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134 Wang Teh-chao

The Chinese Intellectuals and the
Revolution of 1911

(A Summary)

WANG TEH-CHAO

Behind the Revolution of 1911 which resulted in overthrowing the Manchu dynasty in China
there were activities of a revolutionary organization, the Tung-meng Hui, founded by Dr. Sun Yat-
sen in 1905 in Tokyo, Japan. Prior to the emergence of the Tung-meng Hui there was another
revolutionary organization, the Hsing-chung Hui, with Dr. Sun also as one of its founders and
leaders. After the failure of several uprisings, of which the last one was the Huichow Uprising of
1900, the Hsing-chung Hui fell into obscurity. The Hsing-chung Hui had its foundation in Chinese
secret societies lurking in lower social strata. Its failure indicated the failure of a policy to employ
secret societies as the main strength in winning a revolution,

In the official history of the Chung-kuo Kuomintang (the Chinese Nationalist Party), the two
huis are treated as suiccessive predecessors of the present party. But the question of succession has
been at times disputed by members of the Tung-meng Hui, who claimed that the Tung-meng Hui
was from the beginning a wholly new-created organization and, instead of secret societies, it was
the rising new intellectual class which formed the core of the new party.

For the Revolutionaries, the experience of the failure to use secret societies as the main force of
revolution was very bitter. About the time of the initiation of the Tung-meng Hui, there were wide
and arduous debates among the Revolutionaries on the feasibility of continuing that policy. To-
gether with these debates, there emerged a persistent demand on the side of the young intellectuals
for a leading part in the revolutionary movement. Ten years had elapsed between the founding of
the Hsing-chung Hui in 1894 and that of the Tung-meng Hui in 1905, In the first half of this
decade the spread of revolutionary ideas into the intellectual class was very limited. Dr. Sun
himself was known as a great rebel and was understandably not taken as a fellow being by the
time-honored literati community. It was the Reformers or Constitutional Monarchists led by K’ang
Yu-wei and Liang Chi-ch’ao who were looked for guidance and leadership. Moreover, before 1900,
besides members of secret societies, the only supporters of Dr. Sun’s revolution movement were
overseas Chinese. Before 1898, the Reform leaders paid little attention either to secret societies or
to overseas Chinese. They turned to these groups for seeking support, however, after the coup
d’etat of 1898 when they were forced to flee abroad and lost their favored ground at home. The
result was that they sapped for a time the already limited strength of the revolutionary force both
within and without China. It was the rise of the new intellectuals who were to decide the issue
between the Revolutionaries and the Reformers and provide the Revolution of 1911 with its main
motivating power.
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During the few years after 1900, a series of events occurred which finally turned the tide against
the Reformers and in favor of revolution. The failure of the Hundred Days’ Reform, the Boxer
Uprising and the subsequent humiliation of the nation succeeded as a result in stripping the Manchu
government of its last traces of prestige and making it look more “‘barbarian” in the eyes of Chinese
intellectuals. Moreover, the schools established both in the capital and in provinces since the
Reform period and the tide of youths going abroad to study in foreign countries gave rise to a new
intellectual class which, in character and disposition, was very different from the old literati. The
new intellectuals had opportunities to know the working of different political organizations in
foreign countries and longed to have a better government for their own country to replace the
existing rotten regime of the Manchus. They had more knowledge of the world; as it was a world
in the age of New Imperialism with Social Darwinism and racialism prevailing, they tended to be
unequivocally nationalistic themselves, They also had more opportunities to get together, to form
organizations, and to stage riots against the government they disgusted. The ferment came forth
first among the Chinese “‘students” in Japan. The few years after 1900 saw a great and rapid
increase of Chinese “students” in Japan, from about six hundred in 1902 to about seven or eight
thousand in 1905. Their anti-government and anti-Manchu agitations won applause and arduous
response in educational and cultural circles in China. The immediate causes of these agitations
could be very different, but they had the same background of ideas which an editoiial of the Su
Pao described as the antagonism of the progressives against the conservatives. The agitations were
also not necessarily motivated by the impulse for revolution, but, once started, as they were from
the beginning meant to fight against an ancient and alien regime, they were destined to sally forty
toward revolution.

Dr. Sun Yat-sen was back in Tokyo in the summer of 1905 after his trip to North America and
- Europe. He found that, though he had been away for anly two years, things had changed
tremendously in the East. He said that “it is undoubtedly the progress of the intelligence and
national self-consciousness of the Chinese people that has brought out such a striking effect.” The
final triumph of the revolutionary cause over that of the Reformers on the eve of the Revolution
was also the triumph of Chinese nationalism. In Dr. Sun’s own words, when he began to teach
revolution in terms of nationalism, those who responded favourably were limited only to members
of secret societies. In the upper-middle classes he got few followers. It needed to have, therefore,
an army of intellectuals to propagate the new ideas and to defeat the Reformers in propaganda
that nationalism could spread and penetrate into every social stratum. It was the new intellectuals
who now became the vanguards of this national self-awakening movement. The transformation
could be unmistakably seen in the fact that an increasing number of Reformers in Tokyo came
over to the side of revolution about the time of the initiation of the Tung-meng Hui. In one of his
letters to K’ang Yu-wei, Liang Chi-Ch’ao wrote, “Now [1906] the revolutionary party has enor-
mous strength in Tokyo where the greater part of the students accept its leadership....... The
revolutionaries, who sow their seeds there and reap the crops inland, constitute undoubtedly the
gravest menace to us, which should not be taken lightly.”

The first results of the rise of the new intellectuals and their dedication to the cause of
Tevolution were, therefore, the formatjon of the Tung-meng Hui and the restoration to the Revo-
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lutionaries of the leadership in the overseas Chinese society, which they had lost to the Reformers
since 1898. Secondly, Liang Chi-ch’ao’s foreboding that the Revolutionaries were to sow their
seeds abroad and to reap the crops inland soon came true. The new intellectuals abroad, making
good use of their new knowledge, their literary ability, and the prestige they inherited from the
old literati class, as well as the various jobs they got after returning to China, spread revolutionary
ideas into the inland far and wide. As a matter of fact, the ways and means with which the
Reformers had extended their influence during the years before and after the coup d’etat of 1898
were made for better use by the Revolutionaries during the Tung-meng Hui period. Now it was the
Revolutionaries who organized study clubs, distributed propaganda materials, gave speeches at
disguised meetings, and acted as teachers in schools for the cause of revolution. One generous job
the returned ““students” found waiting for them was to be appointed officers in the New Army set
up in the provinces as a part of the decreed reform after the humiliation of 1900-1901, and the
network of the revolutionary organization hence penetrated deeply and widely into the New
Army. The new trend was manifest in the last three military attempts made by the Tung-meng
Hui, including that in Wuchang in 1911 which at last overthrew the Manchu Dynasty. The
New-Army Uprising at Canton in 1910 had its main body made of educated young soldiers
in the New Army; that of the Canton Uprising of 1911 was made of young intellectuals;
and that of the Wuchang Uprising again made of New-Armmy soldiers. Of course, members of the
Tung-meng Hui and soldiers of the New Army could also be members of the secret societies, and
members of secret societies could still be active in the lower strata of the force of revolution. It is
none the less significant that the three attempts of 1910 and 1911 did not claim the relationship.



