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From Reactionary Rightist to the Grandmaster of World
History: The Ups and Downs of Lei Haizong during and
beyond His Lifetime

Huang, Hsiang-fu

Associate Professor, Faculty of History, Nankai University

The exodus of intellectuals from the Republic of China and their
fate after 1949 has been an enduring topic for biographical and historical
research. However, among the scholars who stayed in mainland China,
Lei Haizong has also been an important figure in academic history since
the 1930s. He served as the head of the history departments of Tsinghua
University and National Southwest Associated University, and was a
notable early proponent of historical morphology of cultures in the
Republican period. Because of Lei’s previous membership in the
Kuomintang and his criticism of communism and the Soviet Union, after
the founding of the People’s Republic of China he was subjected to strict
political monitoring and ideological re-education. Lei transferred to
Nankai University in 1952 but was classified as a rightist during the
Anti-Rightist Movement in 1957. This severely compromised his
teaching and research career until his death. After Lei’s rightist status
was expunged in 1979, his former student Wang Dunshu edited and
republished his works, which contributed to a “renaissance” of research
on his life; he is now celebrated as the disciplinary founder of world
history at Nankai University. The rise, fall, and revival of Lei Haizong’s

academic reputation and status during and after his lifetime epitomize
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the whirlwind of political change in modern China. The story of Lei’s
life and career also reflects how history is written in different contexts
and under different pressures. The story also demonstrates how the
efforts of an academic institution can shape its collective memory and
strengthen its own historical identity. By using the records that have
survived, including memoirs written by Lei’s family, students, and
colleagues, political documents, and the archives held by Nankai
University, this article analyzes critical moments of Lei’s life, especially
his encounters with the Anti-Rightist Movement and the posthumous

recovery of his academic reputation and status.

Keywords: Lei Haizong, Nankai University, Anti-Rightist Campaign,

history writing, collective memory
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