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The development of modern Chinese historiography originated
in the deep social and ideological crisis' which China faced in
the nineteenth century when it was confronted with the mili-
tary ,scientific,economic and political superiority of the West.
The impact of this sense of inferiority and defenselessness led
to a syncretistic reception of Western bourgeois ideas and, at
the same time,aroused the felt need to reevaluate Chinese his-
tory.

Directly influenced by the October Revolution, socialist
and Marxist conceptions became increasingly important in this
ideological reevaluation process. To many,the October Revolu-
tion seemed to demonstrate the usefulness of Marxism for
overcoming national and social oppression. From the Chinese
point of view ,priority was given to the aspect of regaining na-
tional dignity and independence. Accordingly, when adopting
Marxist conceptions,the thought prevailed that Marxism pro-
vided a promising scientific and political means for carrying out
a national revolution in China as well. The specific quality of
Marxism as defined by its founders ,namely as a scientific theo-

ry of the working class to carry out a revolution against the



rule of the bourgeoisie was only of secondary importance. Du-
ring the earlier discussions of the 1920’s,Marxism represented
just one line of thinking among the social-revolutionary ideas
of the West, and interest in it varied considerably. With the
May Fourth Movement, however, the national motivation for
the reception of Marxism increased significantly among certain
groups participating in the movement.

Under these circumstances there were two specific ap-
proaches to the reception of Marxist concepts in China, first,
the utilitarian, and second, the eclectic and syncretistic ap-
proach. Concerning the former, Marxism was,above all, consi
dered to be a weapon in the fight of a suppressed nation
against foreign aggressors and,moreover ,a universal means of
the oppressed against the ruling class of any country, regard-
less of that country’s stage of development. In line with the
utilitarian approach, Marxist concepts were, second, under-
stood in an eclectic and syncretistic way that did not show any
marked difference from the adoption of other Western ideas.

The reception of Marxism as a uniform scientific theory
and means of the working class in its struggle against bour-
geoisie,as its originators had seen it, was not only thrust into
the background by national motives :in addition because of the
fact that a working class in Chinese society was only just
emerging,it could only take on simplified form,thus Marxism
was seen as a weapon of the oppressed against their oppres-

sors s whichever nation,class or social group these belonged to.



The emphases which were connected with this syncretistic ap-
proach have remained significant for the specific expressions of
Marxist theory in China up to the present. The first to pro-
pagate Marxism as a theory and method to analyse Chinese so-
ciety and its development according to the above-mentioned
view was Li Dazhao in the 1920’%. He also advocated rewriting
Chinese history according to Marxist criteria. This marked the
beginning of Marxist scientific analysis of Chinese historiogra-
phy.

The most immediate reason for the beginning were the po-
litical event of 1927 and the discussions which ensued concer-
ning the question of the unique development of Chinese so-
ciety. Furthermore,at the beginning of the ’30s,central issues
of historical materialism were touched on in debates relating to
the character of society and the social history of China. For the
first time,treatises on Chinese history were published by au-
thors following the Marxist line. These discussions provided
the basis for the development of Chinese Marxist historiogra-
phy in the following respects:

1. The acceptance of the principle of historic causality. Social
occurrences of the past were considered the causes of present
development. Thus, the traditional view of history as a trea-
sury of examples having relevance for the present was princi-
pally rejected.

2. The recognition of the existence of a world history, whose

development is governed by universal laws and has a progres-



sive character.

3. The recognition of Chinese history as part of world history.
This was accompanied by the decline of traditional views on
the uniqueness and incomparability of China as well as of more
recent views expressed at the time on tne unique road which
China would take.

4. The recognition of the necessity to periodize Chinese histo-
ry. The decisive criterion was to be the internal structure of so-
cietal development in line with the criteria of historical materi-
alism and no longer the traditional division according to dynas-
ties.

5. The recognition of society as a totality, which was closely
related to the acceptance both of the principles of historical
causality and of the existence of objective laws.

In historical works applying elements of Marxist theory in
this period emphasis was often put on economic factors. Fre-
quently deterministic and economic tendencies predominated
over political or personal factors which had priority in tradi-
tional historiography. In the attempt to integrate Chinese his-
tory into a universal world-historical development, another
element of uncertainty became evident. For the first time histo-
rians were confronted with the philosophical and historical
problem of relating generality,namely the world-historical de-
velopment, with particularity ,namely the development of Chi-
na. The participants of these discussions approached this prob-

lem in various ways. However,they had not yet begun to think



about this problem systematically.

Historians who were closely connected with the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) tended at that time to lay particular
emphasis on general development and the principles of world
history, whereas their opponents, who also considered them-
selves Marxists ,emphasized the specific features of Chinese de-
velopment. This lack of integration of general principles of
world-historical development with the specific course of Chi-
nese development was expressed in mechanistic and stereotypi-
cal forms of reasoning.

The above description depicts the particular stage of de-
velopment of Marxist historiography at the beginning of the
’30s, that is, at a time before the historians I investigated
played a decisive role in the process of developing Marxist his-
toriography. Their activities ,or at least,their influence on this
process were first apparent in the second half of the ’30s. Their
activities at this time were inseparably connected with the fight
against Japanese aggression, which, for the progressive ele-
ments in China,initiated a new phase of development. Political
commitment to a united front against Japan and to the war of
resistance challenged them to work out new political and ideo-
logical views and provided new tasks and problems for Marxist
historiography.

The political and ideological conceptions and the scientific
views of the historians discussed here were worked out using

particularly the political statements of the CCP, founded in



1921. They were based mainly on reflections concerning Chi-
nese society,as propagated in the discussions about the charac-
ter of society and social history by the Comintern in 1926/27
and the 6th Party Congress of the CCP in 1928. Chinese society
was considered half-colonial and half-feudal. As a conse-
quence, the fight against feudalism,imperialism and the bour-
geoisie, accompanied by a simultaneously carried out bour-
geoisdemocratic revolution,were declared major tasks for revo-
lution. This represented an attempt to define in concrete terms
the specific situation of China, without placing the deve
lopment of China outside of world history, which followed
general laws. The attempts of the historians to find a political
framework of analysis,an effort which basically represented a
continuation of debates at the beginning of the ’30s,revolved
around two basic problems
1. the exact definition of the bourgeois-democratic revolution.
2. the definition of the relation between anti-feudal and anti-
im—perialistivc struggle, which took the concrete form of the
pro-blem of defining the relation between the national and so-
cial fight. The historians I investigated agreed in the main both
that a democratic republic of particular form should be estab-
lished in China,distinctly different from the classical form of
bourgeois democracy ,and that China had to find its own way
toward socialism.

Each of the authors,however,judged the particularities of

the Chinese revolution and the relation of national and social



struggle differently and thereby conveyed political nuances of
views expressed by influential persons in the CCP.

Hou Wailu, Jian Bozan,and - until 1940 - also Hu Sheng
and Lii Zhenyu set the national task before the social one and
spoke of a unity of national and social struggle. Therefore they
stressed cooperation with all parties in a united front and ac-
knowledged the leadership of the GMD both in the united front
and in the war of resistance. On the other side ,He Ganzhi and
the other at a later stage also Hu Sheng and Lii Zhenyu
stressed in accordance with Mao Zedong the equal importance
(thus implicitly the diversity)of national and social struggle.
Consequently,they pointed out the leading role of the CCP,de-
fined the peasants as the main force of the revolution and of
the war of resistance,and depicted both the communist areas
as models of a democratic country and guerilla warfare as the
main form of warfare. These differences in political conceptions
are also evident in their respective views on the theory of his-
tory.

At the beginning of the war of resistance the relation be-
tween politics and historiography acquired another aspect. Up
to this tims - as far as the transformation of political ideas into
practice is concerned - the aspect of building up a strategy had
been in the foreground of Marxist historiography. Now ,under
the impact of the war of resistance,another ideological or con-
:sciousness—raising function, or in other words, a propaganda

function aimed at influencing daily politics was added.



The new line, which concentrated all political forces on
the war of resistance,led to general agreement among histori-
ans and intellectuals that changes in the cultural and ideologi-
cal fields were necessary in order to have these fully serve the
national cause. This required extensive propaganda work as
well as the popularization of political and scientifical ideas.

In the propaganda work, the popularization of Marxist
ideas played an important role. Marxism represented in this
context one part of a broader concept of culture,which includ-
ed apart from Marxism, literature, science, the arts and
thought as equal, functionally similar and interconnected as-
pects. Just as foreign literature was to be adapted to meet
existing Chinese needs,so also was Marxism to be adjusted,
that is,sinicized.

The concept of sinification does,indeed, summarize best
the major contents of the discussions carried on from about
1938 concerning the question of adapting culture,Marxism or
various specific cultural aspects to the requirements of the ex-
isting situation. Sinification refers on the one hand, both to a
widespread reception and popularization of progressive ele-
ments of world culture including Marxism,and to the adjust-
ment of these elements to China’s actual situation with the
purpose of creating a new culture in the sense defined above.
Despite differing theoretical objectives and modes of reasoning
among the historians at the time,there was general agreement

in this respect.



On the other hand the concept of sinification included the
integration of various elements of chinese history considered to
have immediate impact on Chinese reality into the new Chinese
culture and national Chinese Marxism.

This conception had significant consequences for historio
graphy. The new task now faced historiographers to establish a
systematic basis for the sinification of Marxism and to develop
China’s own sinicized sciences.

The political-ideological conceptions which developed in
connection with the war of resistance affected historiography
in three ways:

1. They set new priorities concerning the political role of histo-
riography. History and historiography were to be utilized for
existing national political tasks, the new policy was to be
legiti-mated and the masses were to be enabled to stand up for
national independence and social liberation.

2. They influenced the method of historical analysis, because
the political claims both that national and social tasks were
united and that China’s path of development was unique were
used as the sole framework for the interpretation of historical
events.

3. They involved historiography in the process of developing a
Chinese Marxism.

In this way, historiography took on a new quality
connected with its orientation towards practical changes. This

orientation went far beyond the traditional Chinese conception



of history. It can be seen as an attempt to adopt aspects of the
historical heritage;it is related to the pragmatic line of the de-
velopment of historiography which was referred to as “sinifica-
tion”.

In the process of adopting aspects of the historical heri-
tage s the question historians first asked concerned the evalua-
tion of all national and foreign traditions ; which elements could
be adopted and used ,and how should this adoption take place?
The historians concerned agreed to maintain continuity in their
own national heritage,to adopt critically the outstanding tradi-
tions of the past and to adopt them according to the exigencies
of the present. Opinions differed as to the exact definition of
the heritage to be adopted and the objectives of adoption. Hou
Wailu stressed taking over the more recent democratic ideas
and thoughts of the Enlightenment, another placed popular,
national philosophic and ethic traditions in the foreground,
while Lit Zhenyu emphasized the adoption of both revolu-
tionary national and revolutionary social traditions.

With the adoption of historical heritage,Fan Wenlan and
Hu Sheng aimed at raising the national consciousness of the
masses, by linking up both with everyday ideas about history,
and with prevailing values, with the purpose of creating over
the long run a national form of Marxism. Hou Wailu and Li
Zhenyu, however, rejected this utilitarian and pragmatic ap-
proach to the national heritage. They did not just want to use

old elements of this heritage to popularize new ones, but in-



tended instead to analyse their heritage in its historical context
scientifically , and to adopt the historical experiences derived
from that analysis.

The historians agreed on adopting foreign cultural ele-
ments, especially the tradetions of the progressive bourgeosie
and the ideas of national and social liberation as well as of the
Russian revolution. However,it was felt to be very important
that these elements not be adopted unchanged but be sinicized.
For He Ganzhi the starting point and basis for adoption was
China’s own practical experience,including its history. In con-
trast Hou Wailu considered the existing social conditions and
traditions of the Enlightenment contained in China’s more re-
cent history to be the appropriate basis for adoption.

Using these criteria in the selective adoption from their
historical heritage,the historians concentrated on the following
fields ;

1. the Enlightenment movement in China,

2. events and personalities of recent history,

3. national and social struggles in feudal society,and
4. the philosophy of history.

The conception of appropriating historical heritage was
one of the two principal aspects which guided the historians’
analysis of the history of their country;the other one involved
the attempt to identify and describe the course of historical de-
velopment according to objective laws.

Under this latter aspect,the central problem was to define



the relationship between world-historical development and its
general history on the one hand, with the specific nature of
Chinese history on the other. This problem became more acute
as the historians engaged increasingly in research based on the
use of empirical source material and tried to move away from
the abstract and formalistic level on which the debates had
been carried out in the early ’30s.

The analyses of the historians investigated here were in-
fluenced in this realm by Soviet and Japanese works. This can
be seen not only in the themes selected but also,and more ob-
viously, in the theoretical approach adopted. Particularly,
Stalin’s claim that all historical development goes through five
stages and his interpretation of historical materialism pro
pagated in 1938 as well as Mao Zedong’s views on the nature
and course of Chinese history strongly influenced their work.

In this context,the historians supported the position taken
by participants in the debate,who were closely associated with
the CCP, during the early ’30s, that world history proceeded
according to universally valid laws,and that the specific Chi-
nese development was part of this process. In line with this
view ,they rejected all positions claiming that China’s develop-
ment was unique and was therefore not subject to the laws
governing a world-historical development.

The new stage which the discussion had reached was indi-
cated by two facts - first,the emergence of different sugges-

tions concerning periodization which reflected the diverging



positions held by the historians concerning the question of how
to place China’s history within the process of worldhistorical
development. It was expressed secondly in the adoption of the
Marxist categories, “generality ” and “particularity”, and in
their application to the actual course of history. The different
applications of these categories were accompanied by differing
methodological approaches. Whereas all historians defined as
“generality ” universally valid laws following the principle of
historical materialism, there were a number of different views
as to the definition of the category “particularity”. For one,
this meant simply the concrete empirical history of China. Hou
Wailu,in contrast,also included the specific laws,which he be-
lieved governed the course of this historical development.

The historians’ research on the regularity of historical de-
velopmen centered around the category of the social-econo mic
formation which in the historians’ eyes entailed recognition of
the universality of space and of temporal continuity. It was ac-
cepted by all historians as a theoretical device to analyse his-
torical developments and represented the framework by which
both individual historical facts and events could be placed in a
wider historical context and the general and particular aspects
of historical development could be given their respective
weight depending on the individual case. Although the basie
principles of historical materialism were generally recognized,
they were not always strictly applied in the historical works.

Particularly the historians’ work in appropriating aspects



of their historical heritage revealed that the historians conti-
nued to be influenced to varying degrees by views connected
with traditional historiography. It can be observed that these
ideas in part coincided with Marxist historical explanations;in
part, Marxist views were superimposed on them. Attempts to
deduce certain laws from negative historical experiences, for
instance, mixed with the traditional method of criticizing the
present by way of historical analogy. Furthermore, influences
of traditional cyclical thinking can be identified not only in the
view that the long duration of Chinese feudal society should be
explained as due either to economic stagnatie or delayed deve
lopment, but also in the adoption of the traditional view that
development represents an alternation between order and dis-
order - even when the contents of this view were reversed. The
influence of Han-centered thought can be observed in the fact
that, except for one, all works took a Han-Chinese point of
view. Also the thought that peasant rebellions were defeated
mainly because of the specific personalities of peasant leaders
is evidence for the influence of a conception of history which
considers personality and individual actions as significant de-
terminants on history. The development of Chinese Marxist
historiography during the period of the war of resistance can
be depicted as an axis resulting from the penetration of two
planes ,namely the historico-theoretical and the political plane.
On the level of the theory of history,the main problem con-

cerned the question of the laws governing history. Although



phrased and approached differently,it can be found in almost
all of the works. On the political level the main task was to
make historiography socially useful. This was exemplified in
the attempt to appropriate aspects of the historical heritage.

Marxist historians consider the appropriation of historical
heritage only possible if the course of history is seen as gov-
erned by specific laws. From this perspective, the above-men-
tioned levels represent two sides of a uniform process of so-
cietal development,in which either the objective or the subjec-
tive aspect predominates. The objective aspect denotes the re-
gularity of historical development,the subjective side refers to
the fact that people can understand this regularity and - since
history is based on the actions of people - thereby become con-
scious subjects of development. This dual nature of historical
development has been analysed by many Marxist historians.
The problems which it entails can also be observed in practice
in the process of developing Marxist historiography in China.
The discrepancies between practical utilization and the ideal
theoretical from described above resulting form this dual na-
ture should be of no surprise.

Chinese historians of the ’30s who considered themselves
to be Marxists were working under the specific conditions of
the struggle for national independence carried out in the form
of the war of resistance. They had set themselves the task to
develop Marxist historiography in China and to utilize its re-

sults for the formulation of policy. The realities of the situation



forced them often enough to take hypotheses which they them-
selves had just developed and not yet adequately verified out of
the context and put them in another. Under these circum-
stances they were not able to define clearly the intersection be-
tween the respective planes of historical regularity and the
adoption of historical heritage,neither of which had been fully
developed as disciplines. In other words, they were unable to
put their ideas of adopting history adequately in relation to
their understanding of historical regularity. At the points
where breaks in this relationship existed.,elements of a tradi-
tional understanding of history could seep in. These elements
have had a decisive impact on Chinese historiography up to the

present time.
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