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Constitutionalism and Revolution:
The Inner Tension in Li Dazhao’s Early
Political Thought

Fang-Yen Yang*

Abstract

In the Chinese context, what could “constitutionalism” possibly
mean? In what ways was it able to substantiate “the people’s state”
(minguo)? During the 1910s, how did the imagination and discourse of
building the people’s state through constitutionalism evolve and change?
Starting from these questions, this article explores the historical situations
and intellectual conditions from which visions of such state-building
project emerged, as well as the challenges confronting the project, by
focusing on Li Dazhao (1889-1927), one of the founders of the Chinese
Communist Party. The article examines Li’s constitutionalist discourse by
probing into the problematique of revolution and the dualistic “li-fa”
(principle-law) frame of thinking inherent in it, so as to attain a better
understanding of Li’s radical turn that began in the second half of 1917.
The article argues that the tension created by the implicit problematique of
revolution remained a defining feature of Li’s discourse—a feature which
was reinforced by the polarity of gradualism and radicalism integral to Li’s
dualistic thinking. By reconstructing the development of Li’s political
thought in the period from 1912-1918, the article will show how his view

on popular rights changed from a people-centered stance into a radical

Associate Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University
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democratic one, and how at the same time his political ideal evolved from
“good government” defined by constitutionalism into “free government”
grounded in the people’s will, with the result that the problematique of
revolution began to dominate his political thinking. Li’s radical turn not
only indicates the difficulties faced by the constitutionalist project of state-
building; in retrospect, it also sheds light on the historic logic behind the

rise of new types of party and politics based on social movements in the
1920s.

Key words: Li Dazhao, constitutionalism, revolution, democracy, theory

of social evolution
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