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   The storm center of the world has gradually shifted to China. Whoever understands that mighty empire—socially, politically, economically and religiously—has a key to politics for the next five hundred years.
 
    
 
   — US Secretary of State John Hay, 1899
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PART 1: THERE APPEARS A DRAGON
 
    
 
    
 
   There appears a dragon in the fields. It will be beneficial to meet the great man.
 
    
 
   — Book of Changes
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Times, Sunday, February 25, 1912
 
    
 
   CHINA PRESIDENT-ELECT YUAN SHIH-KAI DEAD
 
   -------------------------
 
   HAD YET TO BE SWORN IN
 
   -------------------------
 
   DIES TWELVE DAYS AFTER FORCING ABDICATION OF CHILD EMPEROR PU-YI
 
   --------------------------
 
   BY OUR SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT IN PEKING DR. G.E. MORRISON
 
    
 
   Peking, 24 February—Yuan Shih-kai, elected President by the provisional Senate of the Republic of China in Nanking on 14 February, died to-day in An Ting Hospital. Yuan was the leader of the Peiyang Army, China’s most modern military force, and had been chosen to replace Dr. Sun Yat-sen as President after brokering the abdication of Emperor Pu-Yi on 12 February on behalf of the republican revolutionaries. He was found unconscious in his chambers this morning; his personal physician diagnosed an acute fit of uremia and called for immediate hospitalisation. He sank in a coma while being rushed to hospital; all attempts to revive him proved fruitless and he was pronounced dead on 2:30 p.m. His death is likely to throw the fragile truce between monarchists and republicans in disarray unless an agreement can be reached on a successor. Vice-President Li Yuan-hung is expected to step in as acting President to-morrow. (Continues on Page 2)
 
    
 
   





The Interregnum Republic
 
   

If we were to adopt a democratic system of government now, it would be nothing less than committing national suicide… To put it in a word, the Chinese people of today can only be governed autocratically; they cannot enjoy freedom. I pray and yearn, I pray only that our country can have a Guanzi, a Shang Yang, a Lycurgus, a Cromwell alive today to carry out harsh rule, and with iron and fire to forge and temper our countrymen for twenty, thirty, even fifty years. After that we can give them the books of Rousseau and tell them about the deeds of Washington.
 
    
 
   —     Liang Qichao, Notes from a Journey to the New Continent, 1903
 
    
 
    
 
   Excerpts from The Accidental Revolution: The Collapse of the Qing Dynasty and its Aftermath by Jonathan Spence, 1979
 
    
 
   After Yuan’s death, it was obvious both for his former followers and for the Republicans under the leadership of Huang Xing and Sun Yixian that, unless an agreement was found for his successor, the two factions would come to blows in short order; and neither felt that it had enough of an advantage over the other to take such a chance. But who could be acceptable to both sides? Sun, who had briefly been the Republic of China’s first president, had already conceded to Yuan in the first place; Huang or any other Republican would be in no more favorable a position. The Beiyang faction, on the other hand, had only been held together by Yuan himself; with him gone, its various members seemed poised to become so many rivals, and the more lucid among them knew that if one of their number took over, he would likely turn against the others. For different reasons, the two sides therefore came to the same conclusion: a compromise figure had to be found in order to secure their respective gains.
 
   The list of potential candidates acceptable to Republicans and Beiyang officers alike was a short one; it had to be someone with credentials both as a reformer, to placate the actors of the recent revolution, and as a conservative, to guarantee that Yuan’s former supporters would retain their preeminence. Li Yuanhong, as former vice-president to both Sun and Yuan, and since February 24 the acting president, suggested himself, but his bid was rejected out of hand by the Beiyang faction and did not receive much support from the Republicans, for whom he had all along been an ad hoc military leader, and not one seen to have the requisite political skills. They had not forgotten that he had only taken command of the revolutionary armies literally at gunpoint, after being dragged out from under his concubine’s bed where he was hiding.
 
   Enter Liang Qichao, who, at a still-youthful 39 years of age, already boasted nearly two decades of political activism, first as Kang Youwei’s disciple, then as a co-founder of the Baohuanghui, and most recently as a journalist and pamphleteer. Liang, formerly an outspoken supporter of constitutional monarchy, had since the death of Emperor Guangxu in 1908 moved closer to the Republican ideals of the Tongmenghui, and enjoyed the trust and personal friendship of Sun Yixian—he had at one point been his son’s private tutor. Having arrived in China a week after Yuan’s death, he was put forward by Sun and Huang as their compromise candidate. The Beiyang faction, however, was lukewarm: from their perspective Liang’s closeness to the Republicans was, like Li’s, a liability. 
 
   The impasse was resolved when Liang met with a delegation of the most senior Beiyang officers that included Tang Shaoyi, Duan Qirui and Cao Kun, as well as Yuan’s closest friend Xu Shichang. Together, after a long closed-doors negotiation, they came to an agreement: the next president would be Liang’s own former mentor Kang Youwei. The onetime architect of the Hundred Days reform movement, and leader of the Baohuanghui, Kang had unlike Liang remained a steadfast advocate of constitutional monarchy, and even though he was seen as a radical a decade and a half earlier, the evolution of the political situation since then had led to his becoming perceived as something of a conservative. Xu and Zhang in particular considered him a safe fallback choice, and Liang, for his part, felt confident that he could exert critical influence even as his former mentor was ostensibly put in charge. The final arrangement was therefore that, with Kang as president, Li Yuanhong would retain the mostly ceremonial position of vice-president, and Liang would be prime minister.
 
   That the cobbled-together arrangement failed to fully satisfy anyone is probably a reason why it worked out. 
 
   

***
 
    
 
   
The fate of the Republic of China was strangely foreshadowed by that of the Republic of Formosa, which had lasted a mere five months between May 23 and October 21, 1895—though it that case the political experiment was terminated by Japanese annexation. Formally proclaimed on January 1, 1912, the Republic of China only lasted until July 16, and went down in Chinese history books as the Interregnum Republic. In those eventful seven months, it was led by three presidents, the last one of whom went on to become emperor.
 
   In hindsight, there never was any doubt as far as Kang Youwei was concerned that he had only accepted the position of president in order to steer the country towards imperial restoration. Certainly, however unreliable official historiography is on certain other sensitive topics, it can be trusted on the fact that Kang was not primarily motivated by personal ambition, and the disclosure of his private archives has confirmed what had been asserted by his heirs all along, namely that, had the Dowager Empress Longyu not formally abdicated on behalf of the infant emperor Puyi on February 12, he would have simply sworn allegiance to the latter and actually restored the Qing dynasty. But the abdication meant that such was not an option for this punctilious Confucian; so the only other logical choice for him was the creation of a new imperial dynasty.
 
   But if Kang’s behavior was unsurprising even without the benefit of hindsight, Liang’s remains a topic of speculation. He had known Kang for twenty-two years and had been his faithful disciple for eighteen, so he must have been aware that his master would, given the chance, overthrow the fledgling republic. That he nonetheless suggested him to succeed Yuan Shikai as president thus implies that his ideological loyalties were at the time more fluid than Sun and the other Republicans had been led to believe. We may conclude that he was not concerned about the formal type of regime that ruled China, so long as it was one, whether Republican or neo-Imperial, that got things done. Of course, as prime minister, he was in a very good position indeed to ensure that they did get done according to his own priorities, and that he would answer to a president or a constitutional emperor was a secondary concern. In all likelihood, he merely adapted his political convictions to the new circumstances.
 
   Sun Yixian would, in his memoirs, later claim that he was deliberately led along by Liang; a more likely hypothesis is that he had persuaded himself of Liang’s attachment to the Republican cause, and that Liang had considered opportune to not explicitly dispel the impression until the last moment. Certainly Liang does not seem to have made any openly deceitful statement, and in any case the respect he felt for Sun was genuine. 
 
   President Kang and prime minister Liang had to perform a delicate balancing act when they assembled the governmental cabinet and assigned the top positions of the new regime’s structure. Enough members of the two opposite factions had to be included so that both would have a vested interest in endorsing the government, and neither would feel cheated of its spoils. Several weeks were spent in confidential negotiations before the composition of the cabinet was finally disclosed. The Republicans were given several senior portfolios, with Lin Sen named finance minister, Song Jiaoren justice minister, Huang Xing home minister, Hu Hanmin navy minister, and Sun Yixian entrusted with the custom portfolio of transportation minister (he presently set to work on a pet project of his, a plan for a radical overhaul of China’s rail network that would prove wildly unrealistic). The Beiyang faction also got its share of sensitive portfolios: Tang Shaoyi was named foreign affairs minister, Liang Shiyi communications minister, and Xu Shichang received the critical position of defense minister, while Li Jingxi became speaker of the Senate, and Duan Qirui, Zhang Xun, Cao Kun and Lu Yongxiang all got positions in the Chiefs of Staff Committee. Positions not attributed to either faction went to members of the Xianyuhui (the successor organization to the Baohuanghui), unaffiliated monarchists and assorted apolitical officials; Tang Hualong, in particular, became Speaker of the House. 
 
   With the cabinet assembled, attention turned to the Constitutional Convention, officially convened on May 19. Kang and Liang had attributed its chairmanship to renowned legal scholar Yang Du, whose monarchist convictions were a secret to none. Although the Republicans had been initially reassured to see an American legal scholar, Frank Johnson Goodnow, invited as special advisor and vice-chairman, their hopes for a wholly new foundational document were soon dashed when it surfaced that the Convention, rather than starting from scratch, would in fact be using as a basis the unfinished draft constitution begun in 1908, which heavily borrowed from the Japanese Constitution promulgated in 1889. This sent a clear signal that the ultimate goal of president Kang was constitutional monarchy rather than the preservation of the Republic, and the timing was calculated to precipitate a clash within the Republican faction. On the one hand, the pragmatists led by Huang Xing insisted that the two things that really mattered were the existence of a genuine parliamentary assembly with constitutionally guaranteed prerogatives, and the presence of Tongmenghui members—themselves—at the heart of the executive where they would have the most influence; on the other, the radicals led by Sun Yixian considered the imminent demise of the Republic an unacceptable betrayal of their ideals, and called for a second revolution. Meanwhile, Liang acted as liaison between Kang and the Republicans, and offered assurances that, even though the regime was going to become technically monarchic, the essential gains of the Xinhai revolution would be preserved. In the end Sun and Hu Hanmin resigned from their respective ministries, but the others accepted to stay on. This coincided with the start of a carefully orchestrated press campaign, in which Liang displayed his sharply-honed skills as an opinion journalist, to sell the idea of imperial restoration to the politically informed public.
 
   





Sun, Hu and other radical Republicans such as Wang Jingwei left Nanjing for Guangzhou where they were hoping to regroup faithful Tongmenghui elements and resume armed struggle, but upon arriving there realized that this was not a viable option: the two provinces of Guangdong and Guangxi were under the control of military governor Lu Rongting[1], with whom Liang had previously struck an agreement, exchanging his loyalty to Kang against his being granted his position for life. Lu now had enough of a vested interest in the success of Kang’s scheme to oppose any Republican attempt to use his provinces as insurrectionary rear bases. After a few desultory clashes between Tongmenghui forces and Lu’s army in Guangzhou, the rebellion petered out; at Liang’s urging, Kang then issued a blanket amnesty that resulted in Sun and Hu losing most of their remaining followers. They both left for Japan where they created a successor organization to the Tongmenghui, the Guomindang or National People’s Party; in time, after the reconciliation with the Republican moderates, it would become the new regime’s main parliamentary opposition.
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Statue of Liang Qichao.
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Frank Johnson Goodnow was invited by Kang to help draft the Chinese Constitution. He stayed in China from 1912 to 1914, first as vice-chairman of the Constitutional Convention, then as special advisor to its successor body the Constitutional Council. To Song Jiaoren who was praising Sun Yixian as "the Chinese Washington", Goodnow replied: "China doesn't need a Washington so much as a Bismarck. Give her a Washington now, and before long she will need a Lincoln."
 
   
 
 
    
 
   





By the end of June, there no longer remained any serious political obstacle to Kang’s neo-imperial restoration; few members of the Beiyang faction cared enough to make a fuss, most being content with the positions they had been granted, and those members of the Republican faction who hadn’t been placated had now marginalized themselves. In Chinese civil society at large, although the progressive elites criticized what they perceived as a step backward, and some of the more radicalized university students staged demonstrations in Beijing and Shanghai, the general consensus was that Kang-Liang (as they were once again being referred to, in reference to the Hundred Days of 1898) deserved the benefit of the doubt. After the revolutionary fighting of 1911 and the uncertainty it brought, the country seemed stable enough. Millions of people waited for what would come next, some with misgivings, others with cautious optimism. It would, for everyone, be something of an anticlimax.
 
   The Constitutional Convention had not yet finished its work when Kang formally declared the instauration of the Qian dynasty on July 16, 1912, having chosen for its name that of the first trigram of the Yijing’s divination system (☰), which symbolizes vital energy at its apex. As for his own dynastic name, Kang had decided on Jianguo, “Build the Country”—as clear a statement of intent as could be; though to the Western public he would be known, inaccurately, as Emperor Kang. He wanted a Confucian ceremony in full traditional regalia, intent of respecting ritual to the letter, but Liang managed to talk him into making a number of key concessions to modernity. After the pump and circumstance, the polite revelry and the symbolic trivia of regime change had taken place, business as usual resumed both for the political class and the country as a whole. For years afterwards, government officials assigned to the more remote rural areas would come across people who had never even heard that for seven months in 1912, they had lived under a republic.
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Jianguo's Gaze pierces the Clouds, propaganda painting.
 
    
 
    
 
   





How high are the mountains?
 
   

The mountains are high and the emperor far away. 
 
    
 
   – Chinese proverb
 
   
 
 
   Excerpts from The Resurgence of China 1911-1945 by Lionel B. Gates, 2002
 
   
If Kang’s neo-imperial scheme was allowed to proceed with relatively little opposition, it was mostly because the national stage was no longer, at that point, the only locus of political decision-making, or even, arguably, the most important one. An important consequence of the Xinhai revolution had been the de facto devolution of many of the central government’s prerogatives to the provincial level; and so long as both the revolutionaries and the moderates who had endorsed the overthrow of the Qing (whether sincerely or out of opportunism) were allowed to retain their control over the provincial governments, what happened in Nanjing was not a fundamental concern to them.
 
   One of the reforms implemented during the last years of Qing rule had been the creation of provincial assemblies, in response to increasingly pressing demands from progressive local elites to be given a voice in the political process. These assemblies were widely seen as inadequate, since their role was a purely advisory one, and they were deprived of genuine decision-making powers; nonetheless, they had provided a forum of expression for men eager to contribute input to the political management of their provinces. Their membership consisted, for the most part, in public officials, representatives of the landed gentry, and rich businessmen—the informal leadership of traditional Chinese society. Many of them either were Constitutionalists (in other words, they belonged to Kang Youwei’s organization) or had Constitutionalist leanings, or, out of frustration at the sclerosis of the Qing, had joined Sun Yixian’s Republican organization; and even the politically unaffiliated ones yearned for opportunities to enact badly-needed reforms. When, in October 1911, the revolution started in Hubei, and then spread to other central and southern provinces, the eviction of central rule had resulted in the provincial assemblies claiming the actual decision-making powers that they had previously been denied, including the organization and command of military forces, the collection and allocation of taxes, and the appointment of local and provincial bureaucrats. In fact, as revolutionary forces were taking over, they generally made sure to minimize administrative disruption by working together with local officials so that bureaucratic continuity was not endangered, but its control simply transferred from agents of the central government to the provincial assemblies. As Edward McCord writes, 
 
    
 
   [T]here was no general collapse of civil administration at local or provincial levels. The cases of Hubei and Hunan in particular show how provincial revolutionary regimes often worked with local elites to minimize the disruption of local government. They also moved quickly to reorganize provincial administrations and to select civil bureaucrats to replace imperial appointees. Simply in terms of administration, the revolution caused some temporary disruption but certainly no general political vacuum… [T]he provincial governments explicitly called for the continuation of normal local administration and urged local officials who were willing to renounce their allegiance to the [Qing] dynasty to remain at their posts.
 
    
 
   By February 1912, the provincial assemblies had solidified their control over local government, and collectively represented a political force that could not be ignored by whoever would be in charge in Nanjing.
 
   The situation was a mixed blessing to Kang Youwei when he became the third President of the Republic. On the one hand, the fact that many provinces were now controlled by men either affiliated to his organization or sympathetic to its aims could be seen as a positive development. On the other, this spontaneous devolution meant that even after successfully sidelining the National Assembly, his nationwide rule was still constrained by the provincial assemblies, whose semi-autonomous status, even if largely informal, could act as a local check on the central government’s powers. Nor was post-revolutionary decentralization limited to civil administration: as will be explained below, the army was in much the same situation.
 
   Kang realized that he would have to curtail the powers that the provincial assemblies had granted themselves, but that was easier said than done. He had been able to replace Republican with Neo-imperial rule precisely with the proviso that the regime change would leave lower levels of governance unaffected; were he to frontally contest the legitimacy of provincial self-rule, he would almost certainly face the very rebellion he had so skillfully avoided when he had set himself up as Emperor Jianguo. As Liang had reportedly argued, paraphrasing Laozi, “China is a fragile vase; clench it too tightly, and you may break it.” He instead advised a policy of accommodation: in exchange for the formal—and constitutionally guaranteed—recognition of the decision-making powers of the provincial assemblies, the central government would retain the prerogative of appointing provincial governors of its choosing. In essence, this arrangement replicated at the provincial level the situation at the national level, in which a prime minister (theoretically) elected by the legislative assembly shares executive power with the unelected head of state. Kang and Liang’s assumption was that, over time, administrative and budgetary creep would tilt the balance of power in favor of the governor, who would become the equivalent of a departmental prefect in the French Third Republic.
 
   Whereas in theory, Nanjing had discretionary authority when choosing governors, in practice the choice tended to be determined by the bargaining strength of a given provincial assembly vis-à-vis the central government, which itself largely boiled down to budgetary issues: provinces in need of government help to finance local projects or to develop infrastructures—or, simply, to balance their books—were not in a position to contest a gubernatorial appointment, while those that ran surpluses or were able to operate without assistance from above got away with “suggesting” candidates that Nanjing then quietly endorsed. As a result the rule of avoidance, which until 1911 had required that governors be appointed in a different province than the one they were from in order to avoid the development of clientelist networks, was no longer consistently enforced—though it still was for public officials at the county level.
 
   Because the relative power of provincial assemblies ebbed and flowed, a governor was not appointed for a fixed term, but until such time as the central government decided or the provincial assembly felt confident enough to press the issue of his replacement. Some of the governors appointed in 1912 served a mere three years before being reassigned, such as Li Shengduo in Shanxi and Cheng Dequan in Sichuan. One obvious exception was Lu Rongting, governor of Guangdong and Guangxi, who had been appointed for life and ruled his provinces as a quasi-potentate, using enticements and threats in equal parts to preempt any challenge to his hegemony. In Tibet, there wasn’t even a pretense of consent: when Cen Chunxuan was sent to Lhasa as governor, he arrived in a province that the Qing dynasty, as one of its last initiatives before collapsing, had put under actual military occupation; and the new regime had no intention whatsoever of allowing it to escape Chinese suzerainty.
 
   General elections were scheduled for February 1913, based on the post-revolutionary expanded franchise (from 1% under the late Qing, the electoral body had been increased to about 8% of the population, which, while still restricted, compared favorably with the situation in Japan at the time). Ironically, while it was the Republicans who had insisted on elections since July of the previous year to strengthen their position against Kang by claiming democratic legitimacy, the timing played to their disadvantage, since the campaign took place as they were divided between the advocates of conciliation and the hard-liners. Unable to present a united front, they lost much of their political credibility with an electorate eager for order after the turmoil and uncertainty of revolutionary times. Although the Progressive Party was little more than the mouthpiece of Emperor Jianguo and his prime minister, it benefited from its perception as a cohesive force, its broad (if sometimes shallow) base of support among local elites, and most of all from the electorate’s sheer revolution fatigue: few people seriously wanted a third regime change coming on the heels of the previous two. And once again Liang Qichao proved to be a tireless, energetic campaigner. Although there is plentiful evidence that the ballot was tampered with by agents of the central government, that election paradoxically saw less resort to strong-arm tactics and intimidation than later ones in the following decades, since the apparatus of political control that the Qian would come to rely on wasn’t yet in place; despite numerous instances of ballot-stuffing and figure-cooking, the 1913 election was (if only by default) the most transparent one China would know for the next half-century. Here again, the exceptions were Guangdong and Guangxi, where cases of overt anti-Republican violence were reported, with opposition supporters beaten up by gangs of thugs or even by soldiers of the provincial army, and many voting precincts only carrying Progressive Party ballots. When the last votes were counted, only Fujian, Guizhou and Jiangxi had Republican parliamentary majorities.
 
   However, if Jianguo and Liang’s position was now stronger, their party’s electoral victory hardly implied a mandate to reverse the post-revolutionary devolution to the provincial level: however supportive of the Qian the new assemblies were, none of them cared to renounce their decision-making powers. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
   
Jianguo and Liang were amenable to concessions with the provincial assemblies not from any sincere endorsement of political decentralization, but rather because they were not in a position to force the issue. The military option, tempting though it may have been, was not open to them, as the events of 1911 had considerably slackened the chain of command.
 
   One should keep in mind that the Xinhai revolution had first and foremost been a military uprising. In the last years of the Qing dynasty, the deliquescent central government no longer had the organizational or financial means to proceed with military modernization, and had instead entrusted provincial governments with setting up so-called New Armies, namely armed forces trained and equipped to Western standards. Unlike the virtually-defunct Eight Banners and Green Standard armies, these new armed forces mostly recruited literate young men drawn from the middle class, as the ability to understand complex orders and follow written instructions were prerequisites; and this very characteristic had made them susceptible to political infiltration, and eventually subversion, by revolutionary activists appealing to the recruits’ nationalism and desire for progress. Unlike the several previous attempts to overthrow Manchu rule, the Xinhai revolution was successful because it used as its primary instrument the country’s very military: in the days and weeks that followed the first uprising in Wuchang on October 10, province after province had seen its New Army join the revolutionary movement. Furthermore, in order to fight loyalist forces, these armies had swollen to considerable size by hiring as many new recruits as possible, so that, by the time the Qing were formally deposed, they counted in some cases three times as many soldiers as they had before the revolution—though the new recruits were mostly ill-trained and ill-disciplined. With, on the one hand, many provincial armies under the command of revolutionary officers, and on the other, their rapid transformation into heterogeneous, bloated masses of men of dubious allegiance, by 1912 China’s armed forces were in no condition to be used by the central government in any attempt to restore centralized rule over autonomy-minded provincial governments.
 
   Because the post-revolutionary state of the armed forces was as much a concern to the provinces as it was to the central government—overly large armies being both an unsustainable budgetary burden and a threat to social order—no time was lost in implementing a nationwide policy of disbandment, so that by the end of the year the provincial armies had shrunk back to their pre-revolutionary size, and had recovered an acceptable degree of internal discipline. Soldiers had been enticed to accept demobilization by being paid up to three months’ wages in one go upon quitting, and some of those that remained had been transferred into the newly-created national gendarmerie, and thus placed under the direct authority of the central government. The greatest resistance to disbandment came not from soldiers but from career-minded officers seeking to maintain their positions. The reduction of general troop strength prior to any elimination of military units was an adroit strategy to forestall such opposition: by decreasing the troop strength of each unit while temporarily preserving command structures, few officers' positions were immediately endangered. Those most suspect of pro-Republican sympathies were offered generous retirement bonuses, and the others were reassigned (with pay raise) to different units outside of their home provinces, in order to sever any parochial loyalties and make them more pliable to the central government’s authority.
 
   Along with disbandment, the reorganization of the New Armies was completed by terminating the policy of voluntary recruitment and instead implementing a nationwide draft. This had both a short-term advantage to the provinces and a long-term advantage to the central government: whereas veteran soldiers were paid a comparatively high salary of 10 yuan a month, draftees would be paid six yuan a month, making the maintenance of the armed forces easier on badly-strained provincial budgets. And with the draft being on a national scale, the central government could claim control over the assignment of draftees, making sure to shuffle them from province to province, thus weakening local loyalties and strengthening a sense of national belonging. The transition, overseen by Li Yuanhong, who from vice-president had become Chief of the Defense Staff, was complete by mid-1914. To his credit, although he lacked both the credentials and the support for high political office, Li proved to be a skilled organizer. He also turned out to be remarkably good at managing the large and easily ruffled egos of staff generals, most of whom were former Beiyang Army officers and clearly intended to trade their endorsement of the new regime for all manners of favors. Keeping rivalries borne of ambition from degenerating into factionalism, while simultaneously ensuring that they wouldn’t coalize into a politically autonomous junta, was a delicate balancing act in which Li, so frequently—and unfairly—dismissed as a bumbling nonentity both by his contemporaries and by posterity, gave evidence of his political acumen.
 
   In the same spirit of incremental (some would have said creeping) military centralization, the defense ministry under Xu Shichang initiated in March 1913 a program of logistical standardization. Ever since the ad hoc creation of provincial militias by reform-minded officials during the Taiping Rebellion in the mid-19th century, the procurement of weapons and equipment by Chinese armed forces had been a decentralized one, with little concern for operational compatibility at the national level. The decision was thus taken to adopt a national standard, based on the weapons already under production in China’s main modern arsenals, chiefly those of Jiangnan, Jinling and Hanyang. The standard rifle was henceforth the Hanyang 88 (license-made version of the Gewehr 88) and the standard military sidearm the Maosi (license-made version of the Mauser M1896). The two standard rounds for light weapons became the 7.92 mm Mauser on the one hand, and the 9 mm Parabellum on the other. Actual implementation, however, took several years, as some of the provincial armies, out of passive noncompliance or sheer bureaucratic inertia, continued for a while to use nonstandard weapons: for example Lu Rongting had in late 1912 ordered on his own authority a large shipment of US-made Winchester M1895 rifles, which would be in use by his army until the late 1920s (and were still occasionally seen in Chinese soldiers’ hands in the early years of the Second Sino-Japanese War), while the provincial armies of Tannu-Tuva and Heilongjiang were initially issued the Russian-made Mosin-Nagant M1891 rifles, and fair numbers of French-made Lebel Mle 1886M93 rifles found their way into the inventories of Yunnan’s provincial army. 
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The Xinhai Revolution, 1911-1912.
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Li Yuanhong.
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Statue of Emperor Jianguo.
 
    
 
    
 
   





The Years of Salt and Rice
 
    
 
    
 
   The profits derived from the salt and iron monopolies serve to relieve the needs of the people in emergencies and to provide sufficient funds for the upkeep of military forces. These measures emphasize conservation and storing up in order to provide for times of scarcity and want. The beneficiaries are many; the State profits thereby and no harm is caused to the masses.
 
    
 
    – Huan Kuan, Discourse on Salt and Iron, 81 BCE
 
   
You must know that a great quantity of salt is produced here… and I assure you that it is exported in many countries round about and is a great source of wealth to the inhabitants and of revenue to the Great Khan.
 
    
 
    – Marco Polo
 
   
From “Salt, Silver and Land: Tax Reform in early Qian China” by Park Sunghee, Journal of East Asian Studies, Sept-Dec 2003:
 
   
Liang Qichao and Kang Youwei were aware, upon assuming power, that the financial situation of the Chinese government was dire indeed: both of them had wasted no opportunity in the previous 14 years to rail against budgetary mismanagement in general, and the tendency of the late Qing to pile on foreign debt to cover up budget shortfalls. The situation was, if anything, even more serious than they had expected.
 
   The Xinhai revolution had not taken place in a vacuum: the rest of the world, and in particular the imperialist powers with economic and strategic interests in China, were very much involved. They had allowed the overthrow of the Qing to proceed only after being given reassurance, among other things, that the new regime, whichever form it took, would assume the debts of the previous one. First the Interregnum Republic under Yuan Shikai, and then the Qian dynasty under Jianguo, had thus from their inception been saddled with the Qing’s potentially crushing debt. China had first contracted a foreign loan in 1865 in order to pay an indemnity to Russia, but its chronic reliance on borrowing had started in earnest in 1894 to finance defense spending for the forthcoming war against Japan. After 1895, the entirety of the proceeds from China’s customs services, which had been under de facto foreign control since 1854, were earmarked for the repayment of said loans. On top of that came the payment of war reparations to Japan (230 million silver taels) and indemnities to the Eight Allied Powers following their intervention against the Boxer Rebellion in 1900 (450 million silver taels, a tremendous sum to be paid over 39 years at 4% interest). Compounding the severity of these debts, even before 1911 the central government’s tax collection apparatus had become inefficient, and with the provincial governments claiming autonomy in the course of the revolution, by 1912 very little tax money found its way to the capital any more. China stood on the verge of a spiral of ever-growing spiral of indebtedness, in which it would have to borrow money in order to repay previous loans.
 
   On February 23, 1912, the very day before he died, president Yuan Shikai had requested a loan of seven million taels from the Four-Power Consortium in order to get the Nanjing provisional government to disband troops and to liquidate outstanding liabilities. Because of Yuan’s death, the Consortium only advanced 2 million taels on March 1st, and made it known through Tang Shaoyi, who had been Yuan’s provisional prime minister, that disbursement of the remaining amount would be conditional on a guarantee from the Chinese government that the Consortium would get preferential rights for further loans to China. This put the incoming Kang and Liang in a quandary: on the one hand, they were deeply wary of increasing yet further China’s debt to foreign lenders, who were liable to use it as a pretext to encroach some more on Chinese sovereignty; but on the other, they had no other credible option to put desperately-needed money in state coffers. Liang concluded that the money would have to be accepted to avoid complete government bankruptcy, but realized that, the decision being a politically controversial one, a backlash might result if they took it on their own—still rather uncertain—authority. So he submitted the issue to the provisional National Assembly, after arranging a meeting with Lin Sen, who had just become finance minister, and Sun Yixian and Huang Xing, to share with them his assessment of the desperate straits of government finances. What he did not disclose, however, was that he had been privately approached by the Anglo-Belgian Syndicate (an alliance of the Eastern Bank and the Banque Belge), which had offered to make the Chinese government a secret loan if the Consortium’s offer was turned down. Whether he would have taken up the Syndicate’s offer had the National Assembly voted against accepting the Consortium’s conditions remains a moot point, however, since, as he had expected, Lin, Sun and Huang convinced the Republican delegates to vote along with the Constitutionalists in favor of the loan. The National Assembly having given agreement, Liang had the legitimacy to work out the details with the Consortium. The customs revenue, completely hypothecated for the service of previous loans and the Boxer indemnity, for an undetermined time could only be a secondary guarantee; Liang therefore decided to pledge the proceeds of the salt revenue. As a central condition for floating the loan, the consortium insisted upon a measure of control over the Salt Administration, not merely advice and audit. This was a stringent condition, which almost led Liang to break off negotiations despite the possible consequences. But after conferring with Kang, he understood how that particular requirement, while it outwardly constrained the central government, actually had the potential to strengthen its hand vis-à-vis the provincial governments.
 
   Accordingly, Article 5 of the agreement provided for the establishment, under the Ministry of Finance, of a Central Salt Administration to comprise a “Chief Inspectorate of Salt Revenue under a Chinese Chief Inspector and a foreign Associate Chief Inspector”. In each salt-producing district there was to be a branch office “under one Chinese and one foreign District Inspector who shall be jointly responsible for the collection and the deposit of the salt revenues”. According to John King Fairbank and Denis Crispin Twitchett, 
 
    
 
   Patriotic sentiment was correct in seeing the insertion of an explicit foreign interest into the administration of China’s salt revenues as a derogation of sovereignty, and the juxtaposition of Chinese and foreign district inspectors in the provinces looked very much like the customs arrangement in which foreign commissioners and Chinese superintendents nominally shared power at the treaty ports. Perhaps, too, because the Salt Administration was a more intimate part of the Chinese polity, one with delicate internal balances and long-standing interests, any foreign role at all was especially galling. The Salt Inspectorate, however, unlike the customs organization, which was a new creation expanding in tandem with the growth of foreign trade, represented at first only the interpolation of a new echelon of administration into a perennial Chinese fiscal complex comprising the manufacture, transportation, taxation and sale of salt. Superimposed upon these traditional arrangements to ensure that the revenues collected were in fact made available to the central government for the service of the loan, the inspectorate did over time acquire substantial de facto control over salt manufacture and marketing. But this control was not linked to any continuing and especially foreign interest comparable to the growth and protection of international commerce—apart from meeting the instalments of principal and interest set forth in the amortization table of the loan. The benefits, such as they were, accrued mainly to the Nanjing government.[2]
 
   





 
 
   What Liang had done, in essence, was to outsource to foreign agents the task of collecting the revenues of a tax that the central government would, given its weakness in relation to the provincial governments, have otherwise been unable to get hold of at all. He had played two potential foes of his, foreign imperialist interests and uncooperative provincial governments, against one another, and revitalized the fiscal solvency of the central government in the process. Even though a share of the salt tax revenue went to the reimbursement of the loan, the remainder provided state coffers with a welcome injection of hard cash. In fact, the reorganization of the salt tax collection system was a boon to all concerned: in just four years, the annual yield of the tax increased more than fourfold, from $17 million to $71 million. This newfound financial clout gave Jianguo and Liang the breathing space they needed to proceed with their plans.
 
   Most of the loan had gone into clearing China’s outstanding liabilities to foreign lenders, but with the remainder, and especially with steady revenue accruing from the share of the salt tax not going into repayment, the central government was now in a much better bargaining position with the provincial ones. The provincial assemblies, it must be kept in mind, were largely controlled by reform-minded men who, although reluctant to surrender their new decision-making powers to Nanjing, shared Jianguo’s agenda of modernization. Their priorities were the construction of communication and transportation infrastructures, the development of modern industries, the spread of education, and other policies that were in tune with Nanjing’s. But in order to implement them, they needed capital, and even by retaining at their level the bulk of tax revenue instead of forwarding it to the central government, their financial capabilities were often too limited. Starting in October 1912, when the loan came through and the first effects of the new jointly-operated Salt Administration were felt, the central government was therefore able to come forward and offer to complement provincial budgets with loans of its own—which were offered with strings attached. As collateral, just as Nanjing had had to accept a degree of foreign control over the salt tax collection apparatus, it required from the provinces in need of capital that land tax collection be jointly administered between the provincial and central governments. The reasoning was that the Chinese economy, despite the embryonic industrialization undertaken since the 1860s, was still overwhelmingly agrarian; and even if agriculture generated little surplus, it was nonetheless, in aggregate terms, the main economic activity in China. To fail to adequately extract revenue from it would keep government finances dependent on comparatively marginal fiscal revenue, such as the lijin, a tax of commercial transactions introduced as a temporary emergency measure in 1853, which had since then become permanent (it would only be abolished in 1922).
 
                  In every case, the agreement explicitly spelled out that the joint administration of land tax collection would still operate to the benefit of the provincial budget, since the amount of tax revenue remaining at the provincial level would remain unchanged from that of the previous fiscal year, or the average revenue for the five previous years, whichever was higher. The deal was ostensibly offered as an initiative to increase efficiency, which indeed it was; the immediate gain for the central government was that it would, from now on, receive the share of the tax that had up to then ended up embezzled by corrupt local officials taking advantage of lax oversight, or not been duly collected in the first place due to collusion between collectors and local landlords. To that gain was added a more long-term benefit, that of an extension of the central government’s fiscal authority into a tax collection apparatus it previously had no direct control over. A National Revenue Board was created to oversee the process. As Liang put it, “The reach of the bureaucracy determines the strength of the State. The authority of our government only extends as far as an official is in place who can say, ‘This is the will of the Emperor’, and expect to be obeyed.” Within a year, eleven provinces had contracted a loan from Nanjing on these terms; and within two years, all but five of them had done so.
 
   While this centralization of land tax collection was achieved through the back door, the idea itself was hardly a new one and had been championed as early as 1903 by no less a figure than Robert Hart, inspector-general of the Imperial Maritime Customs Service from 1863 to 1907 and one of the most influential Westerners in China:
 
    
 
   Among the several reforms urged by Hart after the Boxer Rebellion was the imposition of a nationwide land tax. In his letter of January 26, 1903, he reported that he had advised the Zungli Yamen [Chinese foreign office] “to rearrange the land tax. If China would follow this advice, all would be well.” After outlining the basis for this proposed tax, he stated that China could expect to collect an annual minimum of Tls. [taels] 360,000,000. “China would from that one source receive more than three times her present revenue and could forgo salt gabelle, Customs, and Likin, pay off indemnities and debts, salary officials, keep up respectable field force and navy, and have a balance to the good each year (letter 1263).”
 
   
A year later he told [James D.] Campbell that his land tax proposals “are now in the hands of Viceroys and Governors”.[3]
 
   





 
 
   Despite his extensive experience with Chinese fiscal matters, Hart was overly optimistic in his estimate. The actual yield of the tax in 1913 was 180 million taels. Nonetheless, it was, along with the salt tax, another steady source of fiscal revenue that Nanjing could henceforth count on: between 1913 and 1931, as agricultural prices, land value and farm wages rose, revenue from the land tax increased by 67%.
 
                  In 1918, the young US-educated economist Huang Hanliang, who would later become director of the National Revenue Board, made in his book The Land Tax in China an assessment of the reformed system after five years of operation:
 
    
 
   One of the most obvious improvements introduced by the Republic was that which consolidated into one single payment all the various levies which had been added to the original tax in the course of the last dynasty. In the analysis of the nature of the tax it was shown that during the Tsing [Qing] dynasty the tax was assessed almost invariably in two parts, one in silver and the other in produce which may be of more than one kind, and that in the course of time various levies under all sorts of ingenious names were added to the original assessments… These various levies have been consolidated into one single payment in most of the provinces, and converted into dollars or copper cents which are the common daily currency of the people at rates established by the government. The taxpayers were thus saved much of the uncertainty and many of the vexatious exactions of the collectors of the old regime…
 
   
In 1915, provisions were made allowing ten per cent of the total receipts to the provincial and local authorities as the expenses of collection. In the following year on account of the financial stringencies of the government this allowance was withdrawn, but the local authorities were, then, allowed to add ten per cent to the tax rate to cover the expenses of collection…
 
   
A third important and interesting feature of tax reform introduced by the Tsien [Qian] was the confirmation of the title-deeds to land. During the Tsing [Qing] dynasty, as has been mentioned, every transfer of landed property by absoluteor irrevocable sale x was subject to a tax of three per cent of the face value of the sale. This rate, however, was only the nominal legal rate. In practice by virtue of the various extra charges it amounted in some cases to several times the legal rate. The result was that the tax was invariably evaded, either in whole or in part. In the third year of Hsuan-Tung [Xuantong, Puyi’s dynastic name] (1909) a new law was passed providing that the tax of registration of transfer of land was to be nine per cent on irrevocable sale and six per cent on mortgages or revocable sale of more than ten years duration. Outside of these rates the officials were prohibited from collecting any extra charges. But these rates were also prohibitory; and evasion, either total or partial, continued to exist. After 1913 these rates were lowered from nine per cent on sale to four per cent and from six per cent on mortgages to two per cent…
 
   
A fourth and more fundamental attempt at the reform of the land tax introduced by the Tsien dynasty was the creation of the Bureau of Land Measurement in 19 14. The purpose of the Bureau was to make a cadastral survey of the country.
 
    
 
   As a result partly of the 1912 “Reorganization Loan”, but especially the reform of the salt and land taxes, by 1914 China was already on a much firmer financial ground than it had been for decades. But its fortunes would improve further in the following years thanks to two windfalls, the smaller one half-expected and the larger one quite serendipitous…
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
   





Two Streams flowing down
 
    
 
    
 
   A large state is the lower reaches of a river:
The place where all the streams of the world flow down to…
Hence the large state, by taking the lower position, annexes the small state;
The small state, by taking the lower position, affiliates itself to the large state.
Thus the one, by taking the lower position, annexes;
The other, by taking the lower position, is annexed.
 
   
—Daodejing, Ch. 61
 
    
 
   
From Marches of Empire: Center and Periphery in Twentieth Century China by Gaurav D. Patel, 2001
 
   
Even as they were consolidating their hold on the center, Liang and Kang were aware that they had to make sure that the periphery would not break away. The most pressing concerns were the centrifugal forces at work in Tibet on the one hand, and in Mongolia on the other. In both cases trouble came from the existence of pro-independence movements emboldened by the presence, over the border, of a potentially sympathetic foreign power—respectively Britain and Russia.
 
   In Tibet, the Interregnum Republic had inherited from the Qing dynasty a complex situation. While Tibet’s vassalization by China dated back from the Yuan dynasty, Chinese overlordship had not been uniformly enforced throughout the centuries, depending on the priorities and the sheer strength of the dynasty in charge. The Qing had first installed an amban (imperial resident) in Lhasa in 1727, but his authority was more symbolic than real; in 1751, the Qing, while retaining the position of amban, had formally entrusted temporal as well as spiritual rule over Tibet to the Dalai-Lama. From the 1860s, Britain began taking an interest in Tibet as part of its “Great Game” against Russia for geopolitical hegemony in Central Asia. As of the time of the Xinhai Revolution, the basis for British policy in the Himalayan region was the Convention signed in 1906 between Sir Ernest Satow and Tang Shaoyi, by which Britain recognized China’s suzerainty over Tibet:
 
    
 
   The Government of Great Britain engages not to annex Tibetan territory or to interfere in the administration of Tibet. The Government of China also undertakes not to permit any other foreign State to interfere with the territory or internal administration of Tibet.
 
    
 
   The priority for Britain when signing this Convention was obviously to preempt any Russian expansion into Tibet, there being no other “foreign state” susceptible of interfering with “the territory or internal administration of Tibet”. The principle of Chinese suzerainty was reiterated by the 1907 Convention between Britain and Russia:
 
    
 
   In conformity with the admitted principle of the suzerainty of China over Thibet, Great Britain and Russia engage not to enter into negotiations with Thibet except through the intermediary of the Chinese Government.
 
    
 
   Endorsing China’s claim was thus seen as the easiest way to keep Russia out of Tibet, but the tacit assumption of British delegates was that China was, in any case, too weak by that point to prevent Tibet’s de facto evolution towards internal self-rule. In this they were mistaken: in 1908, Zhao Erfeng, formerly the acting viceroy of Sichuan, was appointed amban in Lhasa and proceeded to launch a brutal campaign of repression against Tibetans in Kangba (then known to Westerners as Kham), the multiethnic buffer region between Sichuan and Tibet proper. This campaign amounted to ethnic cleansing in all but name, and it soon became obvious that the Qing intended to turn Kangba, until then unofficially considered part of Tibet, into a full-fledged Chinese province—something that was nominally achieved by the Interregnum Republic when the new province of Xikang was created. Acts of violence against civilians and monks prompted Thubten Gyatso, the 13th Dalai-Lama, to issue a protest, but Zhao’s response was to deploy troops throughout Tibet itself in February 1910; the small, ill-trained and ill-equipped Tibetan army was easily routed by Zhao’s modern forces, and a mere year and a half before the collapse of the Qing dynasty, China had reasserted direct control over Tibet. The Dalai-Lama escaped to Darjeeling via Sikkim with a small escort. As for Zhao, his attempt to quell the military uprisings that became the Xinhai Revolution resulted in his being executed by mutineers in December 1911.
 
   The situation in Mongolia was even more volatile, largely as a consequence of a change in Chinese policy during the last years of Qing rule, itself a reaction to growing Russian encroachment in the region. Indeed, until the turn of the 20th century, the Qing dynasty had allowed Mongols a significant degree of self-rule. The Manchus had initially taken control of Inner Mongolia in 1636, prior to their conquest of Beijing in 1644. Between 1655 and 1691, they gradually absorbed Outer Mongolia, and in the 1750s, they conquered the Oirats, the Western Mongols of Dzhungaria. China treated North Mongolia as a militarized buffer area largely cut off from Han colonization. Outer Mongolia’s geographical isolation north of the Gobi desert gave it a certain amount of administrative autonomy, while Inner Mongolia, located on the southern side of the desert, became closely tied to the Qing administrative system. However, China’s traditional laissez-faire attitude toward Mongol internal administration had changed in 1902, when, in reaction to growing Russian interest in Mongolia following the completion of the Trans-Siberian railway, the Chinese government adopted a twofold policy of centralizing the Mongol administration under that of China proper, while at the same time encouraging the Han colonization of Mongol lands. In 1911, on the eve of the collapse of the Qing dynasty, the Chinese government had decided that Inner and Outer Mongolia should be formally incorporated into China. These policies were resented by the Mongols as a threat to their traditional way of life, and this concern was compounded by the rapid rise in the years after 1902 of recently-arrived Han Chinese merchants, traders and businessmen who had taken advantage of the economic opportunities offered by the opening of Mongolia to Han settlement:
 
    
 
   Mongol prohibitions prevented the rise of a native trading class, so most trade between Mongols ended up in the hands of Han middlemen. The Han merchants took advantage of the seasonal nature of Mongol produce to buy Mongol animal products at low prices, while selling Chinese merchandise on credit throughout the year. This soon led to the accumulation of enormous debts, thus impoverishing Mongols, who had little choice but to take on more debt. 
 
   
By 1911 the total debt in Outer Mongolia to Han traders amounted to 15 million taels or about 500 taels per household. The growing Mongol indebtedness to Han moneylenders fed ethnic tensions and hostility to Qing rule.[4]
 
   





 
 
   In July 1911, a group of Mongol noblemen and members of the Buddhist clergy had convened a secret meeting, and after consulting the Russian consul in Urga, had sent a delegation to Saint-Petersburg pleading for Russian assistance in restoring internal self-rule in Outer Mongolia. While some factions in the Russian government saw it as an opening for making Mongolia a Russian-aligned independent country, the prevailing view was one of moderation:
 
    
 
   The Russian government supported the Mongols in their 1911 independence movement to the extent of autonomy but not total independence, and only for Northern and not Southern Mongolia. The Japanese were reasonably satisfied with the occupation of Korea and the concessions they had obtained in Manchuria after their defeat of the Russians in the war of 1904-05.[5]
 
   





 
 
   The Russian government thus intervened as mediator between the Mongols and the Qing, but as the negotiations were underway in October 1911, the Wuchang Uprising broke out and, within weeks, the dynasty was collapsing. The sudden power vacuum made not just internal autonomy but outright independence a tantalizing possibility: in November, Qing officials in Urga were driven out; on December 1, the nobles and priests of Khalkha Mongolia declared their independence; and on December 29, the Jebtsundamba Khutagtu was declared Bogd Khan. Soon the control of the Khan’s government had spread from Khalkha Mongolia throughout the entirety of Outer Mongolia. Through early 1912 the Russian government continued to offer its services as mediator, but it was increasingly obvious to all concerned that it was tempted to recognize the secessionist Mongol government and would do so unless the Chinese government regained the initiative.
 
   A third territory that China looked set to lose to centrifugal forces as the Xinhai Revolution broke out was Tannu Tuva, then known as Tannu Uriankhai, an outlying region of Outer Mongolia proper. Formally included in the Chinese Empire by the Treaties of Kiakhta and Bura in 1727, it had been acknowledged as such by a 1869 border protocol with Russia. But in 1910 the border markers were unilaterally removed by Russia, a clear harbinger of annexationist ambitions. Russia coveted Tannu Tuva for several reasons: a growing plurality of Russian settlers; the presence of interesting natural resources, especially gold; and its location on a strategic plateau where the two sources of the Yenisei River
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