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From “Reformist” to “Revolutionary”: A New
Exploration of Chen Duxiu’s Early Thought and
Activities

Ta-chia Li

Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica

Chen Duxiu is an important figure in the history of modern Chinese thought
and political history. Examining his early thought and activities will give us a
deeper understanding of his thoughts. There have been many studies of Chen,
but these include some mistakes. This article reexamines his thought and
activities during the late Qing Dynasty. It focuses on four main points. First, in
1903, Chen Duxiu gave a speech against the treaty with Russian in the Anging
Library, which was his first public political activity. This speech has been
regarded as the beginning of the Anhui revolutionary movement. This article
finds that he had participated in the establishment of the Anging Library and
had close contacts with those who advocated new ideas in Anging. This
clarifies the background of his first trip to Japan in 1901, and why he was able
to give this speech in 1903. Second, Chen Duxiu founded the Anging Patriotic
Association in 1903. Past research has misinterpreted the time as 1902 because
of errors in citations. These studies thus led to the conclusion that Chen had
changed from a “reformist” to a “revolutionary” at that moment. This error has
been repeated for forty years. Third, many scholars have overestimated the
influence of Chen Duxiu’s early thought and political activities on the basis of
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his later prominence in the political and intellectual vanguard in the Republic
of China. This article points out that he was already in the vanguard in the
Anhui region during the late Qing, but his impact was regional. His
interpretations of nationalism, science, and democracy were very basic and did
not go beyond what Liang Qichao and others were already saying. Fourth, the
important elements of Chen Duxiu’s thought at the time, such as nationalism
and the theory of evolution, were directly inspired by Kang Youwei and Liang
Qichao. After Chen became a revolutionary, he still believed in fundamental
transformation. Liang Qichao’s influence on him continued until the early
years of the Republic of China or longer.

Keywords: Chen Duxiu, Liang Qichao, reformist, revolutionary, Anging
Library
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