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Abstract  When discussing the trans-formative shifts having occurred in the field 
of Chinese modern history following the economic reforms, one cannot avoid 
mention of the “revolutionary history paradigm,” the “paradigm of 
modernization” as well as the “postmodern paradigm.” According to popular belief, 
the course of development taken by the academic world during the past forty years 
was marked by a series of transformations: First was the progressive replacement of 
the “revolutionary history paradigm” by that of the “paradigm of modernization”; 
following that was the rise of the “postmodern paradigm” and the challenging of its 
predecessor. This set of divisions, though logically clear and succinct, cannot 
possibly conform to the realities of history in all of its complexness. While academic 
circles in the 1980’s were largely concerned with the issues of “what exactly is the 
historical driving force of Marxism” and “who are the revolutionary class,” the 
notion of the “paradigm of modernization” was rather a product of the 
conservative historical viewpoint and its rise during the late 1990’s. In this sense, 
then, the latter cannot possibly embody the former. On the surface of things, 
though the “postmodern paradigm” appears to refuse the narrative of revolutionary 
history, it in fact shares deeper connections with Chinese revolutionary thought at 
its roots. In short, then, these trans-formative shifts in modern Chinese history are 
not a simple “exchange” whereby one paradigm transfers into the next, but are 
rather a process of incessant and interconnected change. 
 
Keywords  paradigm crisis, revolutionary history, modernization studies, 
conservative narrative, anti-imperialist, anti-feudalist 

                                                               
1 In this paper the term “modern history” refers to the period extending until the 1919 May 
Fourth Movement, not the (now) commonly used date of 1949.  
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When discussing the merits and transformations occurring in the field of modern 
Chinese history following the economic reforms, it is very difficult to ignore the 
series of discussions centering on the “revolutionary history paradigm,” the 
“paradigm of modernization” and the “postmodern paradigm.” Zhou Donghua 周

東華 had pointed out: 
  

During the late 1930’s and early 1940’s, there appeared two kinds of 
“paradigms” in the field of modern history: first, the “revolutionary 
paradigm,” represented by Fan Wenlan’s 範文瀾 Modern Chinese History 
(vol. 1) 中國近代史(上册) and Hu Sheng’s 胡繩 Imperialism and Chinese 
Politics 帝國主義與中國政治; second, the “paradigm of modernization,” 
represented by Jiang Tingfu’s 蔣廷黻 Modern Chinese History 中國近代史

and Guo Tingyi’s 郭廷以 Modern Chinese History 中國近代史. However 
following the success of the 1949 Chinese revolution, the former had become 
the dominant paradigm in the mainland of China, whereas the latter became 
the dominant paradigm in Chinese Taiwan of China. Thus there appeared the 
side-by-side coexistence of both paradigms on either side of the Chinese 
Taiwan Strait.2 

  
In simple terms, the “revolutionary history paradigm” and the “paradigm of 
modernization” had arisen separately under the struggle between the Kuomintang 
[Nationalist Party] and the Communist Party of China. To be more specific, they 
arose separately under both the “people’s history” of the Communist Party and the 
“expert’s history” of the Nationalist Party. This is to say, then, that the academic 
achievements enjoyed by historians since the Chinese economic reforms are but a 
return to Nationalist Party historiography.  

The viewpoint expressed in the above paragraph is logically clear and concise, 
granting readers an ease of comprehension. It is also representative of certain types 
of popular opinion. However, the process of historical development cannot always 
be such a logically sound one. The statements made in the above paragraph are 
dependent on mainly two conditions: One, that the Kuomintang and the 
Communist Party are respectively “modern” (or representative of modernization) 
and revolutionary in nature; two, that among the scholars mentioned, such as Jiang 
Tingfu and Fan Wenlan, there already existed a clear divide between “revolution” 
and “modernization.” Can we say that these conditions are historically valid? 

Furthermore, at what point in time did this division between the “paradigm of 

                                                               
2 Zhou Donghua, “Zhengque duidai Zhongguo jindaishi yanjiu de ‘xiandaihua fanshi’ he 
‘geming fanshi’—Jianyu Wu Jianjie, Gong Shuduo deng xiansheng shangque,” 103. 
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modernization” and the “revolutionary history paradigm” appear? Is it possible that 
the divide made by scholars of a later generation could embody and encapsulate the 
thoughts of a previous one?   

The Origin of the Arguments Surrounding the “Paradigm of 
Modernization”  

In 1993, Peking University Press had, for the first time, published Luo Rongqu’s 
羅榮渠 work A New Thesis on Modernization 現代化新論——世界與中國現代

化進展. In the book, Luo introduces, very diligently, a great deal of western 
non-Marxist modernization theory, and then goes on to openly criticize the 
“textbook” style interpretation of Marxist theory. Luo states: “The unilinear 
formula of historical development is incompatible with Marx’s dialectical 
development [of history].” He borrowed Engels’ “joint force theory” or “theory 
of force,” arguing that “the single-dimension multilinear view of historical 
development” will replace that of the “single-dimension unilinear view” of 
development under the class-struggle framework. He also states: “Under the same 
levels of productivity and overall conditions, forms of society and paths of 
development may both be multimodal.”3  

It could be said, then, that by stating forth his theories, Luo Rongqu had 
succeeded in pointing out “the elephant in the room”: That Marxist theory is not 
merely reduced to a single schematic of class struggle, and that it is entirely possible 
that it may be utilized by third world countries as a guide for modernization and 
industrialization. Under the efforts of Luo Rongqu, Yu Heping 虞和平 and other 
scholars, research on modernization had thereby completely broken through the 
class-struggle framework of social science(s), becoming an instant success. This 
kind of inclination had aroused feelings of anxiety among some leftist scholars in 
the West, for example Arif Dirlik used the term from Thomas S. Kuhn, who 
expressed that China was already directly facing the threat of a “paradigm crisis,” 
namely the transference from one of revolutionary history into one of 
modernization.4 And so, just as the Chinese proverb states, “one rock creates a 
thousand waves,” so was the notion of “paradigm revolution” born, soon to be 
known by all scholars of modern Chinese history.  

As one of the leading figures involved, Luo Rongqu, in his 1997 posthumously 
published work A New Theory of Modernization—Continued 現代化新論續篇, 
had written a response to Dirlik stating: “This notion of a new paradigm replacing 
                                                               
3  Luo Rongqu, Xiandaihua xinlun—Shijie yu Zhongguo de xiandaihua jincheng, 58, 72. 
4  Arif Dirlik, “Geming zhihou de shixue: Zhongguo jindaishi yanjiu zhong de dangdai weiji,” 
135−41. 
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the traditional one is still completely out of the question. Right now, we can only 
say that there exists the situation wherein both paradigms are present. The 
dominant paradigm, however, is still one of revolutionary history.”5 Although it is 
clear that this statement was intended as an attempt to “defuse” the argument and 
remove any kind of obstacle that may impede the advancement of research on 
modernity, in stating this Luo also indirectly approved of the state of affairs, namely 
that of the coexistence of two paradigms. It is true that many scholars would later 
share Luo’s premises; however they would not necessarily exercise the same degree 
of prudence.  

For example, in Feng Lin’s 馮林 1998 book titled Rediscovering 100 Years of 
China 重新認識百年中國, Lei Yi 雷頤 emphatically stated in the book’s preface 
that “the ‘spirit of our times’ has already begun to shift from a zealous 
‘revolutionary struggle’ towards a pursuit of modernization, and although its time 
is late, this change provides the necessary conditions to re-recognize China’s [past] 
100 years and the emergence of its new paradigm, whose influence will continue 
to expand and grow.”6 This type of “call to arms” swiftly aroused a wide-scale 
debate.  

In 2001, the National Planning Office for Philosophy and Social Sciences’ 國家

哲學社會科學規劃辦公室 “九五” (9th five-year plan) project taken up by Gong 
Shuduo 龔書鐸 and other scholars was completed and published. In the book, the 
authors unscrupulously responded to the above mentioned “divide” between 
research of modernization and that of revolutionary history, stating: “Arbitrarily 
separating apart the paradigms of revolutionary history and modernization and 
causing them to oppose one another, then using modernization to replace 
revolutionary history—not only is this illogical, it does not even conform with 
history.” “In modern China, revolution and modernization are not opposing one 
another, they are unified, [revolution] is the precondition for modernization; it 
clears the way for modernization.”7 During the same year in April, Modern 
Chinese History Studies 近代史研究 published Wu Jianjie’s 吳劍傑 article 
“Thoughts on Modern History’s ‘New Paradigm’” 關於近代史研究“新範式”的若

幹思考 which had systematically critiqued many thoughts presented in Feng Lin’s 
Rediscovering 100 Years of China. In his article, Wu Jianjie confesses that he 
“does not believe it is necessary to use a ‘new paradigm’ to replace an ‘old 
paradigm’ . . . the ‘old paradigm’ is not a ‘rigid model’ either; a large body of 
research supporting the ‘old paradigm’ is also changing its perspectives, looking 

                                                               
5  Luo Rongqu, Xiandaihua xinlun xupian—Dongya yu Zhongguo de xiandaihua jincheng, 99. 
6 Lei Yi, “Zongxu: Weile qianzhan de huigu,” in Chongxin renshi bainian Zhongguo, vol. 1, 2. 
7  Gong Shuduo et al., Lishi de huida—Zhongguo jindaishi yanjiu zhong de jige yuanze wenti 
zhenglun, 37.  
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into not only modernization but other social issues as well.”8 
Naturally, this incited a counter-criticism from Luo Rongqu’s followers, who 

repeatedly emphasized that the reason that the modernization paradigm is distinct 
from the revolutionary history paradigm is not that the former rejects or excludes 
the latter, but rather that modernization is not categorically limited to the research 
of revolutionary history. This is also exactly how Luo Rongqu had stated the 
argument: 

  
Using modernization as a primary means for viewing modern Chinese history 
is different than using revolutionary history as the primary means; there exists 
the need to reestablish a new analytical framework, integrative in nature, 
which incorporates revolution rather than rejecting it. [It] must use 
comprehensive symbols such as modern productivity, economic development, 
political democracy, social progress, international integration, etc., whereby it 
can give China and its recent fifty years of transformation an objective 
evaluation.9  
 

From this, we can see that the true difference between these two paradigms is not a 
question of the former (modernization) being “revolutionary,” but whether these 
paradigms are “multilinear” (duoxian 多線) or “unilinear” (danxian 單線). It is 
evident, then, that Luo Rongqu and his students believe modernization is superior 
for the reason that it can still incorporate within its “outlook” the rational content 
of the revolutionary history paradigm.10  

However, can this kind of research “containing” the former paradigm really be 
called a “new paradigm”? The focus of the argument was thus redirected onto the 
more fundamental question of whether or not Kuhn’s “paradigm theory” could 
really be used in the field of critical historiography at all.  

In February of 2010, Modern Chinese History Studies published a series of 
articles under the shared theme “Modern Historical Perspectives: Paradigms and 
Phases” 近代史視野：範式與分析. Among these was Zheng Shiqu’s 鄭師渠 article 
which carefully examined Kuhn’s definition of “paradigm.” According to Kuhn, 
the term “paradigm” refers to a common set of beliefs held by a group of scientists 

                                                               
8  Wu Jianjie, “Guanyu jindaishi yanjiu ‘xin fanshi’ de ruogan sikao,” 280. 
9  Luo Rongqu, Xiandaihua xinlun xupian, 100. 
10  See Dong Zhenghua, “Cong lishi fazhan duoxianxing dao shixue fanshi duoyanghua— 
Weirao ‘yi yiyuan duoxian wei jichu de xiandaihua fanshi’ de taolun,” 5−20. Zhou Donghua, 
“Zhongguo jindaishi yanjiu de ‘xiandaihua fanshi’—Dui liang zhong piping yijian de fan 
piping,” 115−25; “Zhengque duidai Zhongguo jindaishi yanjiu de ‘xiandaihua fanshi’ he 
‘geming fanshi’,” 83−108. 
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with respect to a certain academic discipline and/or major. 11  Kuhn rejects 
historical teleology, believing that evolution of science is not simply a process 
whereby new systems of science “absorb” former systems and advance forward in 
an endlessly repeating cycle, but rather is a process whereby new paradigms 
supersede old paradigms. Moreover, these new paradigms are by no means more 
“accurate” than their predecessors, but rather may be differentiated through the 
values and beliefs espoused by the community(s) of scientists. Kuhn, in his own 
words, stated: “Scientific revolutions are here taken to be those non-cumulative 
developmental episodes in which an older paradigm is replaced in whole or in part 
by an incompatible new one.”12 In strict accordance with Kuhn’s definition, 
Zheng Shiqu then posed forth a question: “Seeing how Kuhn himself believes that 
natural science is essentially ‘a type of progress not attainable through other 
methods of study,’ then the question of whether or not it is possible to develop a 
‘paradigm’ like that of the natural sciences in the field of humanities and social 
sciences remains uncertain; therefore, today when we discuss the so-called 
‘paradigm dispute’ in the field of modern history, should not we be taking a very 
cautious attitude?”13 

There are, of course, scholars who also hold that “paradigm” is just a imported 
word [idea] and that there is no need to completely restrict oneself to Kuhn’s 
definition.14 Xia Mingfang 夏明方, another writer in the journal’s series, wrote in 
his article: “In different periods of history these various paradigms have, more often 
than not, been framed as opposing systems which ultimately must replace one 
another. Because of this, they often have been viewed as ‘closed’ paradigms in the 
sense that they are mutually exclusive and incompatible. In reality, however, not 
only does each paradigm exist within its own self many competing factions and 
points of contention, but even ‘separate’ paradigms cannot be considered as totally 
distinct from one another, because at some level there will always exist some 
degree of intersection, infiltration and even (mutual) influence. Thus each 
paradigm ought to be understood from a perspective of ‘compassion and through 
the filter of historicization.’”15 

Changing the general definition of a concept is, of course, a very common 
practice in the history of academia, and so the point emphasized by Xia Mingfang 

                                                               
11 Liu Fangtong et al., ed., Xinbian Xifang xiandai zhexue, 530. 
12 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 92. 
13 Zheng Shiqu, “Jindaishi jiaocai de bianzhuan yu jindaishi yanjiu de ‘fanshi zhi zheng,’” 9. 
Also see Yang Nianqun, Zhongceng lilun—Dong Xi fang sixiang huitong xia de Zhongguoshi 
yanjiu, 55. 
14 See Ma Min, “Shanghuishi yanjiu yu xinshixue de fanshi zhuanhuan,” 9−20. 
15 Xia Mingfang, “Zhongguo jindai lishi yanjiu fangfa de xinchen daixie,” 14. 
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and associated scholars is naturally a valid one. However another question remains: 
If it is true that the field of historical studies need not remain loyal to Kuhn’s 
definition of paradigm, then the question becomes what ought to be the new 
definition? Historians have not yet come to a consensus on the matter.  

In summary, no matter whether or not the line drawn between the “revolutionary 
history paradigm” and the “paradigm of modern history” is a valid one, the point is 
that this “divide” had been made during the late part of the 1990’s as an attempt to 
describe the shifts in research having occurred since the economic reforms in the 
field of modern history. We cannot, of course, completely dismiss someone’s efforts 
in interpreting and explaining the past just because their explanations and theories 
come from a different time. However, it is also important that these scholars of a later 
generation do not, through their explanations, cover up or block out the thoughts 
and concerns of their predecessors.    

The Genealogy of the “Modernization Paradigm” and the 
“Revolutionary History Paradigm”  

In October of 2013, the Zhonghua Book Company published the Chinese 
translation of Li Huaiyin’s 李懷印 book, Reinventing Modern China, which 
quickly gained the attention of many scholars. Not so dissimilar to scholars 
previously mentioned, Professor Li suggested that the divergence existing between 
the “revolutionary history paradigm” and the “modernization paradigm” ought to 
be traced back to contradictions existing between the revolutionary youth and the 
expert scholars long before. 

According to Li Huaiyin’s logic, after 1949 and through a series of political 
movements including “Criticize Yu Pingbo” 批判俞平伯, “Criticize Hu Shi ” 批
判胡適, “Criticize The Life of Wu Xun” 評《武訓傳》, etc., the rightist youth had 
quickly begun to develop an overwhelmingly dominant position over the “expert 
historiographers.” In turn, liberalist experts, while doing the utmost to protect 
themselves, also very prudently began to resist and/or depart from the leftist youth 
and their narrative framework, and in 1980 they finally prevailed. On one side of 
this debate was the highly politicized historical narrative of the revolutionary leftist 
youth, on the other was the objective-style research of the academically disciplined 
liberalist scholars; the research of modern Chinese history since the Repubican 
period has thus been a “back and forth” process between the two camps. Li 
mentioned: 

  
The senior scholars’ defense of historicism, or objectivity in judging historical 
figures and phenomena, and their emphasis on historical data were not so 
much a result of faithfulness to the basic requirements of Marxism as their 
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defense of historical research as a serious profession in which they had built 
their academic reputations.16 

  
Although Fan Wenlan, Hu Sheng and other mentioned scholars’ level of 
professionalism is unquestionable, their theories still embody that of the rightist 
youth and their populist appeal. Jiang Tingfu, Guo Tingyi and others have, on the 
contrary, have persisted in sticking with the liberalists’ professional integrity. 
Modern historical research since the 1980’s, then, has been a “return” [to normalcy] 
for the latter party. Li Huaiyin continues on to provide several examples: 

  
By downplaying peasant rebellions and extolling the endeavors of “national 
salvation” in the form of modernizing reform and revolution in late Qing 
China, Li Shiyue 李時嶽 actually repudiated the revolutionary narrative that 
had shaped the historiography on modern China since the 1950s and in a 
sense returned to the modernization narrative that Jiang Tingfu and other 
liberal historians of the Republican period had advocated. The latter, too, 
disapproved of popular violence and praised the elite-led reforms as feasible 
solutions to “saving the nation and saving the people” in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Although Li Shiyue did not use the term 
“modernization” to describe the general trend in late Qing China, his 
emphasis on the development of “capitalism” made his interpretive 
framework resemble Jiang’s modernization construct.17 

  
With consideration to Luo Rongqu, Yu Heping and other scholars’ 
recommendations, American economist Walt W. Rostow had gained a large 
amount of influence in China during the 1990’s. From here, we can sketch out a 
basic genealogical chart of the “modernization paradigm”: Jiang Tingfu−Walt W. 
Rostow−Li Shiyue. In opposition to this is the “Marxist genealogy” under Fan 
Wenlan and Hu Sheng. Thus we can see that a dualist (eryuan duili 二元對立) 
historiographic narrative is established from this.  

Li Huanyin emphasized the conflict that exists between populist sentiments and 
professionalist research—this is undoubtedly a very insightful point. Also, exactly 
like he had envisioned, the putting to rest of “class struggle” since the Chinese 
economic reform has had immeasurable effect on the field of modern history and 
its transformations. However, we still have reason to be suspect: Can we really say 
that the conflict existing between “the young radicals” and “the senior scholars” 

                                                               
16 Huaiyin Li, Reinventing Modern China: Imagination and Authenticity in Chinese Historical 
Writing, 166−67. 
17 Ibid., 176−77. 
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created and gave rise to the divergence between the “modernization paradigm” 
and the “revolutionary history paradigm,” as well as that of the “Marxist 
paradigm” and the “liberalist paradigm”? 

After all, Jiang Tingfu and Li Shiyue have never personally advocated for the 
“modernization paradigm,” and furthermore they both have repeatedly 
emphasized the historical significance of the Xinhai Revolution. Fan Wenlan and 
Hu Sheng have never denied “the pursuit of modernization” is the fundamental 
goal of the Chinese people, either. At this point we still need not be anxious to 
divide up these scholars into factions and camps, but rather should look deeper into 
their academic backgrounds where perhaps we will find something more 
interesting.  

Tensions between National Revolution and Class Revolution  

Zhao Qingyun 趙慶雲 later provided some criticism to those opinions expressed 
by Li Huaiyin throughout the previous section:  
  

Li Huaiyin traces “revolutionary” narrative back to historians in the 
Communist Party such as Li Dingsheng 李鼎聲, Zhang Wentian 張聞天, 
Fan Wenlan, et al., however this has still not yet arrived at the origin. In fact 
it is still necessary to continue to trace [the narrative] back to how the 
Kuomintang and the Communist Party understood and narrated modern 
Chinese history, and from there make a distinction between the narratives of 
the “national revolution” and that of the “class revolution.” These two 
narratives are at the same time both similar and different; in terms of 
similarities, we could say that: Both narratives support “the revolution” and 
do not acknowledge the Qing government; also, they look at historical events 
like the Taiping Rebellion and the Boxer Rebellion and see them as 
anti-Qing and anti-imperial in nature, giving positive affirmation to both. 
With regard to dissimilarities, we could say: The narrative of the “national 
revolution” sets the nation-state as its subject of value under which all events 
in modern history are narrated and judged by those standards; the “class 
revolution” narrative conversely sees oppressed and exploited class of workers 
and farmers as its subject of value whereby all historical events are thereby 
viewed and judged under these standards.18  
 

Though the communist party is indeed a revolutionary party, was not the 
                                                               
18  Zhao Qingyun, “Jindai Zhongguo zhu xushu de yuanqi, liubian yu chonggou—Ping Li 
Huaiyin Chongguo jindi Zhongguo,” 125. 
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Kuomintang also a revolutionary party as well? As everyone knows, after 1949 the 
system of revolutionary history was generally composed of: the “red line” [“the 
truth”] (the anti-imperialist, anti-feudalist class struggle), “two processes” (the 
submergence of China into a semi-feudal semi-colonial state and the Chinese 
people’s struggle and resistance), the “three revolutionary climaxes” (The Taiping 
Rebellion, Boxer Rebellion and the Xinhai Revolution) as well as the “eight 
historical events” (the Opium War, Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, the 
Westernization Movement 洋務運動, Sino-French War, First Sino-Japanese War, 
Hundred Days’ Reform, Boxer [Rebellion] and the 1911 Xinhai Revolution). 
What Zhao Qingyun is alluding to, then, is that although this system or structure 
of [revolutionary] history has been formed by the Communist Party of China, the 
large majority of its content is anything but fabricated, correlating almost directly 
with the “national revolution” narrative put forth by the nationalist party. 
Furthermore, much of the narrative about revolutionary history we find so familiar 
today had already, by 1906 and 1907, began materializing in the revolutionary 
journal The People’s Journal 民報. 

Li Huaiyin had once stated: “Fan came under the direct influence of the 
Zhedong school only after he became a major in National Learning (guoxue 國學) 
at Peking University, where he was a student of Huang Kan 黃侃 (1886−1935) 
and other scholars. A disciple of the famous philologist Zhang Binglin 章炳麟 
(1868−1936) and an anti-Qing revolutionary, Huang Kan was known for his 
erudition in a wide range of ancient classics, history, linguistics, and literature, and 
for his rigorousness in research.”19 This is an extremely important piece of 
information, and it is regrettable that he did not delve into further discussion on it. 

Although Fan Wenlan had repeatedly emphasized many times after 1949 that 
“ethnic conflicts” are merely a reflection and supplementation of class conflict, 
impressions left upon him by scholars such as Zhang Binglin and Huang Kan from 
his academic training years were lasting and could not have been easily erased. 
Aside from Fan Wenlan, Chen Boda 陳伯達 (1904−89) and other scholars had 
also been heavily influenced by Zhang Binglin’s student Wu Chengshi 吳承仕 
(1884−1939). More importantly, around the period of the May Fourth Movement, 
Zhang Binglin’s students held sway over the humanities department at Peking 
University which consequently was quite beneficial to the spread of (early) 
Marxism in China. 

It is critical to note that Zhang Binglin in the reprinted editions of several of his 
books such as Qiu shu 訄書 and Taiyan wenlu chubian 太炎文錄初編 had 
defended the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom and bitterly denounced Zeng Guofan 
曾國藩  (1811−72) as an “executioner” while severely criticizing the Qing 

                                                               
19  Li, Reinventing Modern China, 94. 
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government’s “traitorous policies.” These kinds of statements not only made 
handy a set of theoretical weapons for the the Tongmenghui 同盟會 to use, but 
later were even included as part of the Nationalist Party’s revolutionary history. It 
turns out, then, that many of the historical narratives of both the Kuomintang and 
the Communist Party of China all share common sources. 

It was from a patriotic standpoint that Fan Wenlan felt it was necessary to 
distinguish between the “resistance faction” and the “compromise faction.” 
Therefore Lin Zexu 林則徐 (1785−1850) along with commanding general Yu 
Qian 裕謙 (1793−1841) and Hui general Zuo Baogui 左寶貴 (1837−1894) were 
all greatly praised by Fan. Zhao Qingyun has very attentively noted that: “Fan 
persisted in his method of dividing apart the ruling class from others through his 
categorization of people into either the ‘resistance camp’ or the ‘surrender camp.’ 
This however, has led to a relatively weak perspective on classes.”20 This was also 
discovered by Liu Danian 劉大年, a scholar of the Communist Party’s history of 
revolution, who pointed out that in under the general framework of class struggle, 
there exists no real difference between the “surrendering faction” and the 
“compromising faction”; “the resistance faction, or the militant faction, had never 
opposed foreign invasion in the name of the people.”21 The examples mentioned 
here reflect the possibility that between the patriotic standpoint and the standpoint 
of class struggle exists several areas of contradiction. 

In fact, when looking back on “seventeen years historiography” (shiqinian 
shixue 十七年史學), or even historiography during the Cultural Revolution 
period, the tension existing between the nationalist narrative and the narrative of 
social class was never fully dispelled. “Anti-imperial” and “anti-feudal” 
[perspectives] may not even be said to have been in full agreement with one 
another. Just as Zhao Qingyun had stated: “Hu Sheng and Fan Wenlan had, in 
their dealings with ‘class’ and ‘ethnicity,’ had both exhibited very different 
interpretations.”22 Fan Wenlan applauded the “resistance faction,” criticized the 
“compromising faction,” and gave high praise to Zuo Zongtang’s 左宗棠 
(1812−85) recovery of the Xinjiang region, as well as Zeng Jize’s 曾紀澤 
(1839−90) negotiations of the Ili region 伊犁  (“Ili Kazakh Autonomous 
Prefecture”). In stark contrast with all of this was Hu Sheng, who completely 
refused what he saw as the “ruling class,” including Zuo Zongtang and Zeng Jize, 
while advocating that Yaqub Beg, a puppet regime with close relations to British 
imperialism, was a revolutionary regime. 

If one were to say the discrepancy between “the logic of nations” and the “logic 

                                                               
20  Zhao Qingyun, “Jindai Zhongguo zhu xushi de yuanqi, liubian yu chonggou,” 123. 
21  Liu Danian, “Lun Zhongguo jindaishi shang de renmin qunzhong,” 9. 
22 Zhao Qingyun, “‘San ci geming gaochao’ jiexi,” 89. 
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of [social] classes” was still relatively obscure during the Mao era, it was clear that 
by the time the reform and opening-up came about the relationship was no longer 
ambiguous. According to the logic of nationalist revolution, though the 
Westernization Movement, or Yangwu Yundong, had objectively spurred the 
progress of development in China, it was still unquestionably of the 
“compromising faction” in nature; the Boxer Rebellion, though perhaps reckless 
and “blind,” still carried with it anti-imperialist significance. According to the 
logic of class revolution, at that time the bourgeoisie was still a force of progress, 
and Yangwu Yundong was without a doubt a progressive movement which drove 
forth the development of capitalism; The Boxer Uprising, however, was a tool 
used by the landlord class which took advantage of populist sentiment to smother 
and put out the emerging forces of capitalism.  

Dirlik assertively holds that, after the Chinese economic reform, the 
“modernization paradigm” has incrementally begun to overpower the 
“revolutionary history paradigm.” What he may fail to have noticed is that even 
though the Communist Party of China had disposed with its misleading slogan 
“class struggle is the key link,” class-struggle historiography remained a very potent 
force until at least the 1980’s. 

We ought not to forget, Karl Marx had once viewed British imperialism as a 
progressive force which would bring about social revolution in Indian society: 

  
Modern industry, resulting from the railway system, will dissolve the 
hereditary divisions of labor, upon which rest the Indian castes, those decisive 
impediments to Indian progress and Indian power.23 

  
British colonizers, out of their own selfish motives, had imported over the 
bourgeois mode of production to India and, in doing so, they had acted as “the 
unconscious tool of history in bringing about that revolution.” 

Similarly, Marx had praised the man who strongly advocated for the lifting of 
the ban on opium, Xu Naiji 許乃濟, as “one of the most distinguished Chinese 
statesmen,” while viewing Lin Zexu and others who supported the ban as 
“Celestial barbarian[s].”24 Marx’s opinion on the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom is 
even more pronounced in his work Chinese Affairs, stating:  

  
Obviously, the Taiping represents the devil in persona, as the Chinese fantasy 

                                                               
23 Karl Mark, “The Future Results of British Rule in India,” in Marx-Engels Collected Works, 
vol. 12: 1853−54, 221.  
24 Karl Marx, “History of the Opium Trade,” in Marx-Engels Collected Works, vol. 16: 1858−60, 
18.  
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must represent him. But also, only in China was this sort of devil possible. It is 
the product of a fossil social life.25 

  
These types of opinions are not only in direct opposition with that of Sun Yat-sen 
and Zhang Binglin, but also with that of Fan Wenlan. Li Shiyue, meanwhile, 
among others, came under influence of these thoughts and changed their position 
on both the Yangwu Yundong as well as peasant uprising(s). 

The most famous viewpoint held by Li Shiyue, aside from his “three 
revolutionary climaxes,” was his “four steps” or “four phases” notion (si ge jieti 四
個階梯). It was from here that he “unsubscribed” to the Boxer Uprising movement, 
“joining the ranks” of the Yangwu Yundong and Hundred Days’ Reform. The 
reason the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom was “selected” [by Li] was not because it 
was a peasant uprising, but rather that it proposed Zizheng xinpian 資政新篇. Like 
Li had once mentioned: “It was precisely those ‘executioners’ suppressing the 
Taiping Heavenly Kingdom which were putting into practice much of the 
important content from the book Zizheng xinpian; examples include developing 
modern industry, the mining industry, railway industry, transport industry, 
telecommunications industry, and so on.”26 

Scholars often make it a point of argument that Li Shiyue, aside from the 
“revolutionary history paradigm” also separately established the “modernization 
paradigm.” However the dispute between Li Shiyue and Hu Sheng was never over 
the “modernization paradigm” and the “revolutionary history paradigm,” 
comparing which was better and which was worse, but rather was a debate over 
what the principle class conflicts of modern China are, as well as who are the real 
revolutionary class? Li Shiyue pointed out, “As a national[ist] war of 
anti-aggression, from the declaration of war to the organization of resistance down 
to the end result of peacemaking, the Qing government remained the 
administrative force throughout the whole process, whereas the ‘boxers’ 義和團 
were only a force which was used.”27 The Boxer Uprising was only a tool wielded 
by the feudal landlord class, not a true revolution of peasants, and one which 
certainly cannot represent the orientation of historical progress. From this, then, 
we can see that when Qi Benyu 戚本禹 praised the boxers’ famous article 
“Patriotism or Traitorism?—A Review of the Reactionary Film‘Sorrows of the 
Forbidden City,’” 愛國主義還是賣國主義？——評反動影片《清宮秘史》 during 
the Cultural Revolution period, he was clearly affected by nationalist logic and 
mistakenly confused the ruling class for the revolutionary class. 

Though reflecting on the Yangwu Yundong appears to be supported by officials, 
                                                               
25 Karl Marx, “Chinese Affairs,” in Marx-Engels Collected Works, vol. 19: 1861−64, 218.  
26 Li Shiyue, “Cong Yangwu, Weixin dao zichan jieji geming,” 32. 
27 Li Shiyue, “Zhongguo jindaishi zhuyao xiansuo jiqi biaozhi zhi wojian,” 130. 
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it in fact takes heavy fire from the “diehards” (wangu pai 頑固派) and the 
“Qing-liu party” (qingliu pai 清流派) of the ruling class, perhaps also containing 
some element of the oppressed classes. Li Shiyue thus posed a (rhetorical) question: 

  
Those approving of Yangwu Yundong certainly include reactionaries such as 
Jiang Tingfu and his clique, however in what sense does that imply that those 
disapproving of Yangwu Yundong are automatically progressives? The first to 
disapprove of Yangwu Yundong were the historically backward diehards of 
the Qing government, those of late who disapprove of Yangwu Yundong are 
the calamitous ‘gang of four’; how about that for giving someone a taste of 
their own medicine?28 

  
If the British colonizers may be considered as “the unconscious tool of history,” 
what limits us from seeing Yangwu Yundong in the same light? Similar to what Li 
Anshi had mentioned, “just as ‘an unintended willow grows,’ so had Yangwu 
Yundong accomplished the bringing about of the opposition between imperialism 
and feudalism—the development of Chinese capitalism, then, became an 
irremovable fact of history.”29 

If we were to say Hu Sheng had concerned himself with keeping a careful 
balance between both the class revolution and national revolution narratives, then 
it was Li Shiyue who took it upon himself to completely contrast them, fully 
displaying their contradictions. Using Li’s own words, modern China’s descent 
into a semi-colony was a process of “sinking down,” whereas its trend towards 
semi-feudalism was an “upward development”; this is to say that the two processes 
are in fact separable.30 

Early on, in fact, there were scholars who had already realized Li Shiyue’s 
tendencies towards fundamentalist Marxism could potentially threaten the 
anti-imperialist “national revolution” narrative, and so they vehemently guarded 
the “sameness” of both [China’s] “semi-colonial society” and its “semi-feudal 
society.” They emphasized that if there was no strong and resolute anti-imperialist 
movement, then China could never begin to develop capitalism.31 By the year 
1999, at the time when the [discussion on] “modernization paradigm” had reached 

                                                               
28 Li Shiyue, “Makesi zhuyi de zai xuexi he lishi de zai renshi,” 3. 
29 Li Shiyue, “Yangwupai de lishi renwu ji qita,” 174. 
30 See Li Shiyue, “Zhongguo jindaishi zhuyao xiansuo jiqi biaozhi zhi wojian,” 122−32; 
“Guanyu ‘ban zhimindi ban fengjian’ de ji dian sikao,” 52−60. 
31  See Wang Jingyu, “Zhongguo jindai shehui, jindai zichan jieji he zichan jieji geming,” 51−61. 
Wang Zhibin, “Zhongguo ‘ban zhimindi ban fengjian shehui’ gainian zhi tanjiu—Yu Li Shiyue, 
Du Jingguo deng tongzhi shangque,” 46−50. 
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an acute point of intenseness, Lin Huaguo 林華國 wrote an article criticizing Li 
Shiyue, emphasizing that “foreign capital in China, which represents the colonial 
powers, as well as its associated ‘comprador’s’ capital and bureaucratic capital, have 
always maintained a dominant position in society, whereas national capital, which 
represents the interest of the people, has always been in a position of oppression. 
The capital representing ‘semi-capitalization’ itself and the trend of development, 
however, is not national capital, but foreign capital.”32 

In short, when one is critiquing works of research from the 1980’s looking 
specifically at modern Chinese history, there are two things one cannot ignore: 
One, the topic of discussion at the time was “what may be labeled orthodox 
Marxism?”; two, that Marxism itself is a powerful narrative of modernization. 
When we reference several of Li Shiyue’s statements above, such as “Those 
approving of Yangwu Yundong certainly include reactionaries such as Jiang Tingfu 
and his clique . . .” We cannot, of course, determine whether or not this is his real 
attitude towards Jiang (etc.), however this also serves to remind us that Jiang 
Tingfu and his relationship with Marxism may not always be one of 
“incompatibility.”  

The Transitional Figure Jiang Tingfu   

During the years 1919–23, Jiang Tingfu completed his coursework at Columbia 
University, receiving a PhD in History. During that time, Columbia University 
still believed in Karl Lamprecht and James H. Robinson’s “new history.” Jiang’s 
PhD advisor, Carlton J. H. Hayes, happened to be one of Robinson’s best pupils. 

Georg G. Iggers had once stated: “Lamprecht questioned two basic principles of 
conventional historical scholarship: the central role assigned to the state and the 
concentration on persons and events.”33 Robinson made some comments on the 
same note: “The real question is, has not our bias for political history led us to 
include a great many trifling details of dynasties and military history which merely 
confound the reader and take up precious space that should be devoted to certain 
great issues hitherto neglected? . . . But political history still retains its supreme 
position, and past political events are still looked upon by the public as history par 
excellence.”34 

Their position, then, is that scientific historical research should absorb, 
                                                               
32 Lin Huaguo, “Ye tan jindai Zhongguo ban zhimindihua yu ban fengjianhua zhijian de 
guanxi—Li Shiyue ‘liang zhong quxiang’ lun zhiyi,” 43. 
33 Georg Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century: From Scientific Objectivity to the 
Postmodern Challenge, 31−32.  
34 James H. Robinson, The New History, 8−9.  
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extensively, the strengths and advantages of social sciences, and shift the core focus 
of the field from that of political affairs between states towards the social life of the 
people [in the country]. 

Some scholars have used this as their basis to claim that Chen Xulu 陳旭麓 and 
his statement “General history is always social history” was “handed down” 
directly from Jiang Tingfu. They claim “It was obviously a statement directed at 
the other phrases, ‘General history is always political history,’ ‘General history is 
always event history,’ ‘General history is always a history of class struggles,’ 
‘General history is always a history of the Chinese people’s struggle against 
imperialism and feudalism.’”35 However, was not the basis for Marx’s division of 
classes just that—to look at who was controlling the means of production in the 
socioeconomic realms? For Marx, are not all political and social histories the 
external reflection of social economic history? 

It could be said, perhaps, that Columbia University’s tradition of social history 
not only failed to make Jiang Tingfu part ways with Marxism—it also, in some 
ways, actually brought them closer together. Jiang is not the only case either; the 
Annales school had also previously been largely influenced by both Marx and 
Lamprecht. One of today’s most renowned theorists of Western Marxism, 
Immanuel Wallerstein, is a loyal advocate of Fernand Braudel. 

From looking at both [periods] of Jiang’s research, it is hard to tell whether or 
not he completely inherited the “new history” [tradition]. However, the academic 
training at Columbia University had helped him realize that in order to effect 
political change on a nation-wide scale, one needed to achieve complete change at 
an economic level across the entire social spectrum. This is evidenced by Jiang’s 
classic question:  

  
Can Chinese people modernize? Can [we] overtake our Western counterpart? 
Can [we] utilize science and machinery? Can we dispense with our notions of 
family and home, and then organize a modern nation-state?36 

  
This long chain of questions had essentially created a very radical concept of 
history, which was the opposition of the notions “modern” and “traditional.” It is 
true that Jiang Tingfu is opposed to the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom and the 
“Boxers,” however this did not stop him from ardently hoping that the nationalist 
revolution would be able to completely reinvent Chinese society (“dispense with 
our notions of family and home”). Would this fit under the “modernization 

                                                               
35 Shen Weibin, “Jiang Tingfu Zhongguo jindaishi daodu—Jianlun jindai tongshi tixi de 
tuichen chuxin,” 48. 
36 Jiang Tingfu, Zhongguo jindaishi, 2. 
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paradigm,” or the “revolutionary history paradigm”? 
When discussing why it was that Chinese people could not learn the lessons 

presented forth by the Opium Wars in a timely manner, Jiang offered up three 
different reasons: one, “China is deeply rooted in several thousand years of culture 
and history,” thus “the people are too conservative and stick to old ways”; two, 
“Chinese culture is the lifeblood for scholar-official class,” thus the scholar-official 
class is desperately fighting against reform; three, “What the scholar-official class 
lacks most is independence and a spirit of fearlessness.”37 It is not hard to see, then, 
that his opinions generally reflect that of the prevailing thought during the May 
Fourth New Culture Movement, catering even more to the “new enlightenment” 
trend of the 1980’s. 

At the same time, Jiang Tingfu also advocated for the mass importing of western 
country’s technology and capital for the purposes of developing industry. In his 
Huiyilu 回憶錄 (Memoirs), Jiang highly praised Sun Yat-sen’s “international 
development of China” policy(s) 國際開發中國  and lamented that “[Sun 
Yat-sen’s] thought is too progressive,” “[His] thought is not only decades ahead of 
Chinese people, but of many people around the world,” and it was for that reason 
that he was not understood by people of that time.38 

We should also mention that Rostow’s book The Stages of Economic Growth 
was introduced into China by Luo Rongqu and other scholars in the 1990’s, 
becoming a very important work during that period. 39  The subheading of 
Rostow’s book read: “A Non-Communist Manifesto.” Thus the author clearly 
stated the intention of beginning on a new path of modernization which would be 
separate from Marxism. 

According to classic Marxist theory, the precondition of modernization is the 
fundamental transformation of a society’s mode of production. However Rostow’s 
program categorically rules out social revolution, and instead reduced the 
conditions for the “taking off” of modernization to just devoting a certain 
proportion of [a country’s] gross national income to productive investment. In 
[Rostow’s] opinion, developing countries have large population bases, however 
the per capita ownership (or “possession”) of resources is seriously inadequate. This 
has resulted in low levels of income for people in developing countries and thereby 
low levels of savings. It follows that if the rate of saving is too low, then the rate of 
investment will also drop with it, thereby resulting in the inability to provide either 

                                                               
37 Ibid., 16. 
38 Jiang Tingfu, Jiang Tingfu’ huiyilu, trans. Xie Zhonglian, 84.  
39 In fact, The Stages of Economic Growth was translated into Chinese as early as 1962 in 
Communist China. It was only two years away from Rostow had published this book for the 
first time in English. 
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adequate or effective capital for industrial production. According to Rostow’s 
calculations, provided that the percentage of the national gross national income 
going to productive investment remains above 10 percent, it remains possible to 
achieve (modern) economic “takeoff.” 

How might it be possible, then, to achieve rapid growth of the investment rate? 
The premise, of course, is the need for a strong government which can exercise 
two different methods. The first is a redistribution of income (capital) by carrying 
out “income shifts from those who will spend less productively to those who will 
spend more productively.” In simple terms, this is a concentration of wealth by 
force. The second method is to improve and expand departments with economic 
functions, as well as increasing the exportation of natural resources, “which would 
direct into the hands of vigorous entrepreneurs an increasing proportion of income 
flows under circumstance which would lead them to expand their own capacity 
and to increase their requirements for industrial raw materials, semi-manufactured 
products and manufactured components.” At the same time, through various 
means such as borrowing large sums of money, etc., they would absorb foreign 
capital into the market. Here Rostow notes: “Foreign capital was notably useful 
when the construction of railways or other large overhead capital items with a long 
period of gestation played an important role in the take-off or the late 
preconditions period.”40 

Class struggle rises from economic inequality, and what Rostow advocates is a 
widening of this disparity by means of powerful government. Not only does he 
completely reject social revolution, he also sees the United States “financial aid” as 
an important driving force for modernization in developing countries. In a Cold 
War setting, this kind of doctrine was naturally favored by the White House; 
Rostow would later be invited to serve as a senior advisor to the Kennedy 
administration. Just had Wu Ying 吳英  had previously noted, “Describing 
late-developing countries’ process of modernization as an ‘externally supported’ or 
‘externally led modernization’ may be an inaccurate description, if not misleading. 
[It gives the impression that] Western countries are full of kind intention and wish 
to go and help these late-developing countries. Moreover, as long as the latter are 
willing to rely on these western countries, they will have an easy and convenient 
road to modernization. This kind of ‘illusion’ is extremely toxic.”41 

In contrast, Jiang Tingfu not only calls for a complete social transformation, but 
also supports international development and the taking of (foreign) loans. In this 

                                                               
40 W. W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto, 48−50. 
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sense, Jiang was the “link” between Marx and Rostow, and thusly was the 
transitive figure marking the change from the 1980’s moving into the 1990’s.  

The Rise of the Conservative Narrative  

In December of 1988, Lin Yü-sheng’s 林毓生 book The Crisis of Chinese 
Consciousness was translated and published in Chinese mainland. In his book, Lin 
adopts Benjamin Schwartz’s viewpoint, emphasizing that within the Chinese 
cultural tradition there has always existed an “intellectualistic” tendency. 42 
Consequentially, Lin argues, this has led to the tendency for Chinese people to 
associate all political and/or social problems with that of moral or cultural 
debasement, believing that as long as all cultural plights and dilemmas are 
effectively dealt with, all [other] problems remain solvable. Lin notes: “One of the 
most important characteristics of Confucian modes of thinking or categories of 
analysis is the stress placed on the function of the inward moral and/or intellectual 
experience of the mind.”43  

Mencius and Xunzi’s thought certainly carry this characteristic, especially the 
former. [Mencius’ thought] has survived over two thousand years of history, 
having been explained and re-explained by scholars such as Zhu Xi 朱熹

(1130−1220), Wang Yangming 王陽明 (1472−1529), et al., and later came to 
form (directly) the ethical mindset underpinning the May Fourth New Culture 
Movement. Although vanguards of the New Culture Movement (nominally) 
called for the “overthrowing” of Confucius (dadao kongjia dian 打倒孔家店), they 
also elevated the importance of “the intellectual-moral function of the mind” to 
lofty heights. In doing this, they hoped that by bringing “salvation” to China’s 
“decadent” and “degenerate” traditional culture, they could thereby solve its 
political problems once and for all—a notion remarkably similar to that of Mencius. 
In fact, the position of “Totalistic Anti-Traditionalism” (quanpanxing de fan 
chuantong zhuyi 全盤性的反傳統主義) found in the May Fourth period is itself a 
deeply-rooted tradition.  

At its very core, this tradition is a “monistic or holistic mode of thinking.” This 
is to say it contains “the fallacy of formalism or abstractionism,” erroneously 
proclaiming its support for Western democracy when, in reality, its values run 
completely counter to that of the spirit of Western liberalism. China’s “Cultural 
Revolution,” then, was its unavoidable result, or better yet, its destiny. Therefore, 
China, on its road to modernization, should not seek to be completely opposed to 
                                                               
42  See Benjamin I. Schwartz, “Foreword,” in Lin Yü-sheng, The Crisis of Chinese 
Consciousness: Radical Anti-Traditionalism in the May Fourth Era. 
43 Lin Yü-sheng, The Crisis of Chinese Consciousness, 41. 
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tradition, but rather should pursue a “creative transformation” of traditional 
culture. 

According to Lin’s logic, scholars such as Hu Shi, Jiang Tingfu, et al., would all 
be classified as “totalistic anti-traditionalists,” and therefore could not be 
considered “modernists” in the true sense of the word. Temporarily putting the 
matter of validity aside, we can see that his assertions formed a striking contrast 
with that of the “new enlightenment” trend immensely popular at that time; the 
latter had called for a “revival” of the spirit of enlightenment found in the May 
Fourth New Culture Movement, fully embracing the “azure-blue” maritime 
culture while parting away with the “umber-brown” inland civilization. 

Lin Yusheng’s ideas may have been considered “eccentric” (he zhe gai gua 和者

蓋寡) in the 1980’s, but by the 1990’s they had already gained considerable 
influence. In September of 1994, Zhu Xueqin 朱學勤 published his PhD thesis 
“Downfall of the Moral Republic” which had sparked heated debates. Although 
the thesis’ formal topic of discussion was Rousseau, Robespierre and the French 
Revolution, Zhu also was hinting that China had made a fatal decision in 
following along with the French example of [political] radicalism while ignoring 
England’s traditional conservatism; he would argue this was the ideological root 
which was (partly) responsible for the country’s long term political turmoil during 
the 20th century.44 During May of the following year, Li Zehou 李澤厚 and Liu 
Zaifu 劉再複 released a “dialogue” published in Hong Kong titled A Farewell to 
Revolution, which consequently escalated this discussion to climactic levels.45 
This book was clearly part of an effort on Li Zezhou’s part to restore the newly 
salvaged ideals of “enlightenment” (qimeng zhuyi 啓蒙主義) which had been 
“interrupted” by Chinese revolution(s). However other scholars had also taken this 
opportunity to propose “a farewell to radicalism,” “a farewell to political 
romanticism,” or even a “farewell to ‘May Fourth,’” etc.46 

Edmund Burke, Friedrich Hayek, Karl Popper and other scholars had become 
“prophets” in the eyes of many Chinese scholars, and even today remain highly 
influential. Li Huaiyin saw the “modernization paradigm” as having originated 
from the work of [these] liberalist experts. In fact it was not until the late 1990’s 
that Chinese intellectuals begin to “gather around” these Austrian and British 
thinkers’ works and form a more systematic group of liberalists. Under their efforts, 
“conservative” had nearly become a synonym of “liberal”; it was only ten years 
previous that the two words were still antonyms.  
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Jiang Yihua 姜義華 summarized the topic in this way:  
 

In recent years, with regards to modern liberation movements and in 
particular the May Fourth New Culture Movement, there has appeared two 
completely contrasting sets of arguments. One side claims that these 
liberations movements and new culture movement(s) were essentially a 
complete rejection of traditional culture which advocated for full-scale 
westernization, and later, what would became full-scale “Soviet-Ization.” 
These movements sundered China apart from its cultural past and would 
ultimately bring about the “denial and destruction of everything,” or that 
event which we call the “Cultural Revolution.” The other viewpoint, then, 
advocates that the modern liberation movements and new culture 
movement(s), held under the banner of democracy and science, had 
effectively “died on the vine” from the pressure exerted upon them by 
traditional culture. Moreover, it was because of their premature expiration 
and the inability to complete their “mission” that Chinese mainland had later 
come witness to the great tragedy that was the Cultural Revolution.47 

  
Though the origin of this division [into two sides] may have a deeper history, Jiang 
was still right when he said that the escalation of the matter into a fiery debate has 
been a thing of “modernity.” During the 1980’s, the debate had largely focused on 
the Boxer Rebellion, and more specifically, looking at whether or not this kind of 
peasant uprising [was] able to set the new emerging forces of capitalism in motion, 
as well as whether or not it counted as a “real” revolution. During the 1990’s, the 
same argument then turned into whether or not revolution itself is a “good” thing, 
and whether a country, on its road to modernization, should opt for revolution or 
reform. At this point, then, it is no longer a matter of question; only in the latter 
context could the division between the “modernization paradigm” and the 
“revolutionary history paradigm” come into being. If one were to indiscriminately 
apply these terms to scholars previous to these times, they would be terribly 
mistaken. 

In all sincerity, the conservatives’ theory of modernization had altered the 
narrative of China’s modern history much more radically than Jiang Tingfu and his 
famous work(s) managed to. Many aspects of Jiang’s viewpoint(s) were similar in 
nature with that of revolutionary history. The conservatives, however, not only 
denied the Communist Party of China’s revolutionary narrative, but they also 
denied the Nationalist Party’s revolutionary narrative as well. With regard to the 
treatment of China’s tradition of revolution during modern times, it is in fact the 

                                                               
47 Jiang Yihua, Lixing quewei de qimeng, 20. 



Fu Zheng 598

conservatives who take the most radical position.  
Taking research on the “late Qing reforms” during the late Qing and early 20th 

century as an example, both scholars of revolutionary history and “new 
enlightenment” history all agree that the Qing government “lacked sincerity” in its 
push for change, and that the “reforms” were only a sham employed for the 
purpose of maintaining its grip on power. However, historians of the conservative 
faction do not doubt the sincerity of the Qing government, but believe its failure 
was largely due to its overzealous attempt(s) at total and complete political and 
systematic overhaul [of itself]. For example, Xiao Gongqin 蕭功秦 referred to this 
phenomenon as “anxious radicalism,” arguing that the anxiety-ridden Chinese 
bureaucrats and scholar officials were illuded by their fantasies of a rapid-style 
transplantation of Western forms of government into China. They sought to resolve 
the national crisis “in one fell swoop,” but had completely ignored the realities of 
both the state and the political situation in general. Xiao goes on criticizing:  
  

During the late Qing, this kind of constitutional optimism became a sort of 
political myth whose complete acceptance among the Chinese gentry and 
bureaucratic elite needed no prior form validation. What we thus label as 
“constitutional determinism” also carried with it certain political implications, 
namely a sort of trend whereby the feeling or sense of imminent crisis would 
exacerbate the demand for constitutionalism among the people. However the 
social, economic and cultural requirements for establishing the system of 
constitutionalism are only achievable by societies which have developed both 
socially and economically over long periods of time. This, of course, was 
completely out of the scope of their consideration.48 

  
The later failure of constitutional reform had created rapid political division among 
those Chinese gentry and elite bureaucrats who held belief in “constitutional 
determinism.” One of the subsequently formed factions begin to fetishize power, 
hoping that Yuan Shikai or other powerful statesmen would appear and save the 
situation; a different faction became even more radicalized, shifting their target of 
criticism and negation from that of the country’s political system into the entirety 
of Chinese culture. It was in this perpetual struggle between factions in which 
China began its political decline. 

Coincidentally, conservatism and its rejection of essentialism and holism had, in 
some sense, seemed to predict the current trend in modern historical studies of 
dismissing “the grand narrative” and carrying out research on specific issues. Also 
occurring during this process was the conspicuous rise of postmodern history.  

                                                               
48  Xiao Gongqin, Weiji zhong de biange—Qingmo xiandaihua zhong de jijin yu baoshou, 316. 
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Conclusion: The Postmodern Challenge?  

According to popular opinion, postmodern history and public history have formed 
a new paradigm separate from that of the perspective of revolutionary history and 
of modernization history. However, if we venture to inquire about the origin of 
these postmodernist theories, we find that the situation is, once again, not so “clear 
and concise.” 

Zhao Qingyun had previously admonished, one must not totally reject the “Wu 
Xun Investigation” 武訓調查; “The publication of Wuxun lishi diaocha ji 武訓歷

史調查記 represents a new way of looking at modern historical information and 
materials, as well as a new means of collecting these materials. [At the time when it 
was published] the work was seen to have ‘guiding significance’ with respect to 
research methods used in the field of historical studies.”49 This type of work, of 
course, is not just limited to Wuxun lishi diaocha ji; during the “Four Cleans 
Movement” 四清運動 or the “Socialist Education Movement” 社會主義教育運

動 in 1964 Liu Shaoqi had already mobilized the public to begin writing family 
history and ethnic history. His aims of revealing the “KMT members wearing 
communist clothing,” also had a similar function.  

These new types of historiography had not only expanded the [useable] scope of 
historical information and materials, they also shifted the focal point of research 
from that of “emperors, kings, generals and ministers” towards the general public 
and their everyday lives. Although people today may feel that [these viewpoints] 
were at some level guided or even dominated by political movements of the time, 
when we consider the leftist movements of the 1960’s in the West, however, we 
can see that the above-mentioned research had essentially broken ground for 
political leftist to begin working on public history, providing a lot of instruction 
and inspiration.  

More importantly, however, is how the internal tension(s) of Marxist theory had 
also deeply affected postmodernism and its “diversified” and “multi-axial” 
historical perspective(s). According to the classic Marxist formulation, the history 
of mankind will, and must, continue to advance on its pre-determined trajectory; 
the changes in a society’s mode of production plays a key role during this process, 
whereas politics, culture and other forms of superstructure are but outward 
manifestations of the [society’s] economic base. 

However, when we compare this with Mao Zedong’s On Contradiction 矛盾

論, it is not hard to notice that he greatly innovated Marx’s theory of history. “The 
principal contradiction determines the secondary contradiction,” “The principal 
aspects of the contradiction determine the secondary aspects,” “The principal 

                                                               
49 Zhao Qingyun, “Jindai Zhongguo zhuxushi de yuanqi, liubian yu chonggou,” 121. 
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contradiction and the secondary contradiction as well as the principal aspects of the 
contradiction and the secondary ones will transform each other under certain 
conditions”; these statements in fact carry with them a certain inclination towards 
the denial of historical teleology. The Xi’an Incident, for example, marked the 
escalation of the contradiction between the Chinese people and Japanese 
Imperialism into that of a principal contradiction; the victory of the Anti-Japanese 
War, for example, marked the escalation of the contradiction between the Chinese 
people and the big bourgeoisie and big landlords into that of a principal 
contradiction. Thus, if we are not able to fully grasp the transformations between 
principal and secondary contradictions, nor fully able to stand on the principal side 
of these contradictions, then the reactionary class will be victorious and history will 
take on a new course. 

Here [in Mao’s theory], there exists no predetermined historical trajectory, nor 
will [a society’s] economic base always play such a decisive role; history rather 
presents itself in a pluralistically determined manner. French leftist intellectuals such 
as Louis Althusser have very keenly grasped this point. Using his [Althusser’s] words, 
“‘Monism’ is an ideological concept completely foreign to Marxism.” He continues: 

  
It is to claim that the complex whole has the unity of a structure articulated in 
dominance. In the last resort this specific structure is the basis for the relations 
of domination between contradictions and between their aspects that Mao 
described as essential.50 

  
It is important to note that French intellectuals such as Foucault, Bourdieu, 
Derrida and others all shared Althusser as their teacher. Poststructuralism, 
Deconstructionism, and other postmodern doctrines all stem from his [Althusser’s] 
radical transformation of Marxism. 

Terry Eagleton had once stated: “The most avant-garde cultural journal of the 
period, the French literary organ Tel Quel, discovered an ephemeral alternative to 
Stalinism in Maoism.” He continues: “The litany can be extended. Jacques Derrida 
claims nowadays that he has always understood his own theory of deconstruction as 
a kind of radicalized Marxism . . . Michel Foucault, a student of Louis Althusser, 
was a post-Marxist heretic who found Marxism unpersuasive on questions of 
power, madness and sexuality, but who continued to move for a while within its 
general ambience . . . The sociologist Pierre Bourdieu plundered the resources of 
Marxist theory to produce such concepts as ‘symbolic capital,’ while remaining 
distinctly skeptical of Marxism as a whole.”51 

                                                               
50 Louis Althusser, For Marx, trans. Ben Brewster, 201−2.  
51 Terry Eagleton, After Theory, 34−35.  
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The irony is that these radical theories aimed at the critique of capitalist power 
production, when brought into China, become powerful challenging forces for the 
traditional revolutionary history narrative. Boundaries in cross-culture 
communication and translation have completely concealed the latent connections 
existing among postmodern history and Chinese Marxist theory. This has resulted 
in the rendition of [postmodern history] as a completely separate form of academic 
research. 

Based on the above analysis, using the terms “revolutionary history paradigm,” 
“modernization paradigm” and “postmodern paradigm” to briefly and generally 
describe transformations in the field of modern Chinese history having occurred 
since the economic reforms is admittedly clear and concise with regard to logical 
structure, however it cannot conform with the realities of history. The development 
process of modern historical research throughout the past forty years is one of 
continuity, which is to say there is a little bit of old within the new, and a little bit of 
new within the old, and there certainly exists no such form of binary dualism. 

Thus, Dirlik and others’ judgements had been rooted in a key misconception: 
The 1978 economic reform policies reflected China’s rapid shift towards 
neoliberalism. On this subject, David Harvey noted that “The reforms just 
happened to coincide—and it is very hard to consider this as anything other than a 
conjunctural accident of world-historical significance—with the turn to neoliberal 
solutions in Britain and the United States.”52 However, this kind of statement is 
not entirely true, either. In fact, much of the work involved with the economic 
reform had already begun to be carried out in the early 1970’s, when relations 
between China and the U.S. began normalizing. In June of 1981, the Sixth 
Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee of the CPC (Communist 
Party of China) had passed its “Resolutions for Certain Historical Issues of the 
Communist Party of China since the Establishment of the P.R.C,” which also set 
out to return back on the “path” of the Eighth National Congress of the 
Communist Party of China. The forty-year social transformation having started 
from the Mao-era and continuing throughout the economic reform(s) was not, 
then, a “leap” from one system to the next, nor was it a “negation” of the former 
by the latter, but rather it was a process of continuous change; the transformations 
experienced in the field of modern history are a clear reflection of this process. 

Rather than acting in a “procrustean” manner by interchanging and stretching 
these “paradigms” to fit over the multifarious complexities of history, it would be 
more sensible to follow along closely with the various scholars (parties, factions, 
etc.) original scope of discussion(s) in order to get a real sense of the 
transformation(s) occurring throughout the past forty years in the field of modern 
history. Some of these discussions include: “What is the historical driving force of 

                                                               
52 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 120.   
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Marxism”; “Who are the real revolutionary class”; “Internal change and external 
forces”; “Salvation” and “enlightenment”; “Radical” and “conservative,” etc. If 
one were to ask what problems still exist today in the field of modern history, the 
answer would be far some kind of “paradigm crisis”; if anything, the problem is 
academicians’ loss of interest in “the grand narrative” and the reduction of 
academic discussion into utter fragmentation. 
  
Acknowledgement  This article is translated by Benjamin Aippersbach.   
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