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An Analysis of the Historical Role and Limitations of the Self-Strengthening Movement in
Late Qing Dynasty

Ma Shuangqiang
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Abstract: The Self-Strengthening Movement was a self-rescue initiative launched by the landlord class in late Qing
China from the 1860s to the 1890s to save the nation from crisis and promote capitalism. Guided by the principle of
"Chinese essence with Western utility," it unfolded in two phases—"self-strengthening" and "seeking wealth"—focusing
primarily on modernization at the material level. This movement catalyzed modern transformation in various areas
such as military, industry, education, and diplomacy during the late Qing period, giving rise to national capitalism and
playing a significant role in enlightenment and renewal. However, essentially a partial reform within the feudal system,
the movement suffered from numerous limitations, including one-sided reforms, rigid institutions, and insufficient
momentum. Due to factors such as the feudal nature of the economy and society, as well as inherent contradictions in
its reform ideology, the movement ultimately failed. This article analyzes its historical significance and inherent flaws,
summarizes lessons learned, and offers insights for research on modern social transformation.
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