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Controversy over Current Issues

Chamber of Commerce and Formation of the Chinese

Prototype of Civil Society in the Late Qing Dynasty
Ma Min

Abstract: The development mode of civil society should not be limited to that of Western Europe. Due to the
special circumstances of its cultural customs and its unique social and political context, the civil society in China is of
Chinese characteristics, different from the Western European ones. In the late Qing dynasty, the holistic interaction
and collaboration among the chamber of commerce and other civil societies and organizations led to a rather complex
self-organizing social organism. This, along with expansion of the public sphere, was conducive to the formation
of a giant network of municipal civil societies and organizations, that is, the “non-governmental municipal power
network” . This network was essentially a social power system beyond the organs of government power, which shifted
part of municipal administrative power from the government down to the civil level, giving rise to the social power
system that was beyond the state government. Although it was still under the supervision and control of the feudal
government, this power system was relatively independent and autonomous. This non-governmental municipal
power network was indeed a potential “local non-governmental autonomous society” in progress with insufficient
functions. In other words, it was the Chinese prototype of civil society similar to the western ones in the early modern
period. When it came to the time when the Republic of China was founded, starting with the dispute on The Chamber
of Commerce Law in 1914 and lasting during the reign of the Northern Warlords, China was stuck in the situation
of frequent wars between warlords, especially after the death of Yuan Shih-kai in 1916. The central government lost
its full control over the civil society, which appeared relatively active and demonstrated some intentions to compete
for administrative power with the government and to get out of its control. During that period, there occurred such
unprecedented activities as convening national affairs conference and the committee for civil governance initiated by
civil society. However, when Chiang Kai-shek established the united Nanking National Government in 1927, ruling
with Kuomintang's one-party dictatorship, the freedom of civil society was extremely shrinking in terms of its activity
space, and the not-so-strong civil society collapsed into great troubles and extinguished in the end.
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