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ABSTRACT

As an important political reform movement in early 20th
century, the Constitutional Reform in Late Imperial China
(1905—1911) did not succeed. However, it not only has evi-
dent effect on political ideas and institutional changes of the
20th century, but also has some revelation to the political
modernization in China henceforth. Therefore, to put the Re-
form movement in the theoretical framework of political devel-
opment, the essay analyzes its achievements and impact on the
political situation in late-Ch’ing China, and furthermore,
delves into the reasons why the Reform movement failed.

The essay suggests that, the Constitutional Reform in
Late Imperial China was an important component in the mod-
ernization movement of the world. In the direction of power
check and balance, the Official System Reform movement fa-
cilitated the differentiation of political structure and function,
and initially introduced modern political system. However, in
the process of strengthening centralized power, the Ch’ing-
court tried to turn the power over to the Manchus due to racial
prejudice. As a result, the contradictions and conflicts between

the central government and the local government became in-
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creasingly violent, and this situation made the reform policy
difficult to come to effect. Due to the Local self-government
policy of late-Ch’ing government, the gentry and merchant
were endowed with the right of participation. This policy
greatly promoted the development of political participation and
took some active part in cultivating the masses’ national sense
and the gestation of civil society in modern China. However,
the Local self-government practice not only intensified the con-
tradiction between self-government unit and local government,
but also aggravated authority crisis of the central govern-
ment- Because of part openness of political affairs to the com-
moners, the political participation in Late-Ch'ing period be-
came not only extensive on the scope, diversified in the form
and channel, but also very high in organizational de-
gree. However, because of the lack of necessary political au-
thority, the Ch'ing-court couldn’t control and adjust the speed
and scale of political participation effectively, and so that the
conflicts between control and participation became rather vio-
lent, and accelerated the downfall of Ch’ing Dynasty. As the
chief symbol of constitutional reform, the proclamation of
“Principles of the Constitution” revealed the first page in mod-
ern China’s constitutional history, and broke a gap through
the absolute monarchy with a long history. The constitutional
spirit that “Principles of the Constitution” reflected was a pos-
itive achievement in modern China’s political development. As
the preparatory organizations of provincial and national parlia-

ments, the establishment and operation of Tzu Cheng Yuan
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and Tzu-I-chu raised popular participation level, and strength-
ened the check and supervision in government’s administrative
process. Legal system reform in Late-Ch’ing period brought
China in modern legal system. However, the institutional re-
forms were not able to promote the integration of society and
state, but also speed up disintegration of the political system,
and most innovations did not bring on evident effect.

There are many reasons to explain why the Constitutional
Reform in Late Imperial China failed. In the eyes of macro-
scopic background, there are following factors: underdevel-
opment of market economy, the impact of traditional Chinese
culture, the tradition of the absolute monarchy with a long
history, and so on. In the eyes of the main motive forces in the
reform, there were violent conflicts among the Constitution-
alists due to the difference of interests and ideas. In the eyes of
the reform leaders , the leaders’ disunity and the impropriety
of reform tactics are also important reasons. In addition, by
means of comparison with Meiji Restoration, this essay also
reveals some concrete reasons to impede the Constitutional Re-
form in Late Imperial China.

The Constitutional Reform in Late Imperial China has im-
portant position and significant influence on modern China’s
political development. In comparison with the Hundred Days,
it not only lasted for a longer time but also was more promi-
nent on the range, level and practical effect. It was rather an
accelerator of the 1911 Revolution than an obstacle. Although

the Constitutional Reform itself failed, its main factors (in-
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cluding its ideas and system) still influence China’s politics of
the whole century. The Constitutional Reform in Late Imperial
China reminds us that the success of political reform should
have certain prerequisites, for instance, a powerful core of po-
litical leadership with the modernization tropism should be
formed, the power and interests of important social groups
should be coordinated properly, market economy and secular
culture should be well developed. Only these can provide a sol-
id popular foundation and social conditions for the political de-

velopment.

Keywords ;
the Late-Ch’ing Government, political transformation,

the Constitutional Reform, political development
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