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ABSTRACT

This paper examines two influential “counter-radical” perspectives on mod-
ern Chinese politics and history, especially in relation to Sun Yat-Sen and the
Revolution of 1911. One version regards the Revolution of 1911 as a political
mistake made by Sun and his followers. According to this view, what caused
the Revolution had been, above all else, Sun’s “political radicalism,” which
obstructed the “constitutional monarchy” alternative that would presumably be
superior to a revolutionary break. The other version, focusing on what immedi-
ately followed the Revolution, has it that Sun’s addiction to endless revolution,
an infantile disorder, was chiefly responsible for the failure of post-revolutionary
constitutionalism and parliamentary politics, as well as for the dissolution of the
devolutionary federalist movement of the 1920s. This paper argues that both
“counter-radical” perspectives are at best partial. In ascribing to “political radi-
calism” too much causal weight that is dubious, both versions tend to sidestep
important questions pertaining to political sociology, while overestimating the
powers stemming from “radical thought.” Furthermore, as a negation of political
radicalism, both fail to grasp that under certain circumstances even the seemingly
rather mild scenario of “gradual realization of constitutional democracy” could
itself be condemned as politically radical. This implies that the very dramatic
opposition between “political radicalism” and “democratic gradualism,” as evi-
dent in both versions, is largely unsustainable. Thus, both are found to be want-
ing as an account of politics and insofar as the democratic future of China is
concerned.
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