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Setting the Stage for Constitutional Development: 

May Fourth and Its Aftermath 
 
 

China has one of the world’s most ancient civilizations, dating back more than five 
thousand years. It is easy to emphasize its uniqueness, as Chinese culture, language, 
political thought, and history appear quite different from those of any of other major 
countries in the world. Modern Chinese history was punctuated with decisive Western 
impacts, as that of other countries in the East, but the way China responded to those 
impacts is often considered to be uniquely Chinese. Furthermore, Chinese political 
leaders themselves frequently stress that they represent movements that carry uniquely 
Chinese characteristics. China, it seems, can only be understood in its own light. 

 
When put in a global and comparative context, however, China loses many of its 

unique features. Imperial China, or the Qing dynasty, was an agricultural empire when 
it met the first serious wave of challenges from the West during the middle of the 
nineteenth century. The emperor and the mandarins were forced to give up their 
treasured institutions grudgingly after a series of humiliating defeats at the hands of the 
Westerners. This pattern resembled what occurred in many traditional political systems 
when confronted with aggression from the West. From that time on, the momentum for 
political development in China was driven by global competition and the need for 
national survival. China differed from other cases in the developing world mainly in the 
immense dimensions of the country, not in the nature of its response. 

 
As in other developing countries, different political forces in China competed for 

power as the country faced international challenges since the middle of the nineteenth 
century. Those different political forces represented distinct interests, developed 
alternative identities, and proposed competing institutions. The final outcome of their 
prolonged competition determined the subsequent developmental path of China. 

 
There were four discernable routes of modernization at the beginning of the 20th 

century. One was the constitutional movement that the Qing mandarin favored. This 
reform aimed at enhancing legitimacy of the imperial rule through the emperor sharing 
power with the parliament. The ideological platform of the constitutional movement 
was conservatism, emphasizing the linkage with the tradition. Tsarist Russia was an 
exemplar. The second modernization model was exemplified by Britain and the United 
States, with either a titular head of state and a government responsible to the parliament 
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(the parliamentary system), or an elected head of state sharing power with the 
parliament (the presidential system). The ideal of this constitutional monarchy and 
revolutionary republicanism was liberal democracy. The third model was modernizing 
authoritarianism that put development of the country above everything else. Whatever 
its institutional façade, modernizing authoritarianism glorified centralized and 
unchecked authority, and advocated developmental policies geared towards high growth. 
Nationalism is high on its agenda. Germany and Japan were the exemplars. Finally, 
communism with its totalitarian control of the society was the most radical route of 
modernization, albeit in the name of distributional justice and emancipation of 
mankind. The Soviet Union that was emerging after the Bolsheviks consolidated 
political power in the wake of the 1918 Revolution was the proto type of this system. 
Faced with stern international competition and desperate to survive, China had to 
choose among these four routes of modernization, just like all the other countries in the 
world. As it turned out, there were champions of all the four routes at the critical 
juncture of the early 20th century. How their competition played out determined the path 
of China in the decades to come. 

 
From constitutional movement to revolutionary republicanism, modernizing 

authoritarianism, to communism, one finds an increasingly more coercive state 
accumulating scarce capital to fuel economic growth. The exemplars of these different 
systems suggest the reason behind their emergence: while early developers can count on 
the self-regulating market to play a dominant role, latecomers need greater state 
intervention which necessitates a more authoritarian political system. Thus, from 
Britain to France, Germany, and ultimately the Soviet Union, one witnesses liberalism 
was translated into strategic investment, state sponsorship, and finally total state control 
under the name of communism. Following this logic, one can safely predict that 
liberalism is difficult to take root in China with the country’s level of economic and 
social development and that China would ultimately choose a developmental strategy 
that puts a much stronger emphasis on the state than would a typical Western liberal 
country. 

 
Indeed, this is how history unfolded in China. After the failure of the Hundred 

Days’ Wuxu Reform, it was clear that the possibilities of renovation within the old 
regime were exhausted, and that a clear break with the past was inevitable. The 
republican revolutionaries then pushed for the establishment of a Western style liberal 
democracy and the Republic of China was born in the ashes of the Manchu Dynasty 
after the Xinhai Revolution of 1911. China shifted to the second route. However, liberal 
ideas and institutions were difficult to take root at a time when warlords wielded 
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ultimate power and the young Republic found itself faced with daunting challenges 
during the interwar period. After flirting with the façade of liberalism in the early 
Republican years and finding no remedy to the country’s ailments, the stage was set for 
testing the alternative routes: modernizing authoritarianism as represented by the 
Kuomintang (KMT), and communism as championed by the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP). 

 
The May Fourth Movement was the turning point. Unsatisfied with the 

discrepancies between the Republic’s aspirations and the realities of warlord politics, 
and frustrated by the humiliation China suffered at the negotiating table of the Treaty 
of Versailles, patriotic students in Beijing rose to protest against the Beiyang 
Government. Their ideals were those of a liberal democracy, and the assumption was 
that by faithfully fulfilling those ideals, China could straighten out its governance, and 
regain international respect. May Fourth raised the expectations of liberal democracy 
and heightened the sense of crisis among the country’s intellectuals. It has two great 
impacts. In the short term, the inability of the Beiyang Government to effectively 
respond to the students’ demands set the stage for a soul searching and prompted the 
intellectuals to take the alternative routes to modernization, i.e. modernizing 
authoritarianism and communism as represented by the KMT and the CCP respectively. 
Their duel culminated in the division of the nation: the KMT government of the ROC 
retreated to Taiwan, facing the People’s Republic of China, a party-state that controls the 
Chinese mainland, across the Taiwan Strait. In the long term, the spirit of May Fourth 
was instilled in the minds of liberal intellectuals who would forever seek the 
opportunities to assert a liberal constitutional order when the time is right. Such 
political undercurrents were evident in Taiwan during the Martial Law period, and 
proved instrumental in unleashing pro-democracy forces against the KMT’s martial law 
regime in the early 1990’s. The result is democratization of the ROC and the realization 
of the May Fourth spirit on Taiwan. What follows is an account of China’s constitutional 
development prior to and in the wake of the May Fourth Movement. It is presented in 
the context of the competition of the four modernization routes and the political forces 
behind them. 
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Constitutional Setting for May Fourth 

In the mid-nineteenth century, Westerners began their exploitation of China’s vast 
markets on a mass scale, pioneered by British opium dealers equipped with guns and 
steamers. Unequal treaties were signed by the Qing emperors with Western countries 
after humiliating defeats of the ill-equipped and poorly trained Chinese army in the 
hands of much superior European military. The Qing rulers could not come up with an 
effective response to the challenge posed by the West but the dynasty was able to drag 
on in decline for yet another half-century before it was buried amid lost wars, unequal 
treaties, depleted national wealth, and a disintegrated social fabric. During this 
agonizing period of national humiliation and attrition, the deep-rooted sense of 
superiority of the Chinese elite gradually gave way to a realization that China was 
actually inferior to the West, not only in military might but also in institutions and even 
in culture. 

 
The Manchu dynasty was ultimately overthrown in 1911 by the revolutionary 

movement led by Sun Yat-sen, a U.S.-trained doctor from the Guangdong province. The 
Republic of China was then founded. The new nation was faced with the urgent task of 
choosing its route of modernization. The constitutional movement as championed by 
Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao (route one) had become infeasible, with the demise of 
the monarchy. The victory of the Western Allies in defeating the Central Powers in 
World War I seemed to suggest the supremacy of democratic market capitalism, a model 
exemplified by Great Britain and the United. States. However, the rise of Japan proved a 
more visible example of the appropriateness of authoritarian state capitalism for a late 
developer. The emergence of the Soviet Union as a challenge to Western institutions 
offered yet another model of development, that of totalitarian state socialism, with its 
full implications for the society yet to unfold while its anti-imperialist rhetoric highly 
appealing to Chinese intellectuals. A decision is to be made among the three routes of 
modernization: Anglo-American democratic market capitalism, Japanese-style 
authoritarian state capitalism, and Soviet-type totalitarian state socialism. 

 
The initial thrust of the revolutionaries was clearly toward liberal democracy. Sun’s 

ideal was to transform China into a modern, democratic, and affluent country that 
could repel foreign invasion and offer the Chinese people a decent life. Sun and his 
colleagues were at the time mainly inspired by the Anglo-American model and hoped 
China could evolve into a liberal democracy. This was evident from the three provisional 
legal documents that was to lay the constitutional framework of the young republic. The 
first of them, Ezhou Covenant, was drafted by Song Jiaoren, a prominent Tongmenghui 
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(United League) leader, for the military government of Wuhan where the Xinhai 
Revolution erupted. Unlike Sun, who preferred American presidentialism, Song 
admired British parliamentarism, and wrote that into the constitutional structure of the 
Wuhan provisional government. A zhengwu weiyuanhui (cabinet) is installed as the core 
of the administration. Cabinet proposes bills in the legislature. The governor 
promulgates laws, but not without countersignatures by cabinet members.1 However, it 
turned out that Li Yuanhong, the military governor at Wuhan, was able to exercise great 
power at the expense of Ezhou Covenant. This foretells the fate of the other 
constitutional documents to be enacted on the national level. 

 
Revolt against the Qing Court by most provinces happened in rapid succession 

after the Xinhai Revolution, making it necessary for the provincial revolutionary leaders 
who had captured power to coordinate their activities. In November 1911, the delegates 
of provincial military governors gathered in Shanghai (gesheng dudu daibiao lianhehui) 
to discuss the structure of the national provisional government. The delegates then 
moved to Wuhan for further discussion. On December 2 they passed the 
“Organizational Law of the Provisional Government of the Republic of China” 
(Zhonghua Minguo linshi zhengfu zuzhi dagang). It is interesting to note that the 
parliamentary system in the preceding Ezhou Covenant was dropped in favor of a 
presidential structure. The Organizational Law clearly modeled the ROC government 
on the United States system. The president is both the head of state and the head of 
government. The state councilors (guowuyuan) are responsible to the president, not the 
parliament. The government and the parliament are completely separated, checking and 
balancing each other. This system was adopted because of the strong demonstration 
effect of the United States, as the American colonies-turned-states were compared to the 
Chinese provinces during the birth of the nation and drafting of the constitution.2 Also, 
the need to concentrate power in the hands of the president to conduct a successful 
military campaign against the Qing army was overwhelming, making it necessary to 
shift to the presidential system. 

 
The drafting of the constitution was entangled with the election of the president at 

this point, as the provincial delegates were concerned with the intention of Yuan Shikai, 
the supreme military commander of the Qing army, and willing to elect Yuan as 
president if he showed support for the revolutionary cause. While waiting for Yuan’s 
                                                 

1 See Wang Dezhi, et al., Minguo xianzheng sichao yanjiu (A study of the constitutional thoughts of 
the Republic of China) (Beijing: Zhongguo fazheng daxue chubanshe, 2010), p. 11. 

2 Wang, et al., Minguo xianzheng sichao yanjiu, p. 18-19. 
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response to the overture of the revolutionary camp, the delegates knew the importance 
of strengthening their leadership and swiftly elected Sun Yat-sen provisional president 
after he returned to China at the end of December. However, Sun’s tenure was to last no 
longer than Yuan did away with Qing resistance to the revolution. With Yuan’s tilt 
toward the revolutionary camp and the forced abdication of Pu Yi, the last Qing emperor, 
orchestrated by Yuan, the Provisional Senate was only happy to elect him president in 
February 1912, but not without first formulating the third constitutional document, The 
Provisional Constitution of the Republic of China (Zhonghua Minguo linshi yuefa), and 
steering it toward parliamentarism. The Provisional Constitution stipulates that “State 
Councilors shall assist the Provisional President and take the latter’s responsibility” 
(Article 44), and that State Councilors’ countersignatures are needed when the 
Provisional President proposes bills, promulgates laws, and issues decrees” (Article 45). 
Clearly the shift of power to the hands of the prime minister and the cabinet members 
(State Councilors) was designed to curb Yuan’s ambition, and to safeguard the young 
Republic. Such move pit the Provisional Constitution against Yuan who had not just the 
ambition to be a powerful president, but desire to found a new dynasty.3 

 
Song Jiaoren had been an ardent champion of parliamentarism, arguing that “If the 

cabinet does not perform well, it can be replaced. However, there is no way to replace 
the president. If we insist to replace him, the nation’s foundation will be shaken. That’s 
why we choose not presidentialism, but parliamentarism.” 4  Starting with Ezhou 
Covenant, Song made relentless endeavors to persuade the nation that China should not 
have a powerful president, but a government always responsible to the parliament. Song 
was not only an eloquent advocate of parliamentarism, but a powerful practitioner. He 
engineered the merge of Tongmenghui and several other major political parties into the 
Kuomintang, and successfully led it to victory in the 1913 parliamentary elections. As 
the KMT captured the largest number of seats in both the Senate and the House of 
Representatives of the National Assembly, Song expected to be designated prime 
minister.5 However, when Song was summoned to Beijing by President Yuan, the life-
                                                 

3 There is no stipulation in the Provisional Constitution concerning how the State Councilors are 
responsible to the Provisional Senate, such as through vote of no confidence. The Provisional President, 
on the other hand, is given wide-ranging powers. Confusion thus arises as to whether the cabinet is 
responsible to the parliament, or to the president. 

4  See Chen Xulu, ed., Song Jiaoren Ji (The collected works of Song Jiaoren), vol. II (Beijing: 
Zhonghua shuju, 1981), p. 460. 

5  The KMT captured 123 of 274 seats in the Senate, and 269 of 596 seats in the House of 
Representatives. Though not in a majority position, the KMT had the largest number of seats in both 
houses, guaranteeing its leader Song Jiaoren to be designated as the prime minister. 
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long advocate of parliamentary democracy was assassinated. All the fingers were 
pointed at Yuan who stood to gain with the removal of his arch political enemy. The 
KMT, however, was divided as to how to deal with Yuan, with Sun taking a resolute 
position and demanding military expedition, while Huang Xing and others preferred to 
bring a legal case against the president. 

 
Song’s assassination was a wake-up call. With warlords at the helm, liberal 

democracy could not prevail. The subsequent political turmoil, including the Second 
Revolution, Yuan’s attempt to make himself an emperor, the short restoration of the 
Manchu Dynasty engineered by Zhang Xun, the division between the North and the 
South, all testify to the huge discrepancies between the institution (the Provisional 
Constitution) and the behaviors, the expectations and the realities on the ground. After 
Yuan’s death in 1916, China split into warring territories controlled by warlords, and the 
national government in Beijing fell into the hands of the various warlord factions that 
all stemmed from the Beiyang Army. Frustration was building up among China’s young 
intellectuals. They were angry with the Beiyang Government for its failure to fulfill their 
expectations of the new republic that was to serve the people. This was the overall 
background of the May Fourth Movement. 

 
 

Liberalism: Surge and Decline 

With the death of Yuan and the collapse of the Hongxian imperial order, the 
Provisional Constitution was symbolically restored. 6  It presumably governed the 
operation of the national government in Beijing. Not accepting its authority for Duan’s 
failure to reconvene the National Assembly, Sun launched a constitutional protection 
movement (hufa yundong), summoned parliamentary members to Guangzhou in the 
south, and built a Military Government there. A period of North-South confrontation 
thus began. 

 
In the Beiyang Government, President Li Yuanhong and his prime minister Duan 

Qirui quarreled over whether China should take part in World War I on the side of the 

                                                 
6  In October 1913, the KMT dominated National Assembly came up with a constitutional draft 

(Tiantan Xiancao) that was based on the Provisional Constitution, much to Yuan’s dislike. For his part, 
Yuan dissolved the parliament and convened a constitutional assembly that produced a draft Constitution 
of the Republic of China (Zhonghua minguo yuefa). In Yuan’s constitution (Yuanji yuefa), a super 
president was created. After the dismal failure to launch the Hongxian imperial order and Yuan’s death 
in 1926, Vise President Li Yuanhong was sworn in to succeed Yuan, and the Provisional Constitution was 
restored. 
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Allied Powers. Their power struggle led to the Manchu Restoration engineered by 
Zhang Xun in July 1917, a disturbance easily suppressed by Duan’s army. Li then 
resigned and was replaced by Feng Guozhang, an acting president. Duan’s Anhui Clique 
and Feng’s Zhili Clique went into a power struggle. In the spring of 1918 parliamentary 
elections were held that were heavily rigged by Duan’s supporters, so that the Second 
National Assembly was dominated by Duan’s “Anfu Club.” Finally, Xu Shichang was 
elected president in October, 1918 by the Second National Assembly (Anfu guohui). The 
chaotic situation in the North was mirrored by similar power struggle among different 
warlord factions in Sun’s Military Government, and the North-South stalemate was 
sustained. 

 
The rapid successions and chaotic politics in Beijing tell two things: on the one 

hand, the Beiyang Government was intrinsically unstable, with the warlords wielding 
ultimate power behind the scene; on the other hand, the constitutional order was not 
merely a façade, as President Li did dismiss the powerful warlord Premier Duan, and 
the National Assembly actively debated on whether China should join WWI, again to 
the dislike of Duan. There was also a certain degree of political liberty, as the universities 
and the press were basically left alone in debating political ideas and criticizing the 
government. This totally unsatisfying and yet relatively lax political environment proved 
highly conducive to mass protest movement, as would be seen in 1919. 

 
Despite all the disturbances, Beijing remained the center of the nation. The 

intellectuals there debated vehemently about the usefulness of the competing ideals 
prevalent in the world at the time in saving China from its crisis. After many decades of 
reform on the level of instruments (qiwu) and institutions (zhidu), many intellectuals 
thought China’s problem resided in the traditional culture. A cultural enlightenment 
movement ensued that resembled what happened in Europe during the fourteenth to 
sixteenth century. Reason and humanism loomed large. Such spirit when applied to 
nature resulted in scientific exploration. When applied to politics it naturally led to 
democracy. As Confucianism was the thought system that underlies enlightened 
authoritarianism, and had been used by Yuan and Zhang Xun in their quest for 
legitimacy to rule, the intellectuals of the New Culture Movement relentlessly attacked 
Confucianism. In its place, they had Mr. Science and Mr. Democracy (De xiansheng yu 
Sai xiansheng).7 

                                                 
7 The most influential channel of the new culture movement was the New Youth magazine (Xin 

qingnian) established by Chen Duxiu. Li Dazhao and Lu Xun were highly involved. During these early 
days of the movement, the future leaders of the Chinese Communist movement were all radical liberals. 
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As the purpose of the Provisional Constitution was to build a liberal democracy in 

China, and the New Culture Movement was to seek a democratic solution to China’s 
problems, the two trends converged to give the upcoming May Fourth Movement a 
strong liberal bend. However, one finds in this torrent of ideas a strong dose of 
instrumentalism: democracy was pursed not for its own purpose, but for saving the 
nation (jiuwang). An inescapable corollary is when democracy failed to deliver as the 
intellectuals expected, then more expedient solutions would be sought after. The surge 
of liberalism was then its last gasp. 

 
The May Fourth event happened as a result of the Beijing students’ revulsion 

against the incompetence of the Beiyang Government at the negotiating table of the 
Paris Peace Conference. The Treaty of Versailles granted Japan the right to inherit 
Germany’s interest in the Chinese province of Shangdong, partly as a result of a deal 
between the Beiyang Government and Japan during the wartime. Chinese nationalism 
was aroused. In the May Fourth Proclamation (Beijing xuejie quanti xuanyan) drafted 
by Lo Chia-Lun, a student leader who later became a prominent scholar official in the 
KMT government, it is said: “Chinese land can be conquered, but not given. Chinese 
people can be slaughtered, but not subjugated,” “Our country is dying. Rise up, my 
compatriots.”8 Lo further elaborated on the May Fourth Movement as embodying three 
unprecedented spirits: student sacrifice, social sanctions, and national self-
determination.9 It is obvious that the motif of the Movement was nationalism. One year 
later, Lo reflected on the Movement and observed three successes: thought 
emancipation, rise of civil society, and empowerment of the public.10 Undoubtedly May 
Fourth has set the stage for China’s mass movements in the decades to come. 

 
The student demonstrations on May Fourth started a national protest movement 

that successfully forced the Chinese delegates in Paris to refrain from signing the Treaty 
of Versailles. Under great social pressure, the Beiyang Government was also forced to 

                                                 
8  See Li Ruiteng and Zhuang Yiwen, Lo Chia-Lun yu wusi yundong (Lo Chia-Lun and the May 

Fourth Movement), Historical Materials (Taoyuan: Central University, 2019), p. 26. 

9 This analysis first appeared in the Meizhou Pinglun (Weekly Commontary) on May 26, 1919. See 
Li and Zhuang, Lo Chia-Lun yu wusi yundong, pp. 28-29. 

10  Lo Chia-Lun, “Yinianlai women xuesheng yundong chenggong shibai he jianglai yingqu de 
fangxiang” (The successes and failures of our student movement and the direction that needs to be taken 
in the future), Xinchao (The New Tide), vol. 2, no. 4 (May 1920), collected in Li and Zhuang, Lo Chia-Lun 
yu wusi yundong, pp. 30-52. 
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sack three officials allegedly responsible for the national humiliation: Zhang Zongxiang, 
Lu Zongyu and Cao Rulin. However, nothing substantial was achieved. The warlord 
factions continued dominating national politics, paying lip service to the Provisional 
Constitution (it was ultimately annulled in 1923). Various laws and executive orders that 
trespassed the Constitution by infringing on people’s rights of free speech, assembly, and 
the press were enacted. China remained divided between the North and the South, and 
among warlords who controlled the provinces. As a weak nation, China could not 
safeguard its sovereignty or national interests. It was at the mercy of the great powers. 

 
The May Fourth Movement did not in itself raise any constitutional demand, but 

the liberal intellectuals were deeply worried about the ineffectiveness of China’s political 
institutions. Many of them were radicalized into the nascent communist movement, or 
joining the revolutionary camp in the South. In the immediately aftermath of May 
Fourth, however, many liberals attempted to explore into the causes of China’s malaise, 
without losing faith in liberal democracy. The central figure was Hu Shi. 

 
Hu Shi was originally more interested in promoting vernacular literature 

(baihuawen) to replace wenyanwen (classical Chinese) than advocating any political 
ideology. His took a micro approach and focused on the individual level, treating 
baihuawen as an emancipating form of expression, and an effective channel to 
communicate new thinking. He criticized dogmatic application of any political thinking, 
partly because that would undermine tolerance of pluralistic ideas and individual 
freedom. Later on, with the May Fourth Movement politicizing intellectual debate, Hu 
was dragged into political dialogue with his critics. In “Zheng ziyou de xuanyan” 
(Declaration for Seeking Freedom) published in Chen Bao (Morning Post) in August 
1920, Hu and his associates including Jiang Menglin and Li Dazhao argued that the 
failure of China’s democracy was caused by the lack of popular participation in politics 
and absence of an atmosphere for free thinking.11 Rights consciousness is a prerequisite 
for people to strive for what is rightfully theirs. The Declaration claimed that if politics 
is not initiated by the people, then there would not be a real republic. Without people 
willing to fight for freedom, there shall be no real freedom at all.12 What Hu and his 
associates pointed out was the mismatch between China’s institutions and its political 
culture. 

 
                                                 

11 The signatories to the Declaration included Hu Shi, Jiang Menglin, Tao Menghe, Zhang Weici, Li 
Dazhao, Gao Yihan, and Wang Zheng. 

12 Wang, et al., Minguo xianzheng sichao yanjiu, pp. 104-105. 
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The Declaration was the first joint statement by May Fourth liberals on their 
common political ideals. They encouraged people to take advantage of the political 
freedoms that did exist to press for more rights, and to force the government to annul 
those laws and executive orders that trespassed on people’s constitutional rights of 
speech, publication, assembly and association (deemed essential among all the 
freedoms). By doing so, those liberal intellectuals for the first time crossed the line 
between their academic pursuits and real politics. A second declaration, “Women de 
zhengzhi zhuzhang” (Our political proposition), was announced two years later, in May 
1922. This document was drafted by Hu and endorsed by sixteen senior scholars, 
including Cai Yuanpei and Wang Chonghui. 13  The Proposition sought good 
governance (hao zhengfu), and considered its absence directly related to the aloofness 
of the Chinese intellectual elite from political realities on the ground. Hu and his 
associates urged the intellectuals to lead the public into politics. They argued that it is 
not enough to be a nice person detached from public life. One should be a striving 
person airing combative views (juezhan de yulun). This way, Hu had transformed his 
political view, from one of detached academic study of pragmatic pluralism, to active 
pursuit of liberal democracy. The Proposition further insisted that a good government 
must be a constitutional government, an open government, and one that plans 
meticulously. It also proposed to do away with indirect vote, i.e., popular election of the 
selectors who then elect representatives, adopt direct vote, formulate laws to prevent 
electoral fraud, and reduce the number of national and provincial legislators.14 

 
Unable to shape national politics to the direction they desired, the liberals then 

shifted their attention to the provinces. Their strategy was to encourage the provinces 
to draft their own liberal constitutions, and gradually form a federation of autonomous 
provinces (liansheng zizhi). This bottom-up approach was in sync with the liberals’ urge 
for the people to directly participate in politics and form a solid base of true democracy. 
Hu Shi, Li Jiannong, Chu Guozhen and many other scholars engaged in vigorous 
discussion of the ideal and practice of liansheng zizhi. However, this line of thinking did 
not originate from the liberal camp, as actors in the constitutional movement had 
ardently championed the idea and sought support from various provincial military 
governors. Liang Qichao, Xiong Xiling, and Zhang Taiyan were among the pioneering 

                                                 
13  The Proposition was endorsed by all but one of the signatories of the 1920 Declaration. The 

endorsement by Cai Yuanpei was significant as Cai was the chancellor of Peking University when the May 
Fourth Movement erupted. His philosophy had always been noncommittal to any ideology but insistent 
on freedom of thinking. 

14 Wang, et al., Minguo xianzheng sichao yanjiu, p. 106. 
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thinkers in the movement, and Hunan became the launching pad of liansheng zizhi with 
active support by its military governors such as Tan Yankai and Zhao Hengti. The liberal 
supporters of liansheng zizhi emphasized its democratic nature, and attempted to realize 
on the provincial level what could not be realized on the national level. They advocated 
the abolition of provincial military governments, demobilization of the provincial 
armies, direct election of provincial governors, and the establishment of autonomous 
regional governments under civic control. 15  However, among the many provincial 
military governors (themselves warlords) who supported liansheng zizhi, the real 
intention was to perpetuate their autonomy from the central government. As the liberals 
and the warlords had diametrically opposite interests in the liansheng zizhi movement, 
it was only natural that their alliance would not last long. 

 
Although May Fourth witnessed the outburst of liberal activism against Beiyang 

Government, and forced many liberal thinkers to cross the line between academics and 
politics and become ardent champions of political freedoms and democracy, 
continuation of warlord politics and sustained divide between the North and the South 
frustrated a whole generation of young intellectuals. Under the urgent desire to save the 
nation (jiuwang), they embraced the more radical alternative routes of modernization, 
i.e. modernizing authoritarianism represented by the KMT, and communism 
championed by the CCP. The very instrumental nature of Chinese liberalism made this 
shift much easier. However, there were those principled liberals who upheld their 
treasured ideals deep in their mind, and would pass them to future generations of 
liberals. This current of thinking would then find an opportunity to surge when the 
situation permits. 

  
 

The Divergence 

The May Fourth Movement is often associated with the birth of Chinese 
communism. Chen Duxiu, Li Dazhao, and Qu Qiubai all took part in the Movement as 
radical liberals, but later became leaders of the Chinese Communist Party. They swiftly 
shifted away from liberalism in the aftermath of May Fourth. In this regard the split 

                                                 
15 Thus Li Jiannong advocated “feidu,” and “caibing,” while Hu Shi talked about “a federal state 

based on provincial autonomy.” See Wang, et al., Minguo xianzheng sichao yanjiu, p. 107, and Xiaohong 
Xiao-Planes, “Of Constitutions and Constitutionalism: Trying to Build a New Political Order in China, 
1908–1949,” in Stéphanie Balme and Michael W. Dowdle, eds., Building Constitutionalism in China (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), p. 44. 
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between Chen Duxiu and Hu Shi over the editorial line of New Youth (Xin qingnian) 
was particularly telling. As Chen began embracing Marxism and brought New Youth 
with him, Hu was upset. Hu then corresponded with Chen about three possible 
directions of New Youth, arguably the most important channel of the New Culture 
Movement. Option one was to let New Youth slide into a magazine “with a particular 
color,” and launch another journal focused on literature and philosophy. Option two is 
to move the editorial headquarters of the magazine to Beijing, so as to rid it of the radical 
influence in Shanghai. Finally, option three is to terminate the publication of New 
Youth.16 The disagreement between Chen and Hu over New Youth shows the divergent 
routes of modernization that the two great thinkers represented: while Hu wanted to 
continue pursuing a liberal, pluralistic solution to China’s problems, Chen had shifted 
to communism, the fourth modernization route. 

 
After May Fourth, many young intellectuals went to the Nationalist camp in the 

South. Sun Yat-wen was quick to appreciate the transformative impact of the Movement 
and eager to communicate with the students in the North.17 Sun knew the fate of his 
revolution hinged on whether it could involve China’s young generation.18 Originally 
Sun was inclined to follow the Anglo-American model and hoped that normal party 
politics could take root in China. He envisioned an ideal form of party politics in which 
competition is peaceful, policy-based, and non-partisan. Such civilized party politics 
proved non-existent in China when the new Republic was founded.19  There was an 
abrupt turn in Sun’s thoughts as the China faced a series of crises (Yuan Shikai and his 
imperial ambition, Zhang Xun and the restoration of the Manchu Dynasty, warlordism 

                                                 
16 Wu Hanquan, “Wusi shiqi zhongyao de sixiangjia and jiechu de zhengzhi xuejia” (An important 

thinker and distinguished political scientist during the May Fourth period), Zhongguo shehui kexuewang, 
http://cssn.cn/zzx/xsdj_zzx/xrzwc/201807/t20180719_4506161.shtml, accessed September 1, 2019. 

17  See Lo Chia-Lun, “Xin wenhua yundong de shidai he yingxiang” (The age of new culture 
movement and its impact), in Li and Zhuang, eds., Lo Chia-Lun yu wusi yundong, p. 61. 

18 A vivid example was Lo Chia-Lun as a representative of Beijing students went to Shanghai to see 
Sun in 1919. The founding father of the ROC spent three hours trying to persuade this 22-year-old. See 
Lo Chia-Lun, “Wusi de zhen jingshen” (The true spirit of May Fourth), in Li and Zhuang, ed., Lo Chia-
Lun yu wusi yundong, p. 97. 

19 See Hsu Szi-yen, “Sun Yat-Sen de zhengdangguan” (Sun Yat-Sen’s Thought on Political Party), in 
The Collected Papers of the Second Cross-Strait Conference on the Study and Practice of Dr. Sun Yat-Sen’s 
Theory (Taipei: National Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Memorial Hall, Graduate Institute of Three Principles of the 
People, The Sun Yat-sen Society of the Republic of China, The Educational Society of the Three Principles 
of the People, 2000). For the heavy Anglo-American influence that Sun was under in his early political 
career, see Harold Z. Schiffrin, Sun Yat-Sen and the Origins of the Chinese Revolution (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1970). 
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and civil war) and seemed to be heading towards utter chaos. Unable to receive support 
from the West, he then sought Soviet help from his base in the southern province of 
Guangdong and accepted Moscow’s advice to establish the Whampoa Military Academy 
for the training of an officer corps loyal to his ideas, foremost of which were the “Three 
Principles of the People”—nationalism, democracy, and people’s livelihood—a kind of 
democratic socialism with distinct Chinese characteristics. General Chiang Kai-shek 
was then appointed commander of the Whampoa Academy and charged with 
producing a highly indoctrinated revolutionary army for the KMT. Dr. Sun now 
envisioned a strong KMT-dominated state to fulfill his ideal. This was the basis of his 
policy to “ally with Russia and incorporate the communists” (lian’e ronggong). In terms 

of Sun’s constitutional thought, he now envisioned state building in three stages: 
military rule, tutelage, and constitutional rule, providing a blueprint for the KMT to 
forcefully eliminate opposition and build a party-state. 

 
The three-stage theory requires some elaboration. During the Tongmenghui 

period, Sun argued that revolution should progress in three steps: rule of the martial law, 
rule of the convention, and rule of the constitution. When the Republic of China was 
founded and Tongmenghui transformed to Kuomintang, Sun froze the three-stage 
theory in favor of direct constitutional rule. With Yuan Shikai dismantling the new 
Republic, Kuomintang reverted to a revolutionary organization, the Chinese 
Revolutionary Party (Zhonghua gemingdang), and Sun raised the three-stage theory 
again. Three stages in the state building process was identified: military rule, tutelage, 
and constitutional rule. Previously Sun allotted time limit to the initial two stages, only 
to be abolished later. It was emphasized that starting with the building of the 
revolutionary army until the promulgation of the constitution, the party shall be in 
charge of state affairs. The party shall build the state and rule the nation. Sun adhered 
to the three-stage theory through the last years of his political career, as witnessed in his 
insistence on the theory in his Jiangguo Dagang (Fundamentals of National 
Reconstruction.20 Generally speaking, when the revolutionary prospect was bright, and 
when it looked possible that China would develop into a Western-style democracy, Sun 
would not mention the stage theory of state building, and would agree for the KMT to 
compete with other parties on an equal footing (Guomindang period). However, when 
there loomed crisis of democratic rule, Sun would shift to the special role of the 
revolutionary party and assign unique missions to it (Zhonghua Gemingdang and 

                                                 
20 See Sun Yat-Sen, Jiangguo Dagang (Fundamentals of National Reconstruction) (Taipei: Li-min, 

1996). 
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Zhongguo Guomindang periods). Hence one finds close linkage between external 
environment, Sun’s doctrine, and the attributes of the KMT.21 

 
However, it should be noted that Sun had never thought of building a Soviet 

totalitarian state in China. What he envisioned was to develop the KMT’s military force 
and use it to achieve national unification, and then educate the Chinese people in 
democracy under the tutelage of the KMT’s party rule. The party was to be a surrogate 
of the people in exercising their sovereign rights. The KMT’s monopoly of power was 
instrumental and temporary, to be terminated as soon as the people had demonstrated 
their ability of democratic rule in local governance.22 Sun’s thoughts on state building 
in stages thus can only provide a conditional and phased argument for the KMT’s party 
rule, which is quite different from under the totalitarian system in a communist country. 

 
In a way Sun was the first to shy away from the liberal path, and adopt modernizing 

authoritarianism. The May Fourth Movement shocked the nation, and woke up a whole 
generation of young Chinese who were mobilized and eager to act to the save the nation 
in their nationalist fervor. Sun’s state building blueprint attracted many of them who 
then joined the Northern Expedition that ended warlordism and unified the nation. 
They also formed the backbone of the KMT party state. 

 
With Chiang Kai-shek victorious in the civil war and formally unifying the nation 

after the Northern Expedition, the Nanking government was able to build the state in 
ways that were unprecedented in the ROC’s history. The “golden decade” (1927-1937) 
witnessed the buildup of a modern army and a defense industry, the launch of the ROC 
air force, the expansion of roads and bridges, the completion of the currency reform, 
the education of a generation of youth in modern Chinese nationalism, and the 
preparedness for the forthcoming war with Japan. During the decade of state building, 
the KMT practiced authoritarian state capitalism. No opposition was allowed to 
challenge the authority of the party, and the state was in full charge of developing the 
economy. The ROC formally entered into the period of political tutelage after the 
completion of the Northern Expedition. The Nationalist Government promulgated the 
Guidelines for Tutelage in October 1928, followed by the Convention for Tutelage in 
May 1931. Following Sun’s doctrine of state building, the tutelage period was to end in 

                                                 
21 See Sun Chi-min, Guofu de zhengdang lilun (Dr. Sun Yat-Sen’s theory of political party) (Taipei: 

Li-min, 1984), ch. 4. 

22 See Chen Yi-shen, Dr. Sun Yat-Sen’s Democratic Theory (Taipei: The Commercial Press, 1985), ch. 
5. 
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1936, to be succeeded by the period of constitutional rule. The Japanese invasion in 1937 
however halted the whole process that was restarted only after the protracted Resistance 
War against Japan ended. 

 
The armed conflict between the Nationalists and the Communists initially 

witnessed Chiang’s victory, with the defeated Communist troops confined in the remote 
countryside of northern Shan’xi after the debilitating “Long March.” Then the anti-
Japanese war changed China’s developmental route. As the Nationalist Government 
concentrated its resources on the front, it gradually lost control over the countryside, 
and the balance of power between the Nationalists and the Communists took a decisive 
turn in the latter’s favor.23 Corruption was rampant in the authoritarian system under 
the duress of war. Popular support for the KMT dwindled as people suffered in the 
wartime economy. When the anti-Japanese Resistance War finally ended in 1945, the 
KMT was ill prepared for meeting the challenge of an all-out communist rebellion. 

 
It was under those circumstances that the ROC began to build a normal 

constitutional order. The May Fourth spirit was never successfully suppressed during 
the KMT’s tutelage rule and the Resistance War. After the end of WWII and before the 
KMT lost the civil war, there was a window of opportunities for the May Fourth spirit 
to surge. As Sun’s three-stage theory could only be used to provide temporary and 
instrumental legitimacy for the KMT’s authoritarian regime, Chiang was ready to move 
to the constitutional stage by convening a National Constituent Assembly that drafted 
and passed the Constitution of the Republic of China. On December 25, 1947 the ROC 
Constitution went into effect. This constitution retained the main features of a 
parliamentary system by installing a prime minister leading the government and 
responsible to the Legislative Yuan. However, the mechanism of government 
accountability was left unspecified. The president holds primarily ceremonial powers, 
but he can issue emergence decrees at extraordinary times. Sun Yat-sen’s five-power 
principle was meshed with the parliamentary system, and the Control Yuan was 
modeled on the US Senate. The 1947 Constitution has a sector on progressive social 
rights, reflecting the influence of the Weimar Republic in interwar Germany. In short, 
this document embodied the main principles of liberal democracy with distinctively 
Chinese characteristics. 

 

                                                 
23 See Chalmers Johnson, Peasant Nationalism and Communist Power (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 1962). 
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The Nationalist Government’s defeat on the mainland doomed the 1947 
Constitution. In 1948, as the civil war situation rapidly deteriorated, The Temporary 
Provisions Effective in the Period of National Mobilization for Suppression of the 
Communist Rebellion (Dongyuan kanluan shiqi linshi tiaokuan) were enacted, putting 
an end to the liberal experiment. After losing a string of decisive battles in the civil war, 
the Nationalist Government fled to Taiwan, attempting to rebuild a state based on 1/266 
of the mainland’s territory and 1/66 of its population. 

 
 

The Stalemate and Evolution 

After 1949 an uneasy stalemate persisted between mainland China and Taiwan, as 
there has been no truce or peace accord, and the institutional gap between the two 
remained large. Taiwan embarked on the route of authoritarian modernization, 
resembling what it did during the tutelage period on the mainland, but with much 
greater success. For its part, the Communists led China into state socialism, the fourth 
route of modernization. The duo that was born of May Fourth now had separate realms 
for conducting their modernizing experiment. Contrary to what May Fourth stands for, 
neither was liberal or democratic (see Figure 1). 

 
A bit like what happened to the Provisional Constitution enacted in 1912, the ROC 

Constitution of 1947 met unfavorable conditions right after its promulgation. Defeated 
in the Chinese Civil War and relocated to Taiwan, the KMT developed a strong siege 
mentality. Its soul-searching of 1950-1952 (gaizao) concluded that the main cause of the 
fiasco on the mainland was lack of political control and economic malaise. As a result, 
Chiang strengthened the KMT’s grip on the society, intensified its thought control, and 
stifled local opposition. Because theoretically the ROC had moved into constitutional 
rule with the promulgation of the 1947 Constitution, the gap between political reality 
and the promise of liberal democracy was tremendously widened. A martial law system 
was erected. The Temporary Provisions Effective in the Period of National Mobilization 
for Suppression of the Communist Rebellion were implemented in full force. What 
transpired was the emergence of a strengthened authoritarian system under Chiang Kai-
shek’s dictatorship. Heavily influenced by Sun’s stage theory, the KMT in Taiwan 
actually retook its role in the period of political tutelage. The KMT froze national 
elections, and exercised de facto sovereign rights in lieu of the population. At the same 
time, the KMT introduced local self-governance and elections of local magistrates and 
representatives, laying the foundation for the ultimate return to democratic rule. 
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Figure 1 

  The Four Modernization Routes and Cross-Strait Comparison 
 

 
 
 
The liberal spirit of May Fourth lived on in Taiwan. Hu Shi was a central figure 

who served as President of Academia Sinica, the ROC’s national academy. Also 
influential was Fu Ssu-nien, a May Fourth student leader-turned-president of the 
National Taiwan University that inherited the liberal spirit of the May Fourth. Yin Hai-
kuang, an NTU philosophy professor and editor of the Free China Journal, was a leading 
figure in the younger generation. The KMT was never able to stamp out this liberal 
spirit.24 In the late 1980’s, with Chiang Ching-kuo’s failing health a decision was made 
to lift the martial law. Decades of rapid economic development had brought about an 
affluent middle class aspiring for political freedoms. The need to seek recognition and 
support for an internationally isolated Taiwan also aggravated the need for political 
reform. The instrumental legitimacy of the KMT’s authoritarian rule offered by Sun’s 
teachings were exhausted, while the ultimate goal of liberal democracy had been 
imprinted on the mind of all the generations who received the education of the Three 
Principles of the People, which contained the ideal of Sun as a liberal. When the 
conditions were ripe, the liberal spirit resurged, leading all the way to the end of the 
mobilization period, reelection of all the legislative bodies and ultimately the president, 

                                                 
24 For a discussion of the impact of May Fourth in Taiwan, see Jian Minghai, Wusi yishi zai Taiwan 

(The May Fourth consciousness in Taiwan) (Taipei: Minguo lishi wenhua xueshe, 2019). 
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and full resumption of democracy. In this way, Taiwan reverted to the second route of 
liberal democracy from modernizing authoritarianism (see Figure 1). 

 
Once the route toward liberal democracy was chosen, the ROC faced the same 

dilemma as in the past: should it choose a parliamentary system that is more 
representative and less conducive to strongman politics, but may be less effective in 
dealing with national exigencies, or presidentialism that is easier to concentrate state 
power in the hands of a single leader and make the state more effective, but may slide 
into authoritarianism? The Organizational Law of the Provisional Government of the 
Republic of China of 1911 dropped the parliamentary principle in the preceding Ezhou 
Covenant and installed a president who is both the head of state and head of government, 
for the obvious reason of conducting a successful military campaign against the Qing 
army. The shift to a parliamentary system in the Provisional Constitution of the 
Republic of China of 1912 reflected the anxiety of the revolutionary camp over the 
ambition of Yuan Shikai. The 1947 Constitution of the Republic of China created a 
parliamentary system with characteristics of Sun’s Three Principles of the People 
meshed into it. This liberal framework however was superseded by the Temporary 
Provisions Effective in the Period of National Mobilization for Suppression of the 
Communist Rebellion which steered the system toward a dictatorial presidency. Now 
the martial law is removed, and the Mobilization Period ended, should the original 
parliamentary principle in the 1947 Constitution be honored, or additional powers be 
put into the hands of the president so that he/she can deal with national exigencies more 
effectively? There has been a constant debate on that issue since the early 1990’s. 
Nevertheless Additional Articles were added to the 1947 Constitution to make it more 
presidential. In practice, Taiwan has adopted a semi-presidential system, with a directly 
elected president juxtaposed to a prime minister who is head of government and held 
accountable to the parliament (Legislative Yuan).25 The way the system operates makes 
the president the ultimate power holder, thanks to special powers granted to him/her in 
the area of national security, and a political culture that has been used to a single strong 
national leader.26 

                                                 
25 The fourth amendment of the Constitution (through adding and changing the Additional Articles 

attached to the main body of the Constitution) in 1997 took the final step in creating a semi-presidential 
system by providing the power of no confidence in the hands of the Legislative Yuan. Direct presidential 
election was provided by the third amendment of the Constitution in 1994. 

26 For the development and operation of Taiwan’s semi-presidential system, see Yu-Shan Wu, “Semi-
Presidentialism—Easy to Choose, Difficult to Operate: The Case of Taiwan,” in Robert Elgie, Sophia 
Moestrup, eds., Semi-Presidentialism Outside Europe: A Comparative Study (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 
2007). 
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When Taiwan shifted away form modernizing authoritarianism, China had already 

embarked on a transition from Mao-styled state socialism to a quasi-modernizing 
authoritarian system. In 1949, the People’s Republic of China was established on 
mainland China, and the country was geared toward communist modernization, or the 
fourth route. After several decades of treading on that developmental path, however, 
China found itself lagging behind not only the West, but neighboring countries in East 
Asia. This realization triggered soul searching by the elites and a shift of developmental 
path. Mao Zedong’s totalitarian and chaotic politics was followed by economic and 
political reform under Deng Xiaoping, and then a consolidation staged by Jiang Zemin, 
Hu Jintao, and Xi Jinping. Through four decades of transition, today’s China is 
characterized by post-totalitarian politics and state capitalism, partly converging to the 
route of authoritarian modernization that is a far cry from Mao’s radical socialism. The 
success of this new developmental path has had a great impact on the international 
system as China looms as the second largest economy in the world and wields ever 
greater influence in international affairs. 

 
However, the liberal spirit of May Fourth has been conspicuously lacking in China. 

The 1989 Tiananmen incident showed little linkage with May Fourth, even though it 
happened at the birth place of the Movement seventy years before. May Fourth is 
celebrated as giving birth to the Chinese Communist Party in China, not for its own 
sake or in its own spirit. Whether the May Fourth ideal can be rekindled on the Chinese 
mainland remains to be seen. 

 
In the development of constitutionalism in China, May Fourth has a special place. 

Its combative liberalism is a continuation of the spirit that built the Republic of China 
in the first place. It also expressed the frustration by the young intellectuals over the 
political system that had failed them. The inability to seek solution under the quasi-
liberal system prompted many to embrace more radical solutions, including 
modernizing authoritarianism and communism. May Fourth is thus both a surge and a 
point of decline of liberalism. From the 1920’s on, China witnessed protracted 
competition between the KMT and the CCP, each representing a set of ideas, interests 
and institutions. The Resistance War changed the balance of power between the two 
political forces, but not their antagonism to each other. The stalemate across the Taiwan 
Strait persisted for several decades, and both sides embarked on reform and a major 
shift of modernization route. China has adopted modernizing authoritarianism with 
state-led capitalism, while Taiwan experienced a resurge of May Fourth spirit and 
democratized its political system. The institutional gap between the two sides remains 
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large. May Fourth set the stage for divergent developments in China. Whether it can 
inspire an ultimate convergence remains to be seen. 


