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For over two millennia the Chinese Nation was ruled under a monarchy. It's legitimation not through popular support but based mystic foundations and religious belief. Society revolved around this imperial institution as the guiding hand that all authority emanated. In 1898 China hankered for reform, a need to become strong to combat the encroachment of the west. But in improvement how would the monarchy change and its perception change to cope with a new reformist agenda. How would Imperial rule be legitimated? This essay will seek to answer this question. There will be a discussion of the role of the emperor in pre-reform society, the debates of the reformers such as Kang Youwei on their position of the Monarchy, but also the reforms and how they the very way China was to view its monarchical system until the dawn of the Revolution of 1911.
There must be an understanding of the role of the Emperor before the onset of the reform period. The Emperor of China as a sovereign was the centre of Chinese Society. It was common belief that the world revolved around the Emperor as the mediator of the cosmos and the heavens as the son of Heaven (Tianzi)[footnoteRef:1]. Such divine origins granted the Emperor or whoever sat upon the thrown a heavenly mandate to rule, for the Chinese the Emperor was perceived to be the symbol of unity for the Chinese Nation and the Empire[footnoteRef:2].  With this divine mandate, the world revolved around the Emperor and his Imperial Court. Around this was the Chinese nation, and the further away one strayed from the seat of the Emperor the less Chinese one became[footnoteRef:3]. Those on the outside where barbarians, representing the various border territories around the Empire[footnoteRef:4].  The Emperor was the centre of this world. The publication T'oung Pao, published in 1898 refers to the Emperor as the source of all rank, power, titles of honour and the source of all laws[footnoteRef:5]. The article argues that the Emperor was a divine autocrat, with the mandate of heaven and his position within religion enthralled all Imperial Subjects[footnoteRef:6]. [1:  Emperor of China and His Court, T'oung Pao, Vol. 9, No. 5 (1898), p. 409. ]  [2:  Ibid., p. 410. ]  [3:  M. Elliot, The Manchu Way, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), p. 312.  ]  [4:  Ibid., p. 311. ]  [5:  Emperor of China, p. 410. ]  [6:  Ibid., p. 410. ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk532217741]What T’oung Pao questions are the nature of the Autocracy, it suggests the autocracy instead directly governing the people; it was the hereditary principles and traditions of the Autocracy that ruled the Emperor[footnoteRef:7]. It stresses that to maintain the Imperial Power of the Heavenly Mandate the Emperor had to observe the social customs and rituals of the Imperial Institution[footnoteRef:8]. It may rely on Chinese religion, of which religious belief was orthopractic[footnoteRef:9]. Adherents to Chinese faiths focussed belief more on the carrying out of rituals rather than trust in any catechism or dogma[footnoteRef:10]. Misfortune would befall the righteous if they failed to adhere to the ceremony to such exactitude[footnoteRef:11]. The failure of the Emperor to carry out such a duty would be a weakness not of just the Emperor but his reign. Perhaps may even lead to his downfall.   The Chinese philosopher Mencius, considered second only to Confucius, advocated that the failure of the Emperor in his duties and ignoring the warnings of his peers then he should be removed from the throne[footnoteRef:12]. This ideal firmly reinforces the role of the Emperor as the sign of unity, and if he cannot maintain it, then he is no emperor at all[footnoteRef:13]. [7:  Ibid., p. 410. ]  [8:  Ibid., p. 410. ]  [9:  J. D. Fowler, Chinese Religions: Beliefs and Customs, (Sussex: Sussex Academic Press, 2007). p. 23. ]  [10:  Ibid., p. 23. ]  [11:  Ibid., p. 25. ]  [12:  D. C. Lau. and Mencius, Mencius, (London: Penguin Books, 1970), p. 212.  ]  [13:  Ibid., p. 212. ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk532215093]The role of the Emperor is that of the centre of the state. When it came to the discussion of reform in 1898, the position and function of the emperor were much debated. Just what would the purpose be for a divine ruler in a reformed society? The reforms took place under the reign of Emperor Guangxu through the advice and oversight of an Advisory Board set up to create the much-needed changes[footnoteRef:14]. Two key positions on the Board went to the two foremost commentators of the debate of the role of the Monarchy. One was Kang Youwei who was the principal advisor to the Young Emperor, and the other his Student Liang Quichou who was deliberately appointed to the council through the influence of Kang[footnoteRef:15]. Both men were of the Literati Class, the social group within Chinese Society that was highly educated to take the Imperial Exam which was the national passport for any man who wanted a position in the civil service, or the military establishment[footnoteRef:16]. Peter Zarrow writing in an edited book on the reform period of 1898 described how it was this class of learned men who campaigned for reform of the Chinese State[footnoteRef:17]. Those who belonged to the reform movement as Zarrow puts it were prepared to forgo traditional Chinese values to reform the state[footnoteRef:18]. [14:  Jung. Chang, Empress Dowager Cixi: The Concubine Who Launched Modern China, (London: Vintage, 2015), p. 214.  ]  [15:  Ibid., p. 214. ]  [16:  Ibid., p. 215. ]  [17:  R. Grant and P. Zarrow, Rethinking the 1898 Reform Period: Practical and Cultural Change in Late Qing China, eds. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), p. 19.    ]  [18:  Ibid., p. 21. ] 

The exciting aspect of the reformist ideology is that they did not wish to change the lineage of the Monarchy. The movement is believed that the monarchy was central for reform and should be used as a vehicle to make it happen[footnoteRef:19].  Zarrow emphasises that as a faction they hoped to utilise the support of the Imperial Court for modernising purposes[footnoteRef:20]. Their image was that of the emperor enacting the reforms. The comparison is used of both Peter the Great of Russia and the Emperor Meiji of Japan as examples. Peter the Great used his powers as a divine autocrat to reform the Russian state from above and through his will significantly advance Russia[footnoteRef:21]. Emperor Meiji on the other used his position as a symbol of unity to bring the Japanese Elites around the idea reform, subsequently creating a democracy that coincided in theory with an absolute monarch[footnoteRef:22]. The reformists, however, did not wish to emulate both powers preferring a model that was compatible with Chinese norms and customs[footnoteRef:23]. Enlightened individuals sought out elements of political systems that were mostly compatible with China and its network of government[footnoteRef:24]. An appropriation of different systems to create a correct Chinese method of reformed government. [19:  Ibid., p. 23. ]  [20:  Ibid., p. 23.]  [21:  R. Massie, Peter the Great, (New York: Random House, 1970), p. 28.  ]  [22:  D. Keene, Emperor of Japan: Meiji and His World 1852 – 1912, (Columbia: Columbia University Press, 2005), p. 500.  ]  [23:  Jung Chang, Empress Dowager Cixi, p. 216.  ]  [24:  Ibid., p. 217. ] 

Kang Youwei as a principal advisor to the Emperor Guangxu favoured reforms that placed the power base or should be held by the monarchy and the government[footnoteRef:25]. In one of his treatises, A Complete Book of Substantial Truths and Universal Principles Kang explored the notion of individual autonomy, that a citizen had his own identity separate from the rest of society[footnoteRef:26]. His suppositions are based on the Confucian ideas of benevolence and used this to denounce despotism as the method of rulership[footnoteRef:27]. His findings are based on scientific truth, not mysticism. He believed that the Chinese could be able to take part in the political process and vote for officials within the administration[footnoteRef:28]. However, the power of government was to remain in what he saw as a highly effective monarchy[footnoteRef:29]. This is demonstrated in his essays entitled Esoteric and Esoteric Essays of Master Kang, the monarch is identified in the capacity of a sage[footnoteRef:30]. The sage acts as a mediator and can handle and control the people[footnoteRef:31]. However, they do this by understanding the situation and act accordingly, ultimately the executive power is still maintained by the Emperor, but the people vote for the administration[footnoteRef:32].  [25:  Wu Yong Zhong, Of Kang Youwei Aesthetics Thought, (Hunan: People’s Publishing House, 2000), p. 100.  ]  [26:  Ibid., p. 102. ]  [27:  Ibid., p. 104. ]  [28:  Ibid., p. 104.   ]  [29:  Ibid., p. 104. ]  [30:  Aida Yuen Wong, The Other Kang Youwei: Calligrapher, Art Activist, and Aesthetic Reformer in Modern China, (Leiden: Brill, 2015), p. 150.  ]  [31:  Ibid., p. 151. ]  [32:  Ibid., p. 152. ] 

Liang Quichao just like Kang, as Liang was a student of supported the continued use of the Monarchy with regards to the governance of the newly reformed nation[footnoteRef:33]. In His work, A General Discussion on Reform Liang argues that for the state to evolve the position of the monarchy must also change[footnoteRef:34]. To him, the critical aspect that needed reform was the untouched nature of the Imperial Institution[footnoteRef:35]. Through this criticism, Liang persists that the only way for the monarchy to survive is for it changes and to be able to adapt as the situation dictates[footnoteRef:36]. If not, then the system would remain weak and eventually fall through such weakness. Liang emphasises that the change should be done according to the changing times and only through change and reform could the monarchy survive an ever-changing Chinese society[footnoteRef:37]. A contrast is drawn between the Chinese Monarchy compared to the French and British systems of royal government[footnoteRef:38]. Liang cites that the English Kings compromised with their subjects and changed and adapted so that the monarchy survived[footnoteRef:39]. In France however due to the ignorance and total resistance to reform saw the downfall of the French Monarchy through revolution[footnoteRef:40]. In other words of the Chinese Monarchy changed and worked with the people, then it would survive[footnoteRef:41]. [33:  Grant and Zarrow, 1898 Reform Period, p. 34. ]  [34:  Ibid., p. 36. ]  [35:  Ibid., p. 36. ]  [36:  Ibid., p. 36. ]  [37:  Ibid., p. 35. ]  [38:  G. kerr, A Short History of China, (London: Pocket Essentials, 2013), p. 71. ]  [39:  Ibid., p. 71. ]  [40:  Ibid., p. 71. ]  [41:  Ibid., p. 72.  ] 

It is in these references to modern monarchies that emphasise the system wished to create. Both Liang and Kang favoured the transition from a purely autocratic monarchy to a constitutional monarchy[footnoteRef:42]. Within a constitutional monarchy, the powers of the monarch are clearly defined and are often assisted through an elected state legislature which is set either through a clearly defined legal code or a written document[footnoteRef:43]. However, what makes the concept of constitutional monarchy less than straightforward is that it has a broad definition[footnoteRef:44]. Monarchical power can be defined as either power in a limited capacity or far-reaching powers over all matters of state[footnoteRef:45]. Both Liang and Kang both favour the view of a highly active monarchy that rules according to the will and the mood of the people[footnoteRef:46]. Power is still retained and executed by the monarch, which would suggest that any possible constitution would place enormous potential in the hands of the emperor. What makes it problematic is that it changes the origins of power. By having a constitution that defines the role of the head of state, it suggests that the head of state is below is that of the constitution as that is what determines its very being and identity[footnoteRef:47]. [42:  Grant and Zarrow, 1898 Reform Period, p. 33. ]  [43:  Anonym, Comparison of governmental systems. Parliamentary democracy in Germany vs. constitutional monarchy in the United Kingdom, (Berlin: Berlin national Library, 2018), p. 23.  ]  [44:  Ibid., p. 24. ]  [45:  Ibid., p. 24. ]  [46:  Wu Yong Zhong, Of Kang Youwei Aesthetics Thought, p. 204. ]  [47:  Ibid., p. 205. ] 

This is the crisis that the Reformers found themselves in, how could they take a divine entity and place them under the authority of a temporal body. The divine emperor would no longer be the son of heaven and mediator of the cosmos. Instead, he would be second to the creation of man which destroys any notion of divine origin. Kang, the chief power behind the reforms, remedied this by introducing a reinterpretation of Confucius and the idea of ‘The Age of Approaching Peace', whereby the healing of the chaos of the autocracy would be accomplished with a constitutional monarchy[footnoteRef:48]. By using ancient text as a political basis, this was a blatant attempt to legitimate the divine origins of the emperor[footnoteRef:49]. Young – tsu Wong in his analysis of the philosophy of Kang Youwei sees the deployment of Confucius to an end rather than real attempts at reforming the monarchy[footnoteRef:50]. Instead the redeployment was used by Kang as a means of creating a platform to justify the then reforms that he and Liang had in mind. In other words, to succeed in his political machinations rather than for the monarchy[footnoteRef:51]. [48:  Grant and Zarrow, 1898 Reform Period, p. 32. ]  [49:  Ibid., p. 32.   ]  [50:  Young – tsu Wong, Beyond Confucian China, (London: Routledge, 2015), p. 105. ]  [51:  Ibid., p. 106. ] 

It is interesting to note that the reformists seem to take for granted the origins of the emperor. Another of Young – tsu's observations that the Kang clique were satisfied with using the imperial office to initiate reform from the top down, rather than bottom up[footnoteRef:52]. Kang and Liang both developed a notion that the emperor would remain in power, but most of the state governments would be taken over by a national Parliament[footnoteRef:53]. A fully elected one at that. Again, it is Kang who spearheaded the idea, the population would have the right vote on who sat in this parliament[footnoteRef:54]. Furthermore, those who were elected to sit in this legislature would be permitted to pass laws, that would have full weight as if it was an Imperial Decree form the throne[footnoteRef:55]. There would then be a cabinet that oversaw the administration of the nation. This was a throwback to pre-Ming China when the Government was managed by a Prime Minister and the Emperor only had the final say on proposed ideas[footnoteRef:56].  Both Liang and Kang despite some differences envisioned that the emperor would sit upon the top of this system as defined by Confucius as a benevolent ruler[footnoteRef:57]. As stated, before the emperor would then reign as a sage according to the people.    [52:  Ibid., p. 106. ]  [53:  Ibid., p. 107. ]  [54:  Ibid., p.108. ]  [55:  M. Szonyi, The Art of Being Governed: Everyday Politics in late Imperial China, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017), p. 155.    ]  [56:  Ibid., p. 154. ]  [57:  Wu Yong Zhong, Of Kang Youwei Aesthetics Thought, p. 210. ] 

With the creation of a Parliament, we started to see a transition power away from the monarch and given to a body of elected officials. Under this circumstance, the Emperor no longer rules but reigns. The use of the term rule suggests that a sovereign takes a direct role in politics and is involved in state policy[footnoteRef:58]. A monarch who reigns is not engaged, they still exist at the top of the political pile, but do not participate in any politics and merely provide ascent to what is proposed, a sought of guiding hand[footnoteRef:59]. Ou Quija who is associated with the reformist faction due to him being a disciple of Kang suggests that the ultimate duty of the emperor is not to rule but to unite[footnoteRef:60]. Ou in his writings recognised the role of the emperor in joining the people of China and acting as that represent this unity[footnoteRef:61]. His opinion is that a monarch who is somebody that draws people to him rather than actively doing it is a real monarch[footnoteRef:62]. This can be interpreted from the modern perspectives as popular support. Unless a ruler is supported by the people, then they have no legitimacy[footnoteRef:63]. In effect, unless they have popular support, they cannot rule.   [58:  Anonym, Comparison of governmental systems, p. 33. ]  [59:  Ibid., p. 34. ]  [60:  Grant and Zarrow, 1898 Reform Period, p. 42. ]  [61:  Ibid., p. 42. ]  [62:  Ibid., p. 42. ]  [63:  Anonym, Comparison of governmental systems, p. 33.] 

It is this question of representation of the unity of the people presented by Ou which offers a possible solution where the institution of the emperor could remain unchanged, would permit the reformers to make reforms without interference from the monarchy[footnoteRef:64]. The form in question is that of a figurehead monarchy, whereby a monarch has no power at all but performs specific duties that represent the unity and the culture of the Chinese People[footnoteRef:65]. Ou, unlike Liang and Kang, believed that rejuvenation of the nation, this did not mean a revival of old or new institutions, instead the creation of new state organisations that would be defined by the people through education[footnoteRef:66]. Like Liang, he refers to the Enlightenment, ideas of reform where proposed by the people, not the monarchy[footnoteRef:67]. The monarchy should represent the nation, set an ideal to be like which is not too much different from Qing ideology which saw the emperor as the centre of the world[footnoteRef:68]. If we implement the opinions of Kang and Liang on the use a parliament that is elected by the people, then it is they who would drive the need for reforms, the monarch is reduced to an ornament, with no political say.  [64:  Grant and Zarrow, 1898 Reform Period, p. 43. ]  [65:  Ibid., p. 43. ]  [66:  Ibid., p. 43. ]  [67:  Ibid., p. 42. ]  [68:  Szonyi, The Art of Being Governed, p. 170.] 

At the start of this discourse, it was explained that the emperor ruled through the divine origin. He was the son of heaven and ruled through this mandate. They were the mediator of the state with the sky. What has been deduced is that the Imperial Office in its current form was the barrier to reform as suggested by some academics. The perspectives of reformers are almost uniform in the belief that the imperial office could be used as a vehicle of reform. Kang Youwei favoured an active monarchy that ruled according to the will of the people, but power was shared with the people through an elected administration. Liang Quichao took the position that unless the monarchy compromised and reformed itself, then the nation could not be improved. The role of the parliament as presented by both reformers would change the dynamics of power, with the emperor reduced to a figurehead. Ou Quija places the monarch as the unifier of the nation, someone who may represent a unified country as the highest duty of the emperor.  As an extension, reform could only be powered by the people and should not rely on old Imperial Institutions which is a step forward form Liang and Kang. This opens the possibility that China may not need the emperor but is a separate topic. The reformists despite differences were united in one thing, and that was the maintaining of the Imperial Institution. 
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