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Sun Yixian: The Founder of Modern China  Tom Ryan, Woodleigh School 
 

‘Only when imperialism is eliminated can there be peace for mankind. To achieve this goal, we should first rejuvenate 
Chinese nationalism and restore China’s position as a sovereign state.’ 
 
Background 
 Born 1866, Guangzhou, peasant 

family. 
 Confucian primary education but 

Western secondary and tertiary 
education: Hawaii and Hong Kong.  

 
Influences 
 Anti-Qing traditions … Taiping and other peasant rebellions. 
 
Revolutionary career 
 Revive China Society (1894) ‘Overthrow the Manchus, restore China to the Chinese, establish a 

republican government.’ 
 Fund raising and support through émigré communities: Europe, USA, Australia, Japan … Chinese 

students. 
 Tongmenghui, ‘Revolutionary Alliance’ (1905). Significant and influential unification of the anti-

Qing revolutionary movement. 
 Ideological direction: Sanminzhuyi – ‘Three Principles of the People.’ 
 The Tongmenghui had 10 000 members by 1906; organisational contacts in many Chinese 

provinces; funding from Chinese communities overseas.  
 Nine major uprisings between 1906 and 1911 … none successful. John King Fairbank: Sun 

‘certainly deserves A for Effort.’ 
 Sun Yixian and the Tongmenghui popularised the idea that an anti-Qing revolution was central 

for China’s modernisation. 
 No direct role in the Xinhai Revolution, but in recognizing his considerable prestige Sun was 

provincial president of the Republic 1 January to 14 February 1912 …  
 Edwin Moise: ‘The final collapse of the Qing Dynasty was to a considerable extent inspired by a 

revolutionary from Guangdong named Sun Yixian.’ 
 
Nationalist Revolution 
 Minister of Railways … an important and busy job! 
 Reorganisation of the Tongmenghui into the Guomindang (August 1912) – National People’s 

Party.  
 Song Jiaoren and January 1913 parliamentary elections. 
 Yuan Shikai 1913-15: Song Jiaoren assassinated, GMD banned, dismissal of provincial and 

national parliaments, amendment of constitution, 21 Demands. 
 Sun Yixian forced into hiding and exile. 
 Warlord rule 1916-23 and Sun’s Guangzhou ‘government’. Reliance on Warlord support and 

challenges with factionalism. 
 Comintern. Meeting with Maring and Joffe August 1922 … January 1923 Sun-Joffe Declaration: 

‘national independence’ and ‘national unity’. 
 The first United Front: Alliance with CCP, reorganisation of GMD structures and founding of 

Nationalist Revolutionary Army (Galan and Borodin.) 
 Fell ill while in Beijing for new government talks (Dec. 1924) and died of liver cancer 11 March 

1925. 
 Heir to Nationalist leadership and revolution …. Wang Jingwei and Liao Zhongkai? Hu Hanmin? 

Jiang Jieshi? 
 Continued importance for both Guomindang and CCP – ‘the founder of modern China’.   
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From Tom Ryan, China Rising: The Revolutionary Experience (Melbourne: HTAV Publishing, 2017), p. 47 


