
MODERN CHINESE LITERATURE   

May Fourth Tradition and Alternative Visions  In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, 
Chinese intellectuals were active in discussions of how to save China from its semicolonial state. 
Chinese introspection engaged questions of balancing Chinese tradition and Westernization, 
defining Chinese “essence,” and creating a strong nation. Intellectuals such as Liang Qichao, 
Hu Shi, and Chen Duxiu called for a revolution in literature—replacing poetry with fiction as the 
most valorized form as well as promoting vernacular writing in place of the classical language— 
as one aspect of this exploration. Lu Xun, the “Father of Modern Chinese Literature,” was the 
first to successfully write in the new vernacular style and heralded the beginning of the May 
Fourth Movement (1919). This activist May Fourth Literature, exemplified by Lu Xun, became 
the dominant strain in modern Chinese literature and was extended in the writings of Communist 
Party members such as Ding Ling. Another important strain, however, existed side-by-side with 
May Fourth literature and ran the gamut from popular literature (e.g. Zhang Ailing) to the 
avant-garde (e.g. Shi Zhecun). The contrasts between May Fourth and alternative visions 
highlight the debates between art for art’s sake and art for humanity’s sake—a continuation of 
“writing serves as self-expression” vs. “writing serves society.”  As you read, think about the 
following:   

• Does Lu Xun’s story contain a sense of hope? Or a sense of futility? What role does the 
narrator play?   

• How does the May Fourth poem by Xu Zhimo compare to the stories? How does it 
compare to pre-modern poetry? 

• How are women (and gender roles) represented in these stories? What is similar or 
different compared to pre-modern works?   

• Are there consistent messages expressed in the stories? If so, what? Are there 
differences, as well?   

• In what ways are Zhang Ailing’s story different from the other works from this period?   
• Is there evidence of Confucianism or Daoism in these stories? Are there continuities 

between these stories and any of the pre-modern works?  
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PRC/Taiwan/Hong Kong Literature   

Mao Zedong declared the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. China’s 
former government, controlled by Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist Party, retreated to Taiwan and 
began preparations for a counter-attack, which in the end never came. Hong Kong, meanwhile, 
had been a colony of the British Crown since the end of the First Opium War in 1842. All three 
“Chinas” have deep roots and connections with traditional Chinese society and culture, but all 
three “Chinas” have also developed in divergent directions since the 1950s. In the first three 
decades of the PRC, communist ideology directed literature (and the other arts) in very precise 
directions. In Taiwan, the massive influx of “mainlanders” into the island’s pre-existing 
communities exacerbated many tensions. And in Hong Kong, questions of identity, torn between 
China and Britain, came to the fore. Moreover, beginning in the 1980s, all three “Chinas” 
underwent dramatic social, political, and cultural transformations, which led to explosions of 
new literary styles and modes. Writers experimented with plot, time, and voice in sometimes 
shocking stories characterized by violence, sex, death, and decay. As you read, think about the 
following:   

• Do these texts express any ideologies? Are there any echoes of Confucianism? Daoism? 
May Fourth? Maoism? Or is there a rejection of these traditions? 

• How are gender roles expressed here? Are they similar to or different from the earlier 
texts?  

• In what ways do these stories and poems explore subjectivity and individuality?   
• Several of these texts deal with “gaps”—in meanings, words, memories, understanding, 

reality vs. dreams. What do these gaps represent? How do they relate to the meaning of 
the works?  
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Notes:   

Author’s surnames are in all capitals. Chinese surnames precede the given name.   

The date inside the bracket is the year the piece was first published. An * indicates the dates of 
the author   

An [F] following the author’s name indicates the author is female.   

All names appear here in pinyin Romanization. See the following chart for information 
about converting to Wade-Giles Romanization.   

 


