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The Problem of “the Quality of the People” in Liang Qichao’s
Constitutional Thought during the Late Qing Period

LAI Junnan (KoGuan Law School, Shanghai Jiao Tong University; junnanlai@ sjtu. edu. cn)

During his exile in Japan in the late Qing period, Liang Qichao was frequently skeptical of the
Chinese people’ s intellectual and moral capacities with respect to constructing a constitutional state.
Liang’ s views on the issue of “the quality of the people” had gone through a developmental process
containing three stages: the earlier, the middle, and the later stages of his exile. In the aforementioned
last stage, namely, from 1907 to 1911, Liang, on the one hand, advocated the opening of the national
parliament as soon as possible, in order to achieve the goal of constitutional monarchy, and, on the other
hand, developed a more modern, complex, and dialectical thought with respect to the issue of “the
quality of the people. ” In particular, he realized that various constitutional institutions themselves could,
to some extent, resolve or circumvent the problem of “the quality of the people. ” The intellectual history
of Liang’ s consideration on the issue of “the quality of the people” revealed the complicated fate of
highly elitist thinking and the monistic and intellectualistic mode in the Confucian tradition at the time of

the encounter between this tradition and political modernity.
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