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The Route to Communism: History and the

Individual in Ch’en Tu-hsiu’s Patriotism

YANG Chen-te

The appeal of Communism to Ch’en Tu-hsiu was far from direct and
immediate. Ch’en in his youth had among his close friends anarchists and,
in 1915, openly praised socialism as one of the three essential
characteristics of the admirable modern West. He, nonetheless, did not
commit himself to Communism until 1920. As this essay shows, in the
process of his turning to Communism, Ch’en not only redefined the
problems that China had to face but also epitomized significant intellectual
changes of his time.

Like most modern Chinese intellectuals, Ch’en had been very much
concerned with China’s fate under the pressure of foreign invasion. He
identified the problems of China first in terms of military defense, then of
national politics, of culture, and, in the end, of social structure. Ch’en’s
patriotism implicates more than the idea of saving the nation. His
argument that the nation is worth loving only when it aims to protect and
foster the welfare of the people, at times created tensions in his mind and
led to controversies over his positions.

This essay, in particular, illuminates Ch’en’s roundabout route to
Communism by explicating his ideas of history and of the individual, two
crucial concerns of modern Chinese intellectuals. In the period of 1897-

1921, Ch’en had adopted an evolutionary view of history and moved from
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finding models and lessons in Chinese history to attacking Chinese
tradition with little reservation. In addition he accepted the idea that
human society evolved via the stages of feudalism, capitalism and
socialism. Historical evolution, however, meant for him more the increase
of social justice and the welfare of the people than the iron law of social
developrﬁent. He took the Russian Revolution as a proof that socialism
was possible without the full blossom of capitalism.

Among all kinds of socialism, Ch’en viewed Communism as the most
effective means of bringing the ideal society into existence. Ever since his
early years, Ch’en had upheld the individual’s right to freedom and self-
determination. He had also tried to implement changes by appealing to the
individual’s consciousness and self-cultivation. After the Paris Conference
of 1919 and entailing political developments in China, Ch’en was
convinced of the need to fight both the warlords and imperialism with
force rather than with persuasion. He, furthermore, found in Communism
as well as in the Russian revolution the more satisfactory explanation and
practical model of what was to be done. Ch’en began to create a political
party in the image of the Bolsheviks. He also started to argue for the
priority of changing social and economic institutions. Debating with the
anarchists over the nature of the party, Ch’en insisted on the individual’s
submission to the party, which, in his view, would transform one’s
negligible personal strength into an organized power to revolutionize the
status quo. This shift of emphasis from the individual to organization,
indeed, embodied a significant change from the New Cultune Movement to

the Communist Movement in modern China.

Key words: Ch’en Tu-hsiu patriotism evolutionary view of history

the New Culture Movement Communism in China
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