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Chen Yuan’s Late-Career Historiographical Turn:
An Analysis of His Revisions to Tongjian Huzhu Biaowei

Hanzhang TU

Abstract: Tongjian huzhu biaowei, one of Chen Yuan’s finest creations, was originally published in the Fu
Jen Hsueh-chih. Chen made substantial revisions to this monograph, and it was reissued in the 1950s by
Science Press. In particular, Chen made notable adjustments to expressions regarding the peasants’ war,
ethnic issues, evidential research, and other topics. Chen shifted from denouncing rebellious peasants as
“thieves and robbers,” a perspective inherited from traditional historiography, to praising them, while also
expressing his comprehension and empathy toward the intellectuals involved in the peasant revolution. The
reason for the significant transformation in his perspective on the peasant revolts was the ideological impact
of his participation in the land reform movement in Baxian County, Sichuan. He also revised a significant
number of phrases pertaining to ethnic issues. For example, the term “assimilation” was deleted or replaced
with “sinicization.” These revisions demonstrate his reflections on strategies for writing ethnic history in the
new era. Nevertheless, following his adoption of Marxist ideology, Chen’s approach to research methodology
remained unaltered. From his perspective, the methodological approaches of evidential research and Marxism
are inherently compatible, and the pursuit of Marxism’s ethical principles must be based on the historical-
critical methodology of positivism. A close analysis of Chen Yuan’s revisions to Tongjian huzhu biaowei
illuminates his intellectual journey of exploration and adaptation to Marxist historiography.
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