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Fan Wen-lan and Wu Cheng-shi: The Generational Transition
of Early Chinese Marxist Historiography

Yeh, Yi-Chun

Research Fellow, History Department (Zhuhai), Sun Yat-sen University, China

Fan Wen-lan has been regarded as one of the greatest Chinese
Marxist historians since the founding of PRC. However, the time when
he did apply historical materialism to his work A Brief General History
of China was as late as in the early 1940s. Due to the overwhelming
popularity of this masterpiece, Fan became the standard-bearer of
Yan’an revolutionary historiography. This paper suggests that we should
not explain this whole process in terms of some kind of teleology with
hindsight. There were indeed alternative leading scholars who have an
advantage over Fan Wen-lan, such as Zhang Binglin’s disciple Wu
Cheng-shi. Parallel to Fan’s intellectual development towards Marxism,
Wu had an extremely similar line of progress. If Wu had been survived

to arrive in Yan’an, the historiofrapical landscape would be completely
different. In the present article, Max Weber’s concepts “objective

probability” and “adjective cavsation™ serve as intellectual tools

probing into the question in dispute.

Keywords: Fan Wen-lan, Wu Cheng-shi, A Brief General History of China,
Chinese Marxist Historiography, objective probability, adequate causation
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