian revolu-
tion would once again be subordinate to political developments in 
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the cities, for although "a Communist social revolution will, of 
course, want to obtain the sympathy and assistance of the peasants," 
it would be essential "to have a strong proletariat as the main force 
in order to carry out this kind of revolutionary struggle."23 Ch'en 
judged the Chinese political scene by these rather orthodox Marxist 
standards until the disastrous year of 1927. Neither in the bour-
geois-democratic phase, nor in the socialist phase, did the role of 
the peasantry loom large in his conception of the Chinese revolu-
tionary process. 

In view of the violence of Ch'ü Ch'iu-pai's accusations in 1927 
that Ch'en Tu-hsiu had ignored the revolutionary potentialities of 
the peasantry, it is surprising to find that Ch'ü viewed the Chinese 
revolution fundamentally from the same theoretical framework as 
did Ch'en. In a polemic attacking the agrarian orientations of the 
constitutionalist Chang Shih-chao, written in 1923, Ch'ii argued 
that Chinese economic relations were already capitalistic in nature 
and that China was rapidly being transformed into "a commercial 
bourgeois country." "According to the logic of history," Ch'ü con-
fidently proclaimed, China was "passing from a clan-type agrarian 
nation to a commercial and industrial nation." In this process the 
peasants could be little more than passive objects in the hands of 
the immutable economic laws of history. China, he predicted, "will 
soon not only be a nonagrarian nation [but] its political movement 
will be one in which bourgeois democracy and proletarian socialism 
advance together." He declared that it was nonsense to believe that 
the reformation of Chinese society could start in the agrarian 
sector.24 For both Ch'en Tu-hsiu and Ch'ü Ch'iu-pai, the urban 
bourgeoisie and the urban proletariat were the only two social forces 
to be seriously taken into account. 

After the remarkable and entirely unexpected growth of the peas-
ant movement in 1925-1926, official Comintern and therefore offi-
cial Chinese Communist pronouncements on the peasant question 
employed increasingly radical terminology. However, as Benjamin 
Schwartz has demonstrated, Communist policy on the peasant ques-
tion was consistently subordinated to Stalin's overriding concern 
with preserving the alliance with the Kuomintang.25 All seemingly 
radical policies were qualified by the stipulation that they be carried 
out under the authority of the Kuomintang, which Stalin had de-
creed to be the party of Chinese bourgeois-democracy and therefore 
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the party that would have at least nominal predominance in the 
peasant movement.26 This meant that the Comintern representa-
tives and the Chinese Communist party central committee in Shang-
hai were as much concerned with preventing the peasant movement 
from taking too radical a turn and perhaps thereby undermining 
the united front as they were with promoting agrarian revolution. 

The party central committee at its second enlarged plenum, held 
in Shanghai in July 1926, responded to the rising tide of peasant 
revolt by complaining, "the peasant movement has developed the 
disease of left-deviation everywhere. Either the slogans are extreme 
or action is excessively left-inclined."27 In accordance with this 
assessment, the plenum set about to check the revolutionary and 
independent character of the peasant movement. Using the pretext 
that "our policy is not to let the peasantry become isolated," the 
central committee called for a united front of self-cultivating 
peasants, hired farmers, laborers, tenant farmers, and middle and 
small landlords against the "reactionary big landlords," and it called 
merely for the neutralization of "those big landlords who do not 
actively engage in oppressive activities." Pursuing this nonrevolu-
tionary, united front policy, it declared that "it is not permissible 
to establish organizations of a permanent nature because it would 
inevitably give rise to conflict with other groups (such as landlords, 
min-t'uan [militia] and military garrisons)." The military training 
of peasants was to be discouraged because it was feared that "the 
totally disorganized and untrained peasants, once in possession of 
arms, could easily exceed the objective limits of action."28 

The activities of traditional, quasi-military peasant secret socie-
ties, such as the Red Spear Societies, were looked upon with par-
ticular distrust. "In view of [the Red Spear movement's] loose 
organization and addiction to superstition, it cannot stand the test 
of battle. Furthermore it is full of destructive tendencies and lacks 
constructive tendencies." It was argued that "the directing power 
of the Red Spears Association falls easily into the hands of the 
local bullies, the Red Spears becoming their tools. Furthermore, 
since they have the strongest force, the Red Spears Associations 
with bandit characteristics frequently become the basic mass fight-
ing force of the local bullies." Although the central committee grudg-
ingly conceded that the Red Spear movement in North China was 
"an important anti-militarist force in the National Revolution," 
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the resolution was distinctly calculated to leave the impression that 
the Red Spears were more a danger than an asset to the peasant 
movement. The Red Spear groups might temporarily be utilized 
for limited purposes, but Communists working in the peasant move-
ment were urged secretly to gain control of the organization in order 
to suppress it as an independent force. Party members were warned 
of the basically "reactionary character" of the Red Spears and coun-
seled that "the seizure of local political power by force is absolutely 
not allowed."29 

It is, of course, always embarrassing for a Marxist-Leninist party 
to appear less radical than the actual mass movement, but despite 
the radical terminology with which the resolutions on the peasant 
question were embellished, it was clearly the intent of the July 
plenum to restrain and restrict the spontaneous forces of peasant 
revolution. The difficulties that this created for Communists who 
were actually working in the peasant movement were hinted at in 
the following passage of the resolutions: "We should find means 
to know and bring up the demands of the peasantry. When the 
objective situation does not allow the raising of such demands, a 
full explanation (to the peasants) is necessary. We should inspire 
them so that they will not be disheartened. We must absolutely 
avoid resorting to outright suppression of their demands."30 As late 
as March 1927 several Comintern representatives at Shanghai 
quite candidly revealed the substance of the official Communist 
peasant policy when they reported, "the old policy of curbing the 
struggle in the village and applying the brakes to the peasants' 
movement as a whole still prevails . . . the fear of the peasants' 
movement has existed and still remains in the party."31 

There is no evidence that either Ch'en Tu-hsiu or Ch u Ch'iu-pai 
raised any real objections in 1926 and the early months of 1927 
to the official policy of restraining the revolutionary tendencies of 
the peasantry. Ch'en, it is true, had never completely reconciled 
himself to the united front with the Kuomintang, so that he perhaps 
did not share the Comintern's fear that a radical agrarian movement 
would undermine the policy of collaboration. Rather, Ch'en's de-
emphasis on the revolutionary role of the peasantry was the product 
of his orthodox Marxist perspectives and his desire to preserve the 
urban proletarian class identity of the Communist party. Nonethe-
less, Ch'en was fully in accord with the Comintern policy of restrain-
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ing the peasant revolutionary movement, even though for a different 
reason. 

The differences that developed between Ch'en Tu-hsiu and Ch'ii 
Ch'iu-pai on the peasant question may be traced to the fact that 
in 1927 Ch'ü sensed the possibilities of using the peasant issue to 
attack the leadership of Ch'en. If Ch'ii thus proved his adroitness 
as a student of the Comintern line, he did not prove that his con-
ception of the nature of the Chinese revolution and his attitudes 
toward the peasantry were much different from those of Ch'en. 
Even in his attack on Ch'en in 1927 all his seemingly radical agrari-
an proposals were made on the assumption that they would be 
carried out under the direction of the "National Government" at 
Wuhan 3 2 — a limitation that vitiated whatever radicalism they 
contained. Ch'ii's basic opposition to a radical peasant policy per-
sisted even when the case for such a policy had become more com-
pelling. In 1929, when the urban working-class movement had 
virtually ceased to exist, Ch'ü wrote a lengthy treatise on the peasant 
question in which he insisted that the agrarian revolution must be 
led by the urban proletariat. In order to ensure that the peasant 
movement would come under the proper leadership, he suggested 
that urban workers' groups form relationships with peasant groups 
such as those that exist between "an elder brother and a younger 
brother." Furthermore, in a thinly veiled attack on Mao Tse-tung he 
castigated the "petty bourgeois populists within the party" who had 
abandoned the proletariat.33 

In short, Ch'ü Ch'iu-pai was little more disposed than was Ch'en 
Tu-hsiu to allow the peasantry more than a subordinate place in 
the revolutionary process. Both looked to the cities to supply the real 
impetus and leadership for the Chinese revolution. In this respect 
they both reflected and molded the attitudes of the early Chinese 
converts to Marxism, as well as the official policies of the Chinese 
Communist party in the period before the ascendancy of Mao Tse-
tung. 

"The Red Spear Societies of Shantung, Honan, and Shensi" 

Although a member of the central committee, Li Ta-chao was not 
present when the second enlarged plenum met in July 1926 and 
issued the party's official pronouncements on the peasant movement. 
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He was then confined to the Soviet embassy compound in Peking, 
where he had taken refuge four months before to avoid arrest. Li's 
flight to the Soviet embassy came as the culmination of the deterio-
rating political situation in Peking. The growing tension between 
the Communists and the Tuan Ch'i-jui government in the latter 
months of 1925, Feng Yii-hsiang's retirement from Peking in Jan-
uary 1926, and the implicit support that Feng's army, the first 
Kuominchün, offered to the increasingly reactionary policies pur-
sued by Tuan, led eventually to an open clash between the Com-
munists and the Peking regime.34 On March 17 , 1926, representa-
tives of various Communist and left-wing Kuomintang organizations 
petitioned the government to reject an ultimatum that had been 
presented by the Boxer Protocol powers for the removal of Kuomin-
chün artillery at a harbor near Tientsin.35 The Tuan government, 
which was moving to accept the ultimatum, dispatched troops to 
disperse the petitioners, several of whom were wounded in the en-
counter. On the next day Communist and left-wing Kuomintang 
leaders organized a mass demonstration at the T'ien-an men (Gate 
of Heavenly Peace) to protest the government's action. When the 
demonstrators (most of whom were students) marched on govern-
ment offices, they were brutally attacked by troops and more than 
forty were killed. Li Ta-chao, who personally took part in the 
demonstration, suffered minor head wounds and barely managed to 
elude the grasp of pursuing soldiers.36 

As part of the general political repression that followed what 
came to be known as the "March Eighteenth Massacre," the Tuan 
government ordered the arrest of the leaders of the demonstration, 
including Li Ta-chao. Many leading Peking Communists as well as 
some left-wing Kuomintang leaders fled to the south. Li, however, 
elected to remain in Peking37 and found sanctuary in the Soviet 
embassy. Within the embassy compound he was provided a small 
house, where he lived with his wife and children for most of the 
final year of his life. From there, it is said, he continued as best he 
could to direct the now completely clandestine activities of the rem-
nants of the Peking Communist organization.38 

The demonstration of March 18, 1926, was the last significant 
effort of the Kuomintang-Communist united front in North China. 
The left wing of the Kuomintang in the North virtually ceased to 
exist after the March Eighteenth Massacre, and the Communist 
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organization was in shambles. Amid these disasters there appeared 
only one hopeful sign — the growing militancy of the agrarian 
revolution. Although the more highly organized peasant movement 
in South and Central China is better known, equally vigorous forces 
of peasant revolt had burst forth in the northern provinces in 1 9 2 5 . 
In the South the forces of peasant revolution were harnessed to the 
peasants' associations, which originally had been organized by mem-
bers of the Communist Youth Corps as early as 1 9 2 2 and which 
remained mostly under Communist influence. Communists also 
participated in the peasant movement in the northern provinces — 
in fact, Li Ta-chao had sent Communist cadres to the countryside 
in 1 9 2 5 3 9 — but the northern movement took on a more spontane-
ous character because the main organizational forms were provided 
by the traditional peasant secret societies rather than by the Com-
munist-led peasant associations. 

Li Ta-chao had already turned his attention to this emerging 
peasant movement by the end of 1 9 2 5 , and after the disaster of 
March 1 9 2 6 his revolutionary hopes rested entirely upon the forces 
of peasant revolt. Sometime in the summer of 1 9 2 6 Li expressed 
these hopes in the last of his published political writings, an article 
entitled "The Red Spear Societies of Shantung, Honan, and Shen-
si."4 0 In it he set forth his views on the course he believed the 
Chinese revolution should follow. It was written in a much more 
radical spirit than was his essay "Land and the Peasants," which 
had appeared about six months earlier. In the earlier article he had 
been concerned with the role of the peasant movement in strengthen-
ing the national government at Canton; in this he was drawn wholly 
to the spontaneous forces of peasant revolution. He had earlier 
called for the establishment of peasants' associations such as those 
that had been organized in the southern and central provinces; now 
his eyes were completely focused upon the possibility of an ele-
mental mass uprising of the peasantry through the medium of the 
most militant of the existing peasant groups in the northern prov-
inces — the armed peasant secret societies.41 

Li's article of 1 9 2 6 was permeated by the feeling that the peasan-
try itself was capable of carrying out the objectives of the revolu-
tion. The revolutionary ferment in the countryside, Li declared, 
"proves that the Chinese peasants have already become awakened 
and know that they can rely only upon their own combined strength 
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to liberate themselves from the disorders . . . that have been 
created by imperialism and militarism . . . In this kind of peasant 
movement there is formed a gigantic force." Li's enthusiasm was 
quite candidly based upon the use of military power. "The fact that 
the Red Spear Societies are adopting new and modern forms of 
weapons," he predicted, "will open a new era in the history of the 
armed self-defence movement of the Chinese peasantry and can be 
regarded as a great advance in the Chinese peasant movement." He 
was confident that the armed peasant societies alone could rid China 
not only of the curse of warlordism but of imperialism as well, since 
the latter thrived on the political disunity of China. "The Hon an 
Red Spear Society can destroy the warlord forces of the Second 
National Army, and the Shensi Red Spear Society can destroy the 
warlord forces of Liu Chen-hua."42 The major obstacle to the 
military victory of the peasant revolutionaries was the disunity of 
the peasantry and the utilization of certain of the armed peasant 
groups by warlords; but "a united peasantry, if it protects its class 
interests, can defeat all the warlords."43 

To achieve a united peasantry, Li argued, it was necessary to 
appeal to the class loyalties of those peasants who were serving in 
warlord armies. Such an appeal would not fall on deaf ears for 
"the localistic concepts of the peasants contain elements of class 
consciousness, and if the peasants have not forgotten their localities, 
they will not forget their class; even the peasants who are in the 
armies still have not completely broken off relations with their 
class." Thus, the peasant movement "not only can engage in class 
struggle to defeat the troops of the warlords, but can also employ 
its class strength to summon the peasants who are still in the warlord 
camp to return to their native places and protect their communities. 
Not only will this increase [the number of] able-bodied men in the 
villages; it will also destroy the power of the warlords."44 

Nor were the potentialities of the peasant movement confined to 
a military victory over warlordism for the peasants themselves were 
capable of taking charge of administrative and social functions. In 
a brief but intriguing passage that suggested the possibility that the 
armed peasant societies might form the nuclei of new organs of 
political power, Li noted: 

The townships of Wen Shang and Ning Yang in Shantung province 
were occupied by the Red Spear Societies for seven months, and in 
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these places they controlled all of the temples, schools, and public 
organs. All of the food they ate they had brought themselves, and they 
did not cause the slightest bit of trouble for the people. The Red Spear 
Society of Loyang, at the time that Feng Yü-tung was garrison com-
mander, assumed the responsibility for keeping order in the streets, 
suppressing bandits, and protecting travelers outside of the city walls. 
The places occupied by the Red Spear Societies, moreover, were espe-
cially peaceful.48 

If the peasants were thus spontaneously capable of such sub-
stantial revolutionary initiative, what was the role of the Communist 
party in the peasant movement and what was the relationship 
between the agrarian revolution and political developments in the 
cities? It should again be noted that throughout this essay Li re-
peatedly insisted that the peasant revolution was a movement of 
the peasants themselves. The Chinese peasants, he asserted, could 
not look for "saviors" from the outside; they must understand that 
"they can save themselves only if they themselves rise up in revolu-
tion." At one point Li suggested the following battle cry to guide 
the revolutionary activities of the peasants: 

There has never been a savior. 
Neither the gods nor the emperors. 
Who can liberate us if not ourselves? 
We can only depend upon ourselves to save ourselves.46 

But if the peasants had the capacity to liberate themselves, the 
Communists were the ones to make them fully conscious of this 
fact. The Communists were to counteract the passivity resulting 
from the peasants' traditional faith in the arrival of a "true ruler" 
(chen chit) by making the peasants aware that they possessed over-
whelming power when they organized in mass political action. 

There were other traditional "defects" in the peasant movement 
that the Communists were to correct. One was rural antiforeignism, 
which was to be transformed into revolutionary nationalism. Anti-
foreign sentiments, Li noted, were particularly strong in the Red 
Spear Societies and were basically "an expression of the opposition 
of the peasants to imperialism because they feel that since the 
foreigners came to China, China has suffered insecurity and dis-
order, which has brought difficulties and hardships to the peasants. 
They think [these hardships are due to] the foreigners rather than 
to imperialism . . . we ought to provide them with a correct under-
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standing so that they will know the nature of imperialism and trans-
fer their hatred to imperialism, which is oppressing and exploiting 
the Chinese peasantry." Such an understanding would eliminate 
the "narrow racial views" of the peasants and broaden their per-
spectives so that they would know that "the revolutionary peasant 
masses of the whole world are their friends." 47 

The superstitions of the countryside inhibiting the adoption of 
modern weapons was another defect the Communists were to com-
bat. However, this problem the peasants were in large measure 
solving themselves since they had already learned through bitter 
experience that bamboo poles, swords, Confucian signboards, and 
images of gods were no match for guns. Moreover, Li observed 
that peasants who had learned to use modern weapons while serv-
ing in warlord armies were returning to their homes and introducing 
these new weapons among the villagers. 

The major obstacle to the advance of the peasant revolution was 
the existence of village, local, and provincial loyalties, Li warned, for 
they could be "easily used by warlords and gentry to cause the 
peasant movement to destroy itself." Thus, the most important task 
of the Communists was to inoculate the peasants with a full con-
sciousness of their common class interests: "We ought to make all 
the peasants understand their class position and have their localistic 
concepts gradually transformed into class consciousness [so that] 
they will know that the peasant organizations ought to be broad 
and not narrow, that they ought to be united rather than separated 
on the basis of village or district . . . In order to avoid clashes 
among [the peasants] themselves, we ought to cause them to have 
a centralized organization."48 

In Li Ta-chao's conception of the peasant revolution there was 
that characteristically Populist contradiction between a passionate 
faith in the spontaneous energies of the people and a conviction 
that the revolutionary intellectual must bring enlightenment and 
leadership to the mass movement. Li asserted that the peasants 
must liberate themselves by their own efforts, but he also believed 
that Communists must perform the vital function of directing and 
guiding their energies into the proper channels. He viewed the 
local loyalties of the peasants as an embryonic form of class con-
sciousness, but the intervention of the Communist intellectual was 
to overcome local loyalties and convert them into true class con-
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sciousness. On the one hand, Li was clearly drawn to the sponta-
neous forces of peasant revolt and the existing traditional forms of 
peasant organization; on the other hand, he called for the creation 
of a new "centralized organization" to ensure the success of the 
movement. However much Li desired the revolutionary intelligentsia 
to merge with the peasant masses, however much he stressed that 
the intellectuals should take up rural occupations and merely "assist" 
the peasants to improve the organizations they already had and the 
activities they had already begun on their own, he nevertheless 
implied that the intellectuals — by virtue of their superior organiz-
ing abilities and their superior understanding of the course of social 
and political development — would in fact become the leaders of the 
agrarian revolution and determine its direction. 

The vital role that the Communist-oriented intellectuals were to 
play in the peasant revolution was reflected in the final paragraph 
of the article on the Red Spears — one of the last passages Li wrote: 

Enlightened youth of the villages, elementary school teachers of the 
villages, intellectuals, and all who have gone to the countryside to 
participate in the peasant movement! You should hurry to join the 
masses in the Red Spear Societies, develop and assist them, and explain 
to them the reasons for the present poverty of the Chinese peasantry 
and the need to create Red Spear Societies. Allow them to understand 
clearly the position and responsibilities of the peasant class in the 
national revolutionary movement, to recognize who are their enemies 
and who are their friends, and to understand the nature of the Red 
Spear Societies and the road they ought to follow. [If these things are 
done] then this great movement of peasants that roars like the expanse 
of the ocean will not follow a mistaken road, its earlier defeats will not 
be repeated, and it will not be destroyed because peasants are misled 
into leaving their own camp and [allowing themselves] to be utilized by 
warlords and gentry. The peasants will then be able to break the bonds 
of backwardness, superstition, and obscurantism, and transform the old 
form of the Red Spear Societies into the dignified and correct represent-
atives of the armed peasants' self-defense groups . . . Comrades, 
several hundred million peasants are waiting to be released from the 
deep waters of the sea and the hot fires of hell . . . They longingly 
wait for you to lead them out of this vile pit onto the road of brightness.49 

Although the spontaneous peasant movement "roars like the 
expanse of the ocean," the peasants were to be led from "the hot 
fires of hell" by Communist intellectuals. But if the Communists 
were to lead the peasant movement, they were to do so in the vil-
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lages, not from the cities. The revolutionary intellectuals were to go 
to the countryside, take up rural occupations, join the existing 
peasant organizations, and fashion them into instruments of revolu-
tion. Certainly one of the most remarkable features of Li's article 
on the Red Spears, as well as his article "Land and the Peasants," 
was the complete absence of any suggestion that the agrarian revolu-
tion was an appendage of, or even closely related to, political devel-
opments in the cities. Not even formal homage was paid to the 
current Comintern doctrine that the agrarian revolution was merely 
a part of the bourgeois-democratic revolution taking place in the 
cities (and that, therefore, the peasant movement should come 
under the leadership of the Kuomintang, or at least conform to the 
aims of the Kuomintang). Nor did Li once mention the role of the 
urban proletariat in the revolutionary process; he failed to pay even 
Up service to the notion that the Communists who were to go to the 
villages were really the representatives of the actual proletariat. 

Li's lack of concern with the urban revolution was further re-
flected in his refusal to apply urban class designations to the different 
social strata within the village, as did almost all Comintern and 
Chinese Communist publications of this period. He divided the 
peasantry only into the categories of rich peasants, middle peasants, 
small owner-cultivators, tenants, and agricultural wage laborers.50 

Even Mao Tse-tung differentiated the peasantry on the basis of 
urban social class criteria in his "Analysis of the Classes in Chinese 
Society," written in March, 1926. According to Mao's classification, 
the owner-cultivators belonged to the petty bourgeoisie, while the 
semiowner cultivators, the tenants, and the poor peasants were de-
scribed as semiproletarian.51 By ignoring this type of classification, 
Li completely rejected the implication that the peasants were mere 
adjuncts of their urban counterparts. 

On this key question of the relationship between the urban and 
rural revolutions, Li made a fundamental departure from Lenin's 
views on the revolutionary role of the peasantry. The place of the 
peasantry in Leninist revolutionary strategy has been the subject 
of heated controversy (precisely because his views on the question 
varied so greatly from time to time that they could be used to support 
conflicting interpretations), but he consistently maintained two 
conditions for the participation of the peasantry in the revolutionary 
process. First, no matter whether the revolution was defined as 
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a purely bourgeois-democratic revolution or as a more radical trans-
formation in which the bourgeois-democratic phase would rapidly 
"pass over" into the socialist phase, it was assumed that the peasants 
would be subordinate allies of the urban social classes, either the 
bourgeoisie or the proletariat. Second, especially when the condi-
tions were ripe for the more rapid and radical revolutionary trans-
formation, it was essential that the agrarian revolution and the 
revolutionary process in general be presided over by the "socialist 
consciousness" of the Communist party, which was to have its main 
social base in the actual proletariat. 

Neither of these conditions were present in Li Ta-chao's view of 
the agrarian revolution. He saw the peasant movement as an in-
dependent revolutionary force that was to remain unencumbered by 
urban political considerations. He dispensed with the role of the 
proletariat of the cities, and although he did not disregard the need 
for Communist leadership in the agrarian revolution, he ignored 
the role of the Communist party as the representative of the pro-
letariat. In 1926, as in 1919, Li Ta-chao looked to the forces of 
peasant revolt as the wellspring of the entire Chinese revolutionary 
movement and identified the liberation of China with the liberation 
of the peasantry. 

In his writings on the agrarian revolution, Li departed not only 
from Leninist premises but also from the policies of the Comintern 
and the central committee of the Chinese Communist party. The 
central committee regarded the peasant secret societies, particularly 
the Red Spears, as "basically reactionary," whereas Li treated them 
as a genuine and spontaneous expression of the forces of peasant 
revolution. At the very time that Li was calling for an intensifica-
tion of the armed struggle of the peasantry, the Comintern and the 
central committee were attempting to curb these very "excesses," 
fearing that too powerful a revolutionary upsurge in the country-
side would upset the precarious alliance with the Kuomintang. 

In view of the fact that Li Ta-chao had been one of the most 
ardent Communist advocates of the policy of collaboration with 
the Kuomintang, why was it that he apparently did not share this 
concern? Part of the explanation lies in the fact that it was incon-
sistent with Li's interpretation of the national revolution to accept 
the prospect that the aims of the alliance would be limited to "bour-
geois-democratic" measures. Perhaps equally important was the de 
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facto collapse of the alliance in the North. However, Li's growing 

lack of interest in the fate of the united front did not mean that he 

abandoned the concept of national revolution. T h e ideological basis 

of his interpretation of the national revolution was the belief that the 

entire Chinese nation, by virtue of its proletarian status in inter-

national society, was inherently allied to the forces of the world 

socialist revolution. W h e n the united front began to break apart, 

and when the peasants began to rise in revolt, it was not difficult 

to find in the peasantry those revolutionary potentialities and that 

latent proletarian consciousness that he had previously attributed to 

the nation as a whole. T h e peasants not only constituted the great 

majority of the Chinese people, as Li often pointed out, but em-

bodied China's national traditions as well. If Li's call for an agrarian 

class struggle between Chinese peasants and their Chinese oppres-

sors was somewhat inconsistent with his theory that China was a 

"proletarian nation" exploited by international capitalism, the class 

struggle was, after all, to be undertaken by the overwhelming ma-

jority of the nation against those relatively few Chinese oppressors 

who could conveniently be seen as allied with, or dependent upon, 

foreign imperialism. 

In 1926 the voluntaristic and nationalistic predispositions that 

had governed Li's interpretation of Marxist theory finally became 

firmly joined in a practical program for revolution. Since the eco-

nomic preconditions for the realization of socialism were lacking in 

China, since the Chinese proletariat alone was too weak to bear the 

burden of revolution, and since the united front with the Kuomin-

tang had proved too undependable a revolutionary instrument, the 

rising tide of agrarian revolution must be sufficient to overcome all 

these deficiencies. T h e revolutionary energies of the peasantry 

should be utilized immediately to realize the "national revolution" 

and consummate China's alliance with the forces of world revolu-

tion. 

Yet Li Ta-chao's revolutionary voluntarism was in itself insuf-

ficient to explain his ability to appreciate the revolutionary poten-

tialities of the peasantry; Chinese nationalism was also an essential 

ingredient. T h e national characteristics and traditions generally 

typical of rural environments, which had always repelled most 

European Marxists, were the very things that attracted Li. Trotsky, 

whose revolutionary voluntarism Li shared but whose international-
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ism he did not, once wrote that the Chinese peasants were incapable 
of sustained political action because the peasantry, "by virtue of its 
entire history and the condition of its existence, is the least inter-
national of all classes. What are commonly called national traits have 
their chief source precisely in the peasantry."52 What for Trotsky 
was a major defect in the revolutionary qualifications of the peasant-
ry was for Li a major virtue. The more internationalistic and West-
ern-oriented Chinese Marxists, such as Ch'en Tu-hsiu, felt a need 
to be identified with the Chinese urban proletariat because, quite 
apart from Marxist ideological considerations, that social class 
(however embryonic) was forged in the image of the West. Li Ta-
chao felt instead the need to be identified with the elemental forces 
of the Chinese nation. In the peasantry he found not only a great 
revolutionary force but also a class that seemed the embodiment 
of the vital energies of China and the carrier of her national tradi-
tions. 



E P I L O G U E 

ON THE morning of April 6, 1927, a large force of troops and 
policemen were dispatched to the Legation Quarter in Peking by 
Chang Tso-lin, the Manchurian warlord who was then in control of 
the Peking government. Acting in accordance with prior arrange-
ments made with members of the Western and Japanese diplomatic 
corps, Chang's troops and police were allowed through the gates of 
the Legation Quarter and proceeded to the Soviet embassy com-
pound, which they surrounded and raided. Documents were seized 
and about one hundred Russians and Chinese were arrested. Among 
those arrested was Li Ta-chao. 

The official justification later put forth by the Peking regime 
for this violation of diplomatic immunity was that the Soviet em-
bassy had become a haven for Chinese Communists (notably Li 
Ta-chao) who were engaged in revolutionary activities. In support 
of this particular charge there was no lack of evidence. Although 
Chinese Communist accounts are understandably reluctant to ac-
knowledge that Li had been forced to find sanctuary in the Soviet 
embassy, they do report that "under the most difficult circumstances" 
he continued to direct Communist activities in Peking during the 
year prior to his arrest. It is known that Communist activists fre-
quently met with Li in his home in the Soviet embassy compound 
and that on some occasions he secretly ventured into the city to 
speak at meetings and attend to affairs of the underground Com-
munist organization. 

Li Ta-chao's eldest daughter, Hsing-hua, has described the events 
surrounding the arrest and execution of her father. She recalled 
that there had been forewarnings of the danger. Suspected agents 
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of Chang Tso-lin appeared at the Li household in the weeks prior 
to the raid. At the beginning of April one of the Li family's two 
servants failed to return from a shopping expedition into the city. 
It was assumed that he had been arrested, and a sense of apprehen-
sion pervaded the family. "For several days father's friends contin-
ually came to warn him to leave Peking, but he disregarded their 
warnings. Mother also pleaded with him . . . but this had ab-
solutely no effect on father."1 

On the morning of April 6, Hsing-hua recalled, she was sitting 
on a bench outside their house reading a newspaper while her 
father was writing inside at his desk. Suddenly she heard the sound 
of gunfire and fled into the house. Li told her not to be frightened, 
but he proceeded to take out a pistol. 

After a while I heard the sound of heavy leather shoes. My heart beat 
violently but I didn't make a sound, only my terrified eyes looked to 
father. "Don't let anyone escape," a gruff voice shouted from outside the 
window. 

Suddenly military police in gray uniforms and black boots, detectives 
in plain clothes, and [civil] police in black uniforms swarmed into the 
small room. Like a horde of devils they surrounded us, each of them 
holding pistols which they coldly and cruelly pointed at father and me. 
Among the police and soldiers was the servant Yen Chen who had been 
arrested a few days before. His arms were bound with a thin white rope 
that was grasped tightly by a fat detective who held him like a dog. 
From behind his long hair there appeared a pale face. At a glance, we 
knew he had been tortured. They had brought him to identify us. 

The fat detective of cruel features and evil eyes pointed to my father 
and asked Yen Chen: "Do you know him?" He simply shook his head, 
indicating that he did not. "You don't know him? Well I know him," 
replied the detective with a cunning, cold grin; he then ordered his 
men: "Take care of him. Don't let him commit suicide. Grab his pistol." 
They immediately took father's pistol and searched him. Father main-
tained his habitual serene attitude. He did not argue with them because 
he knew it would be useless . . . 

Shouting cruel and violent curses, [they] tied up father. I saw them 
dragging him out. And I too was arrested by this mob." 2 

Later that same day Li Ta-chao's wife and a younger daughter 
were also arrested and imprisoned. Ten days later Hsing-hua, her 
mother, and a younger sister were taken to a courtroom, where she 
saw her father for the last time. Li Ta-chao was wearing the tradi-
tional gray scholar's gown in which he was almost always seen. In 
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the course of the proceedings Li pleaded with the judge to release 
his wife and two daughters. His wife was a simple country girl and 
his daughters were very young, he argued; they had not in any way 
been involved in his political activities. The judge thereupon ordered 
Hsing-hua, her mother, and her younger sister removed from the 
courtroom and returned to prison. 

For nearly two weeks Li Ta-chao's wife and two daughters lan-
guished in jail and heard nothing about his fate. Finally, on the 
evening of April 28, the three were released from prison. On the 
following day they read in a Peking newspaper that Li, along with 
nineteen other Communists and left-wing Kuomintang members, 
had been executed by strangulation the previous day.3 

Li's execution aroused bitter nation-wide protests that were by 
no means confined to Communist circles. Newspaper opinion gen-
erally condemned Chang Tso-lin's act. The Peking authorities, 
fearing that a formal funeral for Li might become the occasion for 
an antigovernment demonstration, refused to release Li's body to his 
family. He was given a temporary resting place in a Buddhist temple 
in Peking. Not until four years later, when Chiang Meng-lin, the 
chancellor of Peking University, intervened with the Nationalist 
authorities on behalf of Li's widow, was he finally permitted a proper 
funeral and burial. At that time the political disturbances that 
Chang Tso-lin had feared in 1927 were partially realized. A Reuter 
agency dispatch from Peking on April 24, 1931, read as follows: 

The funeral of the late Mr. Li Ta-chao, former professor of the Peking 
National University and well-known leader of the Chinese Communist 
Party, yesterday morning was the occasion for a radical demonstration, 
which resulted in forty students being arrested by police and gendarmes. 

More than 700 persons, mostly students and workers, walked in the 
funeral procession, which started from a Buddhist temple outside 
Shunchihmen, where the remains had been kept since Mr. Li was 
executed by Marshal Chang Tso-lin in 1927. When the casket reached 
Hsitanpailou, one of the busiest sections of the city, the 32 professional 
pall bearers paused for a while in order to enable street sacrifices to be 
made before the coffin. Taking advantage of the congestion of traffic at 
this point as well as the presence of large crowds of spectators, some of 
the radical students in the procession started to sing the Internationale 
and distribute communist literature. 

Police and gendarmes immediately intervened in an attempt to pre-
vent the students from further distributing their handbills, but the 
latter refused to heed the warning. A clash ensued in which about forty 
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students were arrested. The rest escaped. Twenty students were taken to 
the Bureau of Public Safety and the others to the headquarters of the 
Gendarmerie. The funeral procession later resumed its journey to the 
Western Hills, where interment took place in the afternoon. 

The funeral brought out a variety of scrolls of condolence sent by 
friends and admirers of the deceased leader. One from a Japanese named 
Yamada bore this inscription: "To Comrade Li Ta-chao, our beloved 
leader and teacher of the proletariat. Although your mortal remains 
will soon be buried, your spirit is still with us, and the blood which you 
shed, has become a source of strength to our movement. Comrade, may 
you rest in peace! We are determined to fight until we have freed our-
selves from our fetters and become free." A Korean communist sent a 
scroll written in his native language.4 

A sequel to the rather macabre events surrounding Li's death 
and its aftermath took place in Communist China in 195 1 . A Com-
munist newspaper in Hong Kong, the Ta-kung pao, carried a dis-
patch from Mukden that told of the arrest of one Chao Yii-shu for 
counterrevolutionary activities. Following the arrest of Chao Yii-shu 
it was discovered that "the said culprit had concealed his past evil 
history . . . In 1927 he was aide-de-camp with rank of captain 
to Chang Tso-lin, and commanding some forty bodyguards of 
Marshal Chang, had arrested our revolutionary martyr Li Ta-chao 
and twenty others. The culprit was the first one to tie up Li, and 
upon Li's shouting for justice, he even tightened the ropes and 
struck him with his fists . . . He took away Li's clothing and money 
for his own use . . . He [Chao] was sentenced to death by the 
Municipal Peoples Court in accordance with law and executed by 
firing squad on February 22 [ 1951 ] 5 

Li Ta-chao was still in his thirty-ninth year when Chang Tso-lin 
ordered that he be executed, but his fate was perhaps less tragic 
than the fate that befell his friend and colleague Ch'en Tu-hsiu, 
with whom he had shared responsibility for founding the Com-
munist movement in China. Ch'en escaped the executioner's rope 
in 1927, but the years that followed were filled with the deepest 
disappointment and frustration. He was held entirely to blame for 
the defeats that virtually demolished the Chinese Communist party 
in 1927. Accused of the sin of "right-wing opportunism," he was 
dismissed from his post of secretary-general. Two years later he 
was expelled from the party altogether, this time for the alleged 
heresy of "Trotskyism." Half the years remaining to him were spent 
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in a Kuomintang prison. He died of cancer in 1941, a tragic and 
disillusioned figure who had spent his last years vainly attempting 
to reconcile Marxism with his pre-Marxian democratic faith.® 

Although Ch'en Tu-hsiu was the acknowledged leader of the 
New Culture movement, to which the Communists claim to be the 
rightful heirs, his role in that period has been mostly ignored in 
Communist historical accounts. When his name does appear, it is 
usually as the symbol of an arch-renegade.7 Between the two types 
of extreme nationalism that have monopolized modern Chinese 
politics there has been no room for either a Social Democratic or 
a viable liberal movement that might have provided a political haven 
for Ch'en when he was alive, or an honest record of his very con-
siderable role in modern Chinese history after he was dead. 

No one knows what role Li Ta-chao might have played in the 
history of Chinese Communism had he lived after 1927. Nor can 
one be sure that his last words were to shout "Long live Commu-
nism" at his executioners, as later Communist accounts have claimed. 
But insofar as it is possible to know of such matters, it would seem 
that he went to his death with his Communist faith unshaken. 
During the turbulent early years of the Chinese Communist move-
ment, as well as in the fateful year of 1927, he realized the aim he 
had set for himself in 19x9 when he embarked upon his revolution-
ary career. "The life of superior attainment," he had then pro-
claimed, "always lies in ardent sacrifice."8 

Today Li Ta-chao is honored in China as the most heroic of 
revolutionary martyrs. In Communist historical writings he is treated 
as the real leader of the May Fourth movement, the pioneer of 
Marxism in China, and the true founder of the Chinese Communist 
party. In such writings Li's role in modern Chinese history is mag-
nified beyond its real proportions, although never so much as to dim 
the luster of Mao Tse-tung in the areas in which the latter was also 
involved. In the glorification of Li Ta-chao and the vilification of 
Ch'en Tu-hsiu, there is reflected more than the obvious political 
need to find heroes and heretics, for Li was the forerunner of those 
revolutionary voluntaristic tendencies and nationalistic impulses 
that have since governed the Maoist version of Marxism-Leninism, 
whereas Ch'en represented the internationalistic and Westernizing 
Marxist influences that were to perish in the Chinese environment. 

There is no way to know for certain how much of the young 

2 6 1 



E P I L O G U E 

Mao Tse-tung's intellectual orientation was derived from the ideas 
and writings of Li Ta-chao, for those who claim to have made his-
toric and universally valid innovations in theory are reluctant to 
acknowledge intellectual debts, even in the rare cases where they 
are fully conscious of such debts. Yet it seems highly likely, as Stuart 
Schram has argued in his excellent study of Mao's intellectual 
development, that Mao's ideas in his formative years were shaped 
in large measure by the ideas of Li. Li not only introduced Mao to 
Marxist theory in the winter of 1918-1919, when Mao served as 
assistant to the librarian of Peking National University, but he also 
communicated to Mao his own particular version of Marxism and 
his chiliastic feelings on the significance of the October Revolution. 
Nor is it likely that Mao was uninfluenced by the heretical Populist 
notions intermingled with Li's Marxist ideas, particularly Li's pas-
sionate appeals in 1919 for young intellectuals to leave the cities 
and devote their energies to the liberation of the peasantry in the 
countryside. Mao did not rediscover the peasantry until 1925, but 
as Schram has suggested, "Li Ta-chao in 1919 may well have started 
him on the road to that rediscovery."9 

The earliest political writings of the young Mao Tse-tung, pub-
lished in mid-1919, faithfully echoed the nationalist, Populist, and 
Bolshevik ideas of his teacher. A belief that the whole Chinese nation 
was essentially united against its external oppressors, a faith in the 
"intrinsic energy" of the Chinese people, an affirmation of the his-
toric greatness and future glory of the Chinese nation, and a chil-
iastic feeling that the Bolshevik Revolution was a "great tide" about 
to sweep over the world — such were the notions that Mao derived 
from Li in 1919.10 In the years thereafter Mao's treatment of Marx-
ist theory followed closely the pattern set by Li. In the hands of 
both the deterministic laws of Marxism were to bend, and eventually 
break, before an inexhaustible faith in the power of the human will 
and consciousness to shape historical reality. Neither was willing 
to allow predetermined levels of social and economic development to 
restrict opportunities for immediate revolutionary action. In fact, 
the very absence of the objective prerequisites for socialism seemed 
to demand that the Chinese exert ever greater energies to achieve 
those prerequisites, and both treated this situation as an advantage 
that would enable China to move all the more rapidly to the social-
ist Utopia of the future. 
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Both Li and Mao felt the need to find objective Marxist correla-
tives for what was basically a subjective system of revolutionary 
values, and both drew from the materialist conception of history 
the assurance of the inevitability of socialism. But their socialist 
faith was ultimately based not upon confidence in the workings of 
the objective laws of social development, but rather upon confidence 
in their abilities to bring forth the powerful subjective forces latent 
in the present — the great storehouses of "surplus energy" that Li 
argued had been accumulating in China over the centuries. The 
ideas, the wills, and the "self-consciousness" of men would really 
determine the course of Chinese history. 

These activistic and voluntaristic impulses were inspired by and 
also reinforced even more deeply rooted nationalistic impulses. For 
Mao, as well as for Li, the salvation and rebirth of the Chinese na-
tion was the major concern, but it was to be a socialist rebirth, 
China's precapitalist social and economic structure notwithstand-
ing, for China was not to be allowed to fall behind in the progressive 
march of history. It was to achieve this rebirth that both undertook 
to transform Marxist doctrine. In the process of the transformation 
the internationalist and cosmopolitan content of the original doc-
trine gave way to a messianic nationalism, which saw China not 
only fully qualified to join the forces of international socialism but 
destined to play a special role in the world revolution. 

The combination of revolutionary voluntarism and Chinese na-
tionalism made for a curious dichotomy in both Li's and Mao's 
vision of the rebirth of China. Although their confidence in this 
rebirth was based upon their faith in the energies of the people, 
particularly the youth, who were to write a new Chinese history in 
accordance with the new Marxist ideals and values which had come 
from the West, this very real rejection of the values of old China 
was accompanied by a nationalistic attachment to Chinese traditions 
and a feeling of pride in the glories of the Chinese past. 

The combination of voluntarism and nationalism was also re-
flected in their treatment of the concept of class struggle, the theo-
retical area most directly related to political practice. Both Li and 
Mao promoted class struggle in theory as well as in practice. How-
ever, they drew from Marx's theory more the notion of struggle than 
the need to analyze political situations upon the basis of objective 
social class criteria. "Proletarian consciousness" was more important 
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than the proletariat itself. Li was quite explicit in attributing a latent 
proletarian consciousness to the entire Chinese nation by virtue of 
China's "proletarian" status in the international capitalist economy, 
and this idea was implicit in Mao's thesis that the major contest was 
not so much within China as between the Chinese nation and 
foreign imperialism. These notions reflected not only the volunta-
risms impatience with the economic forces of history and his impulse 
to carry out the proletarian revolution, even without the actual 
proletariat if need be, but also the willingness of the Chinese na-
tionalist to abandon the only progressive social class in Chinese 
society that had been formed in the image of the West and instead 
look to broader, "national" sources of revolution. 

It perhaps matters little how much of his ideology Mao Tse-tung 
derived directly from Li Ta-chao. Without Li, Mao might have 
arrived at much the same ideas and followed the same ideological 
and political path. What is important, however, is that the immer-
sion of Marxism in the Chinese environment gave rise to their 
particular intellectual and ideological orientations, and that those 
orientations were intimately related to the political strategies that 
brought the Chinese Communist party to power. 

This close relationship between politics and ideology was appar-
ent in the striking parallels between Li's and Mao's political posi-
tions in the years before 1927. Like Li, Mao was an enthusiastic, 
not a reluctant, supporter of the alliance with the Kuomintang, for 
he too looked to the revolutionary energies of the whole nation 
rather than of a single social class, and eventually both Li and Mao 
abandoned that particular united front to embrace the elemental 
forces of peasant revolt. In the mid-1920's Mao probably did not 
look to Li for political leadership as he had looked to him for intel-
lectual guidance in 1919, but their advocacy of similar political 
strategies followed from similar intellectual and ideological assump-
tions. 

On the basis of these two elements of revolutionary strategy 
that appeared before 1927 — the united front and, especially, peas-
ant revolution — the Chinese Communist party was eventually to 
triumph. In the application of these very general strategies Mao 
developed a variety of particular innovations that were esssen-
tial to the Communist success. Although it may be true, as has often 
been noted, that Mao's real innovations lay in the realm of political 
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strategy and tactics rather than in the realm of Marxist theory, what 
is frequently ignored are the intellectual and ideological elements 
that were the prerequisites for those innovations. It was not prede-
termined that Communism would come to power in China upon a 
wave of peasant revolt — or indeed that it would come to power at 
all. Even if it is assumed that the peasant risings that began in the 
mid-1920's were entirely spontaneous in character (an historically 
erroneous assumption), the ability fully to appreciate the forces of 
peasant revolt and the willingness to build Communist revolutionary 
strategy upon a purely peasant foundation required certain general 
but fundamental theoretical perspectives and intellectual orienta-
tions. Some Chinese Communists were able to entertain this possi-
bility; others were not. 

The reasons why Li Ta-chao was willing to abandon the Western-
influenced cities and the proletariat for the Chinese countryside 
also applied to Mao Tse-tung. Mao was a better student of Leninist 
organizational techniques and methods of manipulating mass move-
ments. He was also more concerned than Li had been with main-
taining at least the appearance of doctrinal orthodoxy. However, 
essentially the same voluntaristic interpretation of Marxism, the 
same nationalistic impulses, and a similar Populist emphasis on the 
inherent unity of the people governed the thought of Mao Tse-tung 
as had governed Li Ta-chao's. These ideological factors were essential 
preconditions for the development of the Maoist strategy of peasant 
revolution. 

There is, of course, that peculiarly deterministic variety of con-
temporary social science theory that tends to see the Chinese Com-
munists as little more than playthings in the hands of vaster and 
deeper social forces. To the practitioners of this "science" the ideo-
logical tendencies that have been considered in this study will seem 
of little moment, for they are convinced that history can be analyzed 
without inquiring into the ideas and emotions of the men who made 
that history. For such practitioners, the nationalist aspect of Chinese 
Communism, for example, might appear as no more than the func-
tion of the Communist party's inevitable immersion in a rural en-
vironment. Yet the Chinese Communists who went to the country-
side were profoundly nationalistic long before they left the cities. 
In fact, a particular kind of nationalistic predisposition drew them 
to the peasantry. The rural environment no doubt reinforced this 
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nationalism, but no less important was the role played by the Com-
munists in transforming the innate antiforeign feelings of the 
Chinese peasantry into genuine nationalist feelings. "Mass national-
ism" was not something that welled up from the elemental forces 
of the countryside and eventually reached Mao Tse-tung and his 
associates. It is more historically accurate to say that nationalism 
was brought to the peasants from without by an ardently national-
istic elite intent upon shaping history in accordance with its ideals. 

Li Ta-chao did not live to see the triumph of the Communist 
movement that he had founded, but he did much to mold the ide-
ological orientations that guided his successors to that triumph. He 
could hardly have objected to the unorthodox strategy by which 
Mao Tse-tung reached power, for he had pioneered in promoting 
the general outlines of that strategy. He might not have found in 
Communist China the "truly human life" that he had thought a 
Marxist revolution would bring, but he would have been more than 
fully satisfied with the resurgence of the Chinese nation and the 
power of the Chinese Communist state, for the notion of the rebirth 
of a "young China" had always been at the emotional core of his 
entire world view. 
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A B B R E V I A T I O N S U S E D I N N O T E S 

HC Li Ta-chao hsüan-chi (The selected writings of Li Ta-chao) 
HCN Hsin ch'ing-nien (New youth") 

C H A P T E R I. T H E E A R L Y Y E A R S 

1. Ch'ii Yüan (320-278 B . C . ) , A minister of the state of Ch'u, failed 
to win the support of the king for his proposals to save the state because 
of the intrigues of the corrupt court nobility. He eventually drowned him-
self out of both love and grief for his king and country. The traditional 
"Dragon Boat Festival" of the fifth of May symbolizes the attempt to recover 
his body from the waters. 

2. For a brief account of Li's early years, see the article by the Com-
munist historian Chia Chih, "Li Ta-chao t'ung-chih chan-tou ti i-sheng" 
(Comrade Li Ta-chao's life of struggle), Kuang-hui ti wu-ssu (The glorious 
May Fourth; Peking, 1959), p. 29. Chia Chih is said to be the husband 
of one of Li Ta-chao's three surviving daughters. 

3. Li Ta-chao, "My Autobiography." This is a short composition Li 
wrote for an English language class taught by Mr. Arthur Robinson, a 
YMCA worker, at Waseda University in Tokyo in 1914. Mr. Robinson 
kindly made this composition available to me. 

4. For an analysis of this phenomenon in a variety of societies, see 
Dorian Apple, "The Social Structure of Grandparenthood," American An-
thropologist, 58:656-657 (August 1956). 

5. Li Ta-chao's daughter, Li Hsing-hua, has written a number of 
articles about her father that include descriptions of his relationship with 
his children. In one article she recalls: "Father was always kind and never 
scolded or beat us." Li Hsing-hua, "Shih-liu-nien ch'ien ti hui-i" (Memories 
of sixteen years ago), in Hua Ying-shen, ed., Chung-kuo Kung-ch'an-tang 
lieh-shih chuan (Biographies of heroes of the Chinese Communist party; 
Hong Kong, 1949), pp. 10-16. See also Li Hsing-hua, "Hui-i wo-ti fu-ch'in 
Li Ta-chao" (Memories of my father Li Ta-chao), Chung-kuo ch'ing-nien 
(Chinese youth), No. 8:19-25 ( 1 9 5 9 ) . 

6. Chia Chih, "Chan-tou ti i-sheng," p. 29. 
7. Li Ta-chao, "My Autobiography." 
8. Lü Chien, Li Ta-chao ho Ch'ii Ch'iu-pai (Li Ta-chao and Ch'ii Ch'iu-

pai; Shanghai, 1 9 5 1 ) , p. 1. 
9. Li was the father of four daughters and two sons. Chung-hua, the 

daughter who was said to have been his favorite, died of pneumonia in 1924. 
Li Hsing-hua, "I-nien," (Thoughts) Chiao-shih-pao (Apr. 23, 1957) , p. 4. 
After Li's execution, his widow returned with the children to her village 
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home. A son later went to Japan and then returned to join the Communists 
in Yenan. He was recently said to have been a military garrison commander 
of the Peking region. 

ιo . For Ch'en Tu-hsiu's views on the Boxers, see his essay "K'o-lin-te pei" 
(The Von Ketteler monument), HCN, 5 . 5 :449-458 (Nov. 1 5 , 1 9 1 8 ) . 

1 1 . Chia Chih, "Chan-tou ti i-sheng," p. 30. 
1 2 . Li Ta-chao, "Ch'ing-ch'un" (Spring), HCN, 2 . 1 : 1 - 1 2 (Sept. 1 , 

1 9 1 6 ) . For an excellent English translation of a portion of this essay by 
Yang Hsien-yi and Gladys Yang, see Chinese Literature (May 1 9 5 9 ) , pp. 
1 1 - 1 8 ; unless otherwise noted, references are to this translation. 

1 3 . Ibid., p. 17. 
14 . "Hsi-sheng" (Sacrifice; Nov. 9, 1 9 1 9 ) , in HC, p. 247. All transla-

tions from the Chinese throughout the text are mine unless otherwise noted. 
1 5 . Yü I, "Sung Li Kuei-nien yii Jih-pen hsii (A farewell to Li Kuei-

nien [Li Ta-chao] on his leaving for study in Japan), Yen-chih (Statesman), 
No. 4: 85-86 (Sept. i , 1 9 1 3 ) . 

16 . Kao I, "T'an hsien-lieh Li Ta-chao t'ung-chih ti i-wen" (On the 
translations of the martyr, Comrade Li Ta-chao), Wen-hui-pao (Shanghai, 
Sept. 1 7 , 1 9 5 7 ) , p. 3. 

1 7 . Li Ta-chao, "I-yüan-chih yü erh-yüan-chih" (Unicameralism and 
bicameralism), Yen-chih, No. 4 : 5 3 - 5 7 (Sept. 1 , 1 9 1 3 ) . 

18 . Li Ta-chao, "Lun kuan-liao chu-i" (On bureaucracy), Yen-chih, 
No. 4 : 1 7 - 2 0 (Sept. i , 1 9 1 3 ) . 

19 . "Ta-ai p'ien" (The great grief; Apr. 1 , 1 9 1 3 ) , HC, pp. 2 - 3 . 
20. Ibid., pp. 1 - 2 . It might be noted that Li's view of the Chinese past 

was not altogether a happy one. In a still very Confucian fashion he looked 
back to the golden age of the sages, especially the "Spring and Autumn" 
period ( 7 2 2 - 4 8 1 B . C . ) and the Era of the Warring States ( 4 8 1 - 2 2 1 B . C . ) , 

as the zenith of Chinese civilization, and he characterized the following two 
thousand years of Chinese history as no more than a process of "evil replac-
ing evil." His essay on "The Great Grief" begins with the following descrip-
tion of Chinese history: "Alas! How can the people be considered guilty? 
We have had a history of several thousand years and yet we are still not 
awakened. Since the evil Ch'in emperors [ 22 1 B . C . ] , local brigands have 
arisen everywhere and the fires of tyranny have expanded continuously to 
oppress the people, destroy scholarship, violate respectfulness, support evils, 
pollute the air men breathe, and destroy human rights. Who has dared to 
oppose it! Speaking slanders, the evil foreigners were established . . . 
[The pattern of] evil replacing evil has continued up to now. How tragic 
it is! It is the leaders who are to blame." 

2 1 . Ibid., p. 2. 
22. Ibid. 
23. Ibid. 
24. This point is emphasized in Satoi Hikoshichiro, "Ri Taisho no shup-

patsu, Genji ki no seiron ο chüshin ni" (The departure of Li Ta-chao, with 
emphasis on the political writings of the Statesman period), Shirin (History), 
4 0 . 3 : 1 - 3 9 (May 1 9 5 7 ) . 

25. "Yao tzu-yu chi-ho ti kuo-min ta-hui" (There ought to be a freely 
convened national assembly; Aug. 1 7 , 1 9 2 0 ) , HC, p. 330 . 

26. The statement that Li was a member of the T'ung-meng hui, the 
predecessor of the Kuomintang, during the period of the 1 9 1 1 Revolution 
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appeared in one of the earliest Communist accounts of his life. See Hua 
Ying-shen, p. 2. 

27. Li Ta-chao, "An-sha yii ch'ün-te" (Assassination and social moral-
ity), Yen-chih, No. 2 :98 (May 1 , 1 9 1 3 ) . 

28. Ibid., pp. 97-99. 
29. Li Ta-chao, "Shih-fei p'ien" (Essay on right and wrong), Yen-chih, 

No. 4 : 7 1 - 7 3 (Sept. i , 1 9 1 3 ) · 
30. The proposition that anarchism was the prelude to the spread of 

Marxism in China is argued by Robert Scalapino and George Yu in Chinese 
Anarchism (Berkeley, 1 9 6 1 ) , p. 60. 

3 1 . In his "autobiography" Mao recalls this aspect of his life in Peking 
in 1 9 1 8 : "I read some pamphlets on anarchy, and was very much influenced 
by them. With a student named Chu Hsun-pei, who used to visit me, I 
often discussed anarchism and its possibilities in China. At that time I favored 
many of its proposals." Edgar Snow, Red Star Over China (New York, 
1 9 3 8 ) , p. 1 3 5 . 

32. Lii Chien, p. 3. Li was introduced to T'ang Hua-lung by Sun Hung-i, 
a member of the Chihli provincial assembly during the last years of the 
Ch'ing dynasty and later a leading figure in the Chinputang. 

33. "Ta-ai p'ien," HC, pp. 1 - 2 . 
34. Li Ta-chao, "My Autobiography." 
35. Yü I, p. 86. 
36. According to Mr. Robinson, Li also attended a Bible class for a short 

period, although he seemed to be more interested in learning the English 
language than the Christian Bible. Interview with Mr. Arthur Robinson in 
Wellesley, Massachusetts, 1963 . 

37. Li Ta-chao, "Feng-su" (Customs), Chia-yin tsa-chih (Tiger maga-
zine), Vol. I, No. 3 (Summer 1 9 1 4 ) . 

38. Chia Chih, "Chan-tou ti i-sheng," p. 3 1 . The Chung-hua ko-ming-
tang was created in 1 9 1 4 as a secret society very much in the image of the 
earlier T'ung-meng hui. The T'ung-meng hui had been succeeded after the 
Revolution of 1 9 1 1 by the Kuomintang, which was organized as an "open 
party" to participate in the elections to the republican parliament. After 
Yiian Shih-k'ai's usurpation of power and the assassination of Sung Chiao-jen 
(who had been the main advocate of an "open party"), Sun returned to his 
original secret party organization. 

39. "Kuo-ch'ing" (The national condition, Nov. 10 , 1 9 1 4 ) , HC, p. 4. 
Ariga Nagao was then serving as political adviser to Yiian Shih-k'ai. 

40. Ibid., pp. 4 and 6. 
4 1 . Ibid., p. 5. Li characterized the traditional Chinese attitude toward 

political power by quoting the proverb: "I till the fields and eat, dig wells 
and drink, for what relation does the emperor have to me?" 

42. Ibid. 
43. Chow Tse-tsung, The May Fourth Movement (Cambridge, Mass., 

i 9 6 0 ) , p. 33. 
44. "Kuo-min chih hsin-tan" (To rouse the courage of the citizens; 

June 1 9 1 5 ) , HC, pp. 1 7 - 1 8 . 
45. "Ching-kao ch'uan-kuo fu-lao shu" (A letter of admonition to the 

elders of the nation; 1 9 1 5 ) , HC, pp. 19 -27 . 
46. Ibid., p. 26. 
47. The problem of the transition from culturalism to nationalism is 
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analyzed by Joseph Levenson in Liang Ch'i-ch'ao and the Mind of Modern 
China (Cambridge, Mass., 1 9 5 9 ) . See esp. pp. 1 0 9 - 1 2 2 . 

48. While in Japan, Li Ta-chao became a close friend of Chang Shih-
chao (b. 1 8 8 1 ) , who published several of Li's essays in Chia-yin tsa-chih. 
Late in 1 9 1 5 Chia-yin tsa-chih was suppressed by the Japanese government 
at the request of Yüan Shih-k'ai. Chang's constitutionalism soon gave way 
to a strongly traditionalist viewpoint. After 1949 he supported the Com-
munist government and in 1954 became a delegate from Hunan to the Na-
tional People's Congress. 

49. Ch'en Tu-hsiu, "Ai-kuo-hsin yü tzu-chiieh-hsin" (Patriotism and 
self-consciousness), Chia-yin tsa-chih, 1 . 4 : 1 (Apr. 1 9 1 5 ) . 

50. I bid., pp. ι and 4. 
5 1 . "Yen-shih-hsin yü tzu-chüeh-hsin" (Pessimism and self-conscious-

ness; Aug. 10 , 1 9 1 5 ) , HC, pp. 28-29. 
52. Ibid., p. 30. The Chinese term for patriotism, ai-kuo, literally means 

"to love the country." Thus, when Li wrote of "making a country lovable 
and loving it," the phrase carried a particularly strong connotation of patri-
otic feeling. 

53. Ibid., p. 3 1 . Li specifically referred to Bergson's Creative Evolution 
in discussing the "theory of free will." 

54. Ibid., p. 28. 
55. Ibid., p. 32. 
56. Li Ta-chao, "Spring," p. 1 3 . 
57. Ibid., p. 14 . 
58. Ibid., pp. 1 4 - 1 5 . 
59. I bid., pp. 1 6 - 1 7 . 
60. Chia Chih, "Li Ta-chao t'ung-chih ti ku-shih" (The story of Com-

rade Li Ta-chao), Chung-kuo ch'ing-nien (Apr. 16 , 1 9 5 7 ) , p. 10 . 

C H A P T E R I I . P R E L U D E T O R E V O L U T I O N 

1 . Li's close personal and political relationship with T'ang Hua-lung 
is reluctantly acknowledged in Communist accounts. See, for example, Chia 
Chih, "Li Ta-chao t'ung-chih ti ku-shih," pp. 9 - 1 0 . 

2. Ch'en-chung pao was the predecessor of the famous Ch'en pao 
(Morning post), which played so important a role in the May Fourth move-
ment. Li resigned from Ch'en-chung pao in October 1 9 1 7 ; eleven months 
later the newspaper was suppressed by the Peking government. Li became 
associated with the more radical Ch'en pao in February 1 9 1 9 as editor of 
its "page seven" supplement. For a history of Ch'en pao and particularly 
Li's relationship with it, see Wu-ssu shih-ch'i ch'i-k'an chieh-shao (An in-
troduction to the publications of the May Fourth period; Peking, 1 9 5 9 ) , 
I, 9 8 - 1 4 3 · 

3. "Min-i yü cheng-chih" (The rules of the people and politics; May 
1 5 , 1 9 1 6 ) , HC, pp. 36-40. This essay appeared in the short-lived periodical 
Min-i (The rules of the people), which Li Ta-chao edited in Japan shortly 
before returning to China. In a later essay Li explicitly identified min-i with 
the notion of popular sovereignty. See "K'ung-tzu yü hsien-fa" (Confucius 
and the constitution; Jan. 30, 1 9 1 7 ) , HC, p. 77. 

4. "Min-i yü cheng-chih, HC, p. 40. 
5. Ibid. 
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6. "Kuo-ch'ing," HC, p. 7. 
7. "Min-i yü cheng-chih," HC, pp. 42-46. 
8. Ibid., pp. 48-50. 
9. Li Ta-chao, "Lun kuan-liao chu-i," p. 20. 
10. Chia Chih, "Li Ta-chao t'ung-chih ti ku-shih," pp. 10-11 . 
11 . Between January 28, 1917 , and the end of May, Li contributed a 

total of 57 articles to Chia-yin jih-k'an. Files of the newspaper are unavail-
able except in mainland China. However, several of Li's articles that origi-
nally appeared in Chia-yin jih-k'an have been reprinted in HC. 

12. Chia Chih, "Chan-tou ti i-sheng," p. 33. 
13. "K'ung-tzu yii hsien-fa" (Jan. 30, 1 9 1 7 ) , and "Tzu-jan ti lun-li-

kuan yü K'ung-tzu" (The ethical view of nature and Confucius; Feb. 4, 
1 9 1 7 ) , HC, pp. 77-80. The immediate occasion for Li's attack upon the 
Confucian tradition was the movement of late 1916 and early 1917 to 
establish Confucianism as a state religion. 

14. Li Ta-chao, "Pao-li yü cheng-chih" (Violence and politics), T'ai-
p'ingyang (Pacific ocean), 1 . 7 : 9 - 1 1 (Oct. 15, 1 9 1 7 ) . 

15. Besides Ch'en and Li the editorial board consisted of Hu Shih, 
Ch'ien Hsüan-t'ung, Liu Fu, and Shen Yin-mo. 

16. Benjamin Schwartz, "The Intelligentsia in Communist China. A 
Tentative Comparison," Daedalus (Summer i960) , pp. 612-614. 

17. Needless to say, contemporary political issues were in fact dis-
cussed in many articles appearing in HCN despite Ch'en Tu-hsiu's stated 
desire to shun them. 

18. "Chen-li chih ch'üan-wei" (The authority of truth; Apr. 17, 1 9 1 7 ) , 
HC, pp. 86-87. 

19. Ch'en Tu-hsiu, "Reply to the Letter of Wang Shu-ch'ien," in Tu-
ftsin wen-ts'un (The collected works of Ch'en Tu-hsiu; Shanghai, 1922), 
IV, 1 1 - 1 2 . 

20. Ch'en Tu-hsiu, "Reply to the Letter of Ku K'e-kang," ibid., p. 126. 
21. "Chan-cheng yü jen-k'ou wen-t'i" (War and the population ques-

tion; Mar. 30, 1 9 1 7 ) , HC, pp. 83-85. 
22. Benjamin Schwartz, In Search of Wealth and Power: Yen Fu and 

the West (Cambridge, Mass., 1964), pp. 45-46. 
23. "Chan-cheng yü jen-k'ou wen-t'i," HC, p. 85. 
24. Li Ta-chao, "Ch'ing-nien yü lao-jen" (Youth and old people), 

HCN, 3.2:1 (Apr. i , 1 9 1 7 ) · 
25. Ibid., pp. 1-2. 
26. I bid., p. 3. 
27. Ibid., p. 4. The "Christiansen" mentioned here is the Danish polit-

ical scientist Arthur Christensen. In his essay Li referred to Christensen's 
book Politics and Crowd Morality (London, 1 9 1 5 ) . 

28. HCN, 4.5:446 (May 15, 1918) . 
29. Ibid., p. 449. 
30. Ch'en Tu-hsiu, "Tung-hsi min-tsu ken-pen ssu-hsiang chih ch'a-i," 

Tu-hsiu wen-ts'un, I, 35-40. 
31. Ch'en Tu-hsiu, "Chin-jih Chung-kuo chih cheng-chih wen-t'i" (The 

political problems of China today; July 15, 1 9 1 8 ) , ibid., I, 224. 
32. Selected Works of Lu Hsün (Peking, 1956) , I, 8-21. 
33. Li Ta-chao, "Tung-hsi wen-ming ken-pen chih i-tien," Shou-ch'ang 

wen-chi (The collected works of [Li] Shou-ch'ang; Shanghai, 1 9 5 1 ) , pp. 
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37-48. The date of the essay is incorrectly given in Shou-ch'ang wen-chi as 
1920 . Actually Li's essay appeared in Yen-chih chi-k'an (Statesman quarter-
ly) in July 1 9 1 8 . Wen Ts'ao, "Shih-p'ien Li Ta-chao (Shou-ch'ang) i-chu 
hsi-nien mu-lu" (A preliminary chronological index to the writings of Li 
Ta-chao), pt. 3 , Hsüeh-shu yüeh-k'an (Scholarship monthly), No. 3 : 6 1 
( 1 9 5 7 ) · Although not published until after the October Revolution, this 
essay was written well before Li's acceptance of Marxism, and in view of 
the similarity of its content to his earlier attitudes toward the Chinese 
tradition, it may be taken as an accurate expression of his pre-Marxian views 
on this subject. 

34. Li Ta-chao, "Tung-hsi wen-ming ken-pen chih i-tien," Shou-ch'ang 
wen-chi, p. 40. 

35. Ibid. 
36. Ibid. 
37. Levenson, Liang-Ch'i-ch'ao, esp. pp. 1 0 9 - 1 2 2 . 
38. For an excellent brief analysis of Li's pre-Marxian world view, see 

Benjamin Schwartz, Chinese Communism and the Rise of Mao (Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1 9 5 2 ) , pp. 1 0 - 1 1 . 

39. Li Ta-chao, "Chin" (Now) , HCN, 4 . 4 : 3 0 9 (Apr. 1 5 , 1 9 1 8 ) . 
40. Li Ta-chao, "Spring," p. 1 3 . 
4 1 . H. Stuart Hughes, Consciousness and Society (New York, 1 9 5 8 ) , 

p. 3 4 1 . 
42. Li Ta-chao, "Spring," p. 1 3 . 
43. Li Ta-chao, "Chin," p. 3 1 0 . Chinese Communist historians have 

interpreted the dialectical element in Li's thought as evidence of his "dialec-
tical materialism." In Marxist terms Li can more properly be classified as a 
"dialectial idealist" at this time for he quite clearly regarded "spiritual forces" 
as the motivating factor in history. 

44. Li Ta-chao, "Chin," p. 3 1 0 . 
45. Ibid., pp. 307-308 . 
46. Ibid., pp. 303 , 308-309. 
47. Ibid., p. 3 1 0 . 

C H A P T E R I I I . T H E R U S S I A N R E V O L U T I O N A N D T H E 

I N T R O D U C T I O N O F M A R X I S M 

1 . Chu Chih-hsin, "Te-i-chih she-hui ko-ming-chia hsiao-chuan" (Short 
biographies of German social revolutionaries), Min-pao (People's paper), 
No. 2 (January 1 9 0 6 ) and No. 3 (June 1 9 0 6 ) . 

2. Liang described the doctrine of Marx as holding that the majority 
of weak people are oppressed by a minority of strong people and stated that 
Marx and Nietzsche represented the two main schools of German thought. 
He criticized both Marx and Nietzsche for looking only to the present and 
failing to look to the future. He also frowned upon Marx's opposition to 
religion and the theory of evolution. Liang Ch'i-ch'ao, "Chin-hua-lun ko-
ming-che Chieh-te chih hsüeh-shuo" (The theory of Kidd, a revolution in the 
discussion of evolution), Ying-ping-shih ch'iian-chi (Collected works of the 
Ice-Drinkers' Studio; Shanghai, 1 9 2 5 ) , XXV, 27, 33 . 

3. Jung Meng-yiian, "Hsin-hai ko-ming ch'ien Chung-kuo shu-k'an shang 
tui Ma-k'o-ssu chu-i ti chieh-shao" (The introduction of Marxism in Chinese 
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publications before the Revolution of 1 9 1 1 ) , Η sin chien-she (New recon-
struction), No. 3 : 6 ( 1 9 5 3 ) . 

4. Chang Ching-lu, Chung-kuo ch'u pan shih-liao pu-pien (Supplement 
to materials on the history of Chinese publications) (Peking, 1 9 5 7 ) , 442. 

5. The writings of Russian Marxists were not available in Chinese trans-
lation until after the October Revolution. One of the first to appear was 
Lenin's "Report on Party Principles to the Eighth Congress of the Russian 
Communist Party (Bolshevik)," translated under the title "National Self-
determination" (Min-tsu tzu-chiieh) and published in HCN, Vol. 8, No. 3 
(Nov. 1 9 2 0 ) . See Chang Ching-lu, Supplement, 452. 

6. Ch'en Tu-hsiu, "Fa-lan-hsi jen yü chin-shih wen-ming" (The French 
and modern civilization), Tu-hsiu wen-ts'un, I, 1 1 - 1 5 . 

7. Ch'en Tu-hsiu, "T'ung-hsin" (Correspondence), HCN, 2 . 5 : 4 - 5 
(Jan. i , 1 9 1 7 ) · 

8. Li Lung-mu, "Li Ta-chao t'ung-chih ho wu-ssu shih-ch'i Ma-k'o-ssu 
chu-i ssu-hsiang ti hsiian-ch'uan" (Comrade Li Ta-chao and the propagation 
of Marxism during the May Fourth period), Li-shih yen-chiu (Historical 
research), No. 5 :4 ( 1 9 5 7 ) . 

9. The Japanese atarashiki mura (new village) movement, like similar 
Utopian socialist experiments in Europe and the U. S., promoted the estab-
lishment of ideal village communities whose members agreed to practice 
communist principles. The movement drew its main intellectual inspiration 
from Kropotkin's theory of "mutual aid" and its particular rural orientation 
from Tolstoy. In China the best-known advocate of the New Village move-
ment was the younger brother of Lu Hsün, Chou Tso-jen, who had been 
educated in Japan. 

10 . Kao I-han, "Ho Ta-chao t'ung-chih hsiang-ch'u ti shih-hou" (The 
time I met Comrade [Li] Ta-chao), Kung-jen jih-pao (Daily worker; Apr. 
27» 1957)» P· 3· 

1 1 . Teng Ssu-yii and John K. Fairbank, China's Response to the West: 
A Documentary Survey (Cambridge, Mass., 1 9 5 4 ) , p. 238. 

1 2 . Li apparently took his duties as librarian quite seriously. In 1 9 2 1 
he wrote an article on the techniques of librarianship entitled "Mei-kuo 
t'u-shu-kuan yüan chih hsiin-lien" (The training of American librarians). 
For a brief discussion of Li's contribution to the development of modern 
library techniques in China, see Ku T'ing-chuan, "Hsüeh-hsi Li Ta-chao 
t'ung-chih chien-k'u fen-tou ti ching-shen chien-t'an hsin Chung-kuo t'u-
shu-kuan shih-yeh ti fa-chan" (Study Comrade Li Ta-chao's spirit of bitter 
struggle and also the development of the modern Chinese library profession), 
Wen-hui-ραο (Shanghai, Aug. 24, 1 9 5 7 ) , p. 5. 

1 3 . Kuo Shen-po gives 1920 as the year that Li joined the history 
faculty at Peking University. Chin wu-shih-nien Chung-kuo ssu-hsiang shih 
(A history of Chinese thought for the past fifty years; Peking, 1 9 3 6 ) , p. 
1 4 1 . 

14 . "O-kuo ta ko-ming chih ying-hsiang" (The influence of the great 
Russian revolution), HC, p. 82. 

1 5 . Ch'en Tu-hsiu, "O-lo-ssu ko-ming yü wo kuo-min chih chiieh-wu" 
(The Russian revolution and our nation's awakening; Apr. 1 , 1 9 1 7 ) , Tu-
hsiu wen-ts'un, I, 1 4 3 - 1 4 4 . 

16 . "O-kuo ta ko-ming chih ying-hsiang," HC, p. 8 1 . 
1 7 . Li Ta-chao, "Ch'ing-ch'un," p. 6. 
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18. "O-kuo ta ko-ming chih ying-hsiang," HC, pp. 81-82. 
19. Li Ta-chao, "Pao-li yü cheng-chih," p. 1. 
20. P'eng Ming, "Wu-ssu shih-ch'i ti Li Ta-chao ho Ch'en Tu-hsiu" 

( L i Ta-chao and Ch'en Tu-hsiu in the May Fourth period), Li-shih yen-
chiu, No. 6 : 5 2 ( 1 9 6 2 ) . 

21 . Ibid. 
22. "Fa Ο ko-ming chih pi-chiao-kuan" ( A comparison of the French 

and Russian revolutions). Li's article originally appeared in Yen-chih chi-
k'an, No. 3 (July 1, 1 9 1 8 ) . The references here are to the reprint of the 
article in Shih Tsiin, ed., Chung-kuo chin-tai ssu-hsiang shih ts'an-k'ao tzu-
liao chien-pien, (Source materials for the study of the history of modern 
Chinese thought; Peking, 1 9 5 7 ) , pp. 1 2 0 1 - 1 2 0 4 . 

23. Ibid., p. 1202. 
24. I bid., pp. 1203-1204. Li apparently derived the notion of Russia 

as mediator between East and West from Paul Reinsch, whose World 
Politics ( N e w York, 1900) he quoted in this essay. 

25. I bid., p. 1204. 
26. Ibid., pp. 1202-1203. 
27. Leon Trotsky, Our Revolution (New York, 1 9 1 8 ) , p. 84. For a 

discussion of this aspect of Trotsky's thought, see Isaac Deutscher, The 
Prophet Armed (London, 1 9 5 4 ) , p. 154. 

28. Li Ta-chao, "Fa Ο ko-ming chih pi-chiao-kuan," in Shih Tsiin, pp. 
1202-1204. 

29. Li Ta-chao, "Bolshevism ti sheng-li" (The victory of Bolshevism), 
HCN, 5 .5:444 (Nov. 15, 1 9 1 8 ) . The date of publication in this issue of 
HCN is misprinted "October 15"; the actual date of publication was a month 
later. 

30. Ibid., pp. 442-443. 
31. Ibid., pp. 447-448. 
32. Ibid. 
33. Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia (New York and London, 

1 9 5 2 ) , p. 193. 
34. Trotsky's The Bolsheviki and World Peace, which was written 

shortly after the outbreak of the First World War, predicted that the war 
was completing the conditions for "the final victory of socialism." The book 
was translated into English and published in New York early in 1918 by 
Boni and Liveright, Inc., with an introduction by Lincoln Steffens. This was 
apparently the edition that Li Ta-chao read. 

35. Li Ta-chao, "Bolshevism ti sheng-li," pp. 446-447. 
36. I bid., p. 447. 
37. Li's speech, entitled "Shu-min ti sheng-li" (The victory of the 

masses), was printed in the issue of HCN that carried "The Victory of Bol-
shevism." The two are very similar in content. See HCN, 5 .5:436-438 
(Nov. 15, 1 9 1 8 ) . 

C H A P T E R I V . T H E P O P U L I S T S T R A I N 

i . Lo Chia-lun, "Chin-jih chih shih-chieh hsin-ch'ao" (The new tide 
of today's world), Hsin ch'ao (New tide), Vol. 1, No. χ (January 1 9 1 9 ) . Lo 
Chia-lun closely followed the image of the French Revolution as the "tide" 
of the nineteenth century world and the Russian Revolution as the "new 
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tide" of twentieth century humanity, which had been originally presented 
by Li Ta-chao in his article of July 1 9 1 8 , "Fa Ο ko-ming chih pi-chiao-
kuan." 

2. Li Ta-chao, "Wo ti Ma-k'o-ssu chu-i kuan" (My Marxist views), 
HCN, 6 . 5 : 5 2 1 (May 1 , 1 9 1 9 ) . 

3. An earlier group with anarchist inclinations, called the Society for 
the Study of Socialism, had been established by Chinese students in Tokyo 
in 1907. Tien-i-pao, the journal associated with this society, translated parts 
of the Communist Manifesto and Engels' Origins of the Family, Private 
Property, and the State. On the founding of this society, see Scalapino and 
Yu, pp. 29ff. 

4. Hatano Kenichi, Saikin Shina nenkan (New China yearbook; Tokyo, 
1 9 3 5 ) . p· 1597 · 

5. Chia Chih, "Chan-tou ti i-sheng," pp. 36-37 . 
6. Li Jui, Mao Tse-tung t'ung-chih ti ch'u-ch'i ko-ming huo-tung (The 

early revolutionary activities of Comrade Mao Tse-tung; Peking, 1 9 5 7 ) , p. 
88. The room in the Peking University Library where Mao had his desk 
as Li's assistant was established as a "memorial room" to both Li and Mao 
in 1950. See Hsia Chia, "Pei-ching ta-hsüeh ti Mao chu-hsi ho Li Ta-chao 
t'ung-chih chi-nien-shih" (The Peking University memorial room for Chair-
man Mao and Comrade Li Ta-chao), Ch'ang-chiang jih-pao (The Yangtze 
daily) (June 29, 1 9 5 1 ) , p. 4. 

7. Snow, p. 140. Although recent Communist accounts emphasize the 
close relations between Li and Mao during these months, another writer 
has suggested that Mao felt slighted because Li failed to pay sufficient atten-
tion to him. Hsiao Yii (Siao Yii) , Mao Tse-tung and 1 Were Beggars (Syra-
cuse, 1 9 5 9 ) , p. 1 7 3 . Mao himself has indicated that he was none too 
happy with his position as Li's assistant: "My office was so low that people 
avoided me. One of my tasks was to register the names of people who came 
to read newspapers, but to most of them I didn't exist as a human being. 
Among those who came to read I recognized the names of famous leaders 
of the renaissance movement, men like Fu Ssu-nien, Lo Chai-lung [Lo 
Chia-lun] and others, in whom I was intensely interested. I tried to begin 
conversations with them on political and cultural subjects, but they were 
very busy men. They had no time to listen to an assistant librarian speaking 
southern dialect." Snow, pp. 1 3 4 - 1 3 5 . 

8. Teng Chung-hsia was arrested by Kuomintang authorities in Shang-
hai in 1 9 3 3 and executed. Chang Kuo-t'ao was expelled from the Chinese 
Communist party in 1938 after a bitter dispute with Mao Tse-tung on the 
question of the relationship of the party to the urban proletariat. 

9. "Hsin chi-yüan" (The new era; Jan. 5, 1 9 1 9 ) , HC, p. 1 2 1 . 
10 . "Kuo-chi hu? Kuo-to hu?" (Extremism or extreme inertia?), HC, 

p. 124 . 
1 1 . "Chan-hou chih shih-chieh ch'ao-liu" (The postwar world tide; 

Feb. 7 and 8, 1 9 1 9 ) , HC, p. 1 3 7 . 
1 2 . "Tsai-chu-ch'ang shih ti cheng-chih" (The slaughterhouse form of 

politics; Apr. 20, 1 9 1 9 ) , HC, p. 167 . 
1 3 . "Hsin-chiu ssu-ch'ao chih chi-chan" (The struggle between new 

and old tides of thought; Mar. 9, 1 9 1 9 ) , HC, p. 156 . 
14 . "Ch'ing-nien yii nung-ts'un" (Youth and the villages; Feb. 20-23 , 

1 9 1 9 ) , HC, pp. 1 4 6 - 1 5 0 . 
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15. For a comprehensive account of the history and ideology of the 
early Russian Populist movement, see Franco Venturi, Roots of Revolution 
(London, i960). 

16. For an analysis of the influence of Chernyshevskii on Lenin, see 
Leopold H. Haimson, The Russian Marxists and the Origins of Bolshevism 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1 9 5 5 ) , pp. 9 7 - 1 0 3 . 

17. Marx's views on the possibility of a socialist revolution in Russia 
varied considerably. Some of his letters on Russia are included in Karl 
Marx and Frederick Engels, The Russian Menace to Europe, ed. Paul Black-
stock and Bert Hoselitz (Glencoe, 111., 1 9 5 2 ) , pp. 203-226. 

18. G. Plekhanov, Our Differences in his Selected Philosophical Works 
(Moscow, n .d . ) , I, 3 19 . 

19. Lenin's lengthy and tedious treatise was written between 1896 and 
1899. Through the presentation of a mass of economic statistics, Lenin 
emphasized the extent of capitalist growth in Russia and argued that its 
further development was both inevitable and desirable. 

20. Plekhanov, Our Differences, in Selected Philosophical Works, I, 
326. 

21. In Chinese Communist historical writings it is argued that in China, 
as in Russia, the Marxist phase of the revolutionary movement was preceded 
by a Populist phase. This interpretation, originally inspired by Lenin's 
article of 1912, "Democracy and Narodism in China," is based largely upon 
the interest of such anti-Manchu Chinese revolutionaries as Yang Tu-sheng 
and W u Yiieh in the Russian Socialist Revolutionary movement. See T'an 
Pi-an, "O-kuo min-ts'ui chu-i tui T'ung-meng hui ti ying-hsiang (The in-
fluence of Russian populism on the T'ung-meng hu i ) , Li-shih yen-chiu, No. 
1 ( 1 9 5 9 ) , esp. pp. 39-41 . Although there are certain ideological affinities 
between some Chinese revolutionaries of the T'ung-meng hui era and the 
Russian Socialist Revolutionaries, there is little evidence to suggest that the 
Chinese revolutionaries were influenced by Russian Populist ideology. Their 
lack of a basic emotional tie to the peasantry, and their failure to turn to 
the peasantry for support, make it difficult to speak of the emergence of a 
genuine Populist strain in the Chinese revolutionary movement during this 
period. 

22. "Ch'ing-nien yü nung-ts'un," HC, p. 146. In an article discussing 
the problem of suicide among Chinese youth written late in 1 9 1 9 , Li ex-
tended the parallel between Russia and China back two decades: "Today's 
new Russia has been created by the youth who were soaked in the suicides 
of the 1850 's . The new China that will necessarily be created in the future 
will come from the youth who are soaked in the blood of today's suicides." 
"Ch'ing-nien yen-shih tzu-sha wen-t'i" (The problem of pessimism and 
suicide among youth), Hsin ch'ao (New tide), 2 . 2 : 3 5 6 (Dec. 1, 1 9 1 9 ) . 

23. "Ch'ing-nien yü nung-ts'un," HC, pp. 146- 148 . 
24. Ibid., pp. 148-149. 
25. Ibid., p. 149. 
26. "Wu-i chi-nien jih yii hsien-tsai Chung-kuo lao-tung-chieh ti i-i" 

(The significance of May Day for the contemporary Chinese labor world; 
May i , 1 9 2 2 ) , HC, p. 384. 

27. "Ch'ing-nien yü nung-ts'un," HC, pp. 149- 150. 
28. In 1923 Ch'ii Ch'iu-pai attacked Chang Shih-chao's concept of 

"traditional agrarian socialism." See his "Hsien-tai Chung-kuo ti kuo-hui-chih 
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yii chün-fa" (The parliamentary system of contemporary China and the 
warlords), in Chung-kuo ko-ming wen-t'i lun-wen chi (A collection of 
articles on problems of the Chinese Revolution; Shanghai, 1927), esp. pp. 
458-467. For a discussion of Liao Chung-k'ai's use of the "well-field" con-
cept, a highly idealized version of ancient Chinese communal organization, 
see Joseph Levenson, "111 Wind in the Well-Field," in Arthur Wright, ed., 
The Confucian Persuasion (Stanford, i960). Li Ta-chao, in an article writ-
ten in 1925 entitled "T'u-ti yü nung-min" (Land and the peasants), HC, 
pp. 523-536, described the well-field as "a kind of ideal land system spoken 
of by politicians since the times of Chou and Ch'in." Although he stated that 
communally held land was "a common phenomenon of human life under 
primitive economic conditions," the well-field concept played no part in his 
approach to contemporary agrarian problems. 

29. Stuart R. Schram, The Political Thought of Mao Tse-tung (New 
York, 1963), p. 33. 

30. "Ch'ing-nien yü nung-ts'un," HC, p. 147. 
31. " 'Shao-nien Chung-kuo' ti shao-nien yün-tung" (The youth move-

ment of "Young China"; Sept. 15, 1919), HC, p. 237. 
32. Ts'ai Yüan-p'ei was among the first to employ this slogan in a speech 

delivered in the autumn of 1918 and later published under the title "Lao-
kung shen-sheng" (The dignity of labor), HCN, Vol. 5, No. 5 (Nov. 15, 
1918), the same issue that carried Li's "The Victory of Bolshevism." 

33. "Hsien-tai ch'ing-nien huo-tung ti fang-hsiang" (The direction of 
the activity of the present generation of youth; Mar. 14-16, 1 9 1 9) , HC, 
pp. 160-161. 

34. " 'Shao-nien Chung-kuo' ti shao-nien yün-tung," HC, pp. 236-237. 
This article was written after Li had defended his Bolshevik and Marxist 
beliefs in the "problems and isms" controversy. 

35. Ting Shou-ho, Yin Hsu-i, and Chang Po-ch'ao, Shih-yiieh-ko-ming 
tui Chung-kuo ko-ming ti ying-hsiang (The influence of the October Revolu-
tion on the Chinese Revolution; Peking, 1957), pp. 1 37- 138 . 

36. Che-chiang hsin-ch'ao (The Chekiang new tide), No. 1 (Novem-
ber 1919), as quoted in Ting Shou-ho et al., p. 141. 

37. Ting Shou-ho et al., p. 142. 
38. Conrad Brandt, Stalin's Failure in China (Cambridge, Mass., 

1958), pp. 48-49· 

C H A P T E R V. MARXISM A N D T H E MAY F O U R T H MOVE-
M E N T 

i . Among the contributors to HCN's special issue on Marxism (Vol. 6, 
No. 5), the best-known were Ku Meng-yü (Ku Chao-hsiung), who wrote 
the article entitled "Ma-k'o-ssu hsüeh-shuo" (Marxist theory), and Ch'en Ch'i-
hsiu (Ch'en Pao-yin), who wrote "Ma-k'o-ssu ti wei-wu shih-kuan yü chen-
ts'ao wen-t'i" (Marx's materialist conception of history and the chastity ques-
tion). Ku Meng-yü, who was Li Ta-chao's colleague on the history faculty at 
Peking University, was a leading member of the Kuomintang and for many 
years a follower of Wang Ching-wei. Ch'en Ch'i-hsiu, although the first to 
translate a portion of Capital into Chinese, apparently did not regard himself 
as a Marxist and was never a Communist. It is curious that the special issue 
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included biographical sketches both of Marx and of his archrival, the an-
archist Bakunin. The former was written by Liu Ping-lin, a student of eco-
nomics and a member of the New Tide Society. 

2. These four works were specifically referred to by Li, and short pas-
sages from them were translated. Li's article, "Wo ti Ma-k'o-ssu chu-i kuan" 
(My Marxist views), appeared in HCN in two parts. Part i , dealing with 
Marx's general historical theory, was published in Vol. 6, No. 5, pp. 5 2 1 -
537. Part 2, concerned with the economic theories of Marx, appeared in 
Vol. 6, No. 6 (Nov. 1, 1 9 1 9 ) , pp. 612 -624. 

3. Although Hu Han-min rejected the practical political implications 
of Marxist theory, he accepted the materialist conception of history in its 
orthodox form and attempted, in an impressively sophisticated fashion, to 
apply it to the study of traditional Chinese history. See his "Chung-kuo che-
hsüeh shih chih wei-wu ti yen-chiu" (A materialist study of the history of 
Chinese philosophy), Chien-she (Reconstruction), Vol. 1, Nos. 3 and 4 
(October and November 1 9 1 9 ) . 

4. Li Ta-chao, "Wo ti Ma-k'o-ssu chu-i kuan," Pt. 1, p. 521. 
5. Ibid., Pt. i , pp. 531-533 · 
6. Ibid., Pt. 2, pp. 622-624. 
7. Ibid., Pt. r, pp. 525-526; 533~534· 
8. Ibid., p. 535. 
9. Ibid., p. 536. For a discussion of the influences of neo-Kantian 

philosophy in European Marxist circles, see George Lichtheim, Marxism, an 
Historical and Critical Study (New York, 1 9 6 1 ) , pp. 290-300. 

10. Li Ta-chao, "Wo ti Ma-k'o-ssu chu-i kuan," Pt. 2, p. 619. 
11. I bid., Pt. i , p. 537. 
12. "Kuo-chi-p'ai ti yin-hsien" (The fuse of Bolshevism; Mar. 2, 

1 9 1 9 ) , HC, p. 152 . 
13. For an excellent detailed survey of the events of May 4 and after, 

see Chow Tse-tsung. 
14. "Mi-mi wai-chiao yii ch'iang-tao shih-chieh" (Secret diplomacy and 
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6. Karl Marx, "Theses on Feuerbach," in Karl Marx and Frederick 

Engels, The German Ideology (New York, 1947) , p. 199· 
7. Karl Marx, "Preface to a Contribution to the Critique of Political 

Economy," in Marx and Engels, Selected Works, I, 363. 
8. In one of the most important statements of the materialist concep-

tion of history Marx wrote: "The first premise of all human history is, of 
course, the existence of living human individuals." Marx and Engels, The 
German Ideology, p. 7. 

9. George Lukacs, "What Is Orthodox Marxism?" New International 
(Summer 1957)» P· *93 · 

10. Herbert Marcuse, Reason and Revolution (New York, 1 9 5 4 ) , 
pp. 3 1 8 - 3 1 9 . 

11. Karl Lowith, "Man's Self-Alienation in the Early Writings of 
Marx," Social Research (Summer 1954) , p. 230. 

12. Probably the best argument for the "two Marx" theory is presented 
in an article by Leonard Krieger, "Marx and Engels as Historians," Journal 
of the History of Ideas, 1 4 . 3 : 3 8 1 - 4 0 3 (June 1 9 5 3 ) . For interpretations 
that emphasize the continuity between Marx's early philosophical ideas and 
those of the "mature Marx," see the Introduction to Erich Fromm, Marx's 
Concept of Man; Raya Dunayevskaya, Marxism and Freedom (New York, 
1958) ; and Robert Tucker, Philosophy and Myth in Karl Marx (Cam-
bridge, 1 9 6 1 ) . The best analysis of the philosophy of Marx is still that of 
Herbert Marcuse in Reason and Revolution, particularly pp. 2 7 3 - 3 2 2 . 

13. The attraction of the Paris Commune as the model for the "dicta-
torship of the proletariat" is one particularly strong element of continuity 
in the Marxist, Leninist, and Maoist traditions. See Li Ta-chao, "I-pa-ch'i-i 
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