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The Chinese Literary Revolution

BY HU SUH

(A professor of the Peking Government University, a Ph. D. from Columbia, and a principal leader of the

Literary Revolution. Besides, Dr. Hu is a recognized Chinese scholar.--Editor.)

During the last several months much has been
said about the “literary revolution” both in the
Chinese press and in a number of English and French
journals. While, as a worker in this movement, I am
grateful to the sympathetic attitude taken by many
writers, I must confess that much of the discussion
betrays a hopeless confusion of the issues involved
in the recent controversy. Issues which have little or

nothing to do with the new literary movement itself,

have been erroneously regarded as integral parts of it.

We are accused of advocating French to take the
place of the Chinese language, of a wholesale
condemnation of Confucianism, and even of
justifying adultery and parricide! And a missionary
writer in the Peking & Tientsin Times has attributed
to us the creed of what he called A-three-ism,
meaning “No government, no family, and no
religion!” It is on account of this unhappy confusion
that I welcome the opportunity to state, as clearly as
I can, the real issues of the literary movement as
such and also to present a few of the side-issues
which have been distorted by our critics.

What has been called the Chinese literary
revolution means simply a conscious demand for a
living literature--a literature which shall be written in
the spoken language (pei hua) and shall truly
represent the life and aspirations of the nation. The
literature that prevails to-day is a dead literature--a
literature which persistently excludes the language of
real life and is only intelligible to the classically
trained few, but is totally inaccessible to the vast
majority of the people. While it is exceedingly
anxious that its verses should sound like the poems
of Tu Fu of the eighth century and that its prose

compositions should be strictly imitative of the style

of the Eight Great Masters of the Tang and Sung
dynasties, it is least concerned with the fact that its
productions do not represent the real life of the age
and are unintelligible to the people. It is against this
dead literature that the literary revolutionists are
directing their attack. They maintain that the
so-called literary language of China is no longer a
sufficient medium for creative literary productions.
“No dead language,” said one of them, “is fit for the
production of a living literature.” And they strive to
prove that the pei hua or “vulgate Chinese” is in
every sense a living language adequate for the
creation of a living national literature.

The last two decades have witnessed a growing
consciousness of the need for a standardized national
language as a means of popular education. A number
of short-lived periodicals have been published in the
spoken tongue for popular dissemination of useful
knowledge. A few years ago, a conference of
scholars and educators was called together to devise
a pronouncing alphabet for the standardization of the
spoken language. An alphabet of thirty-nine letters
was adopted and is now being taught in a number of
schools. But such half-hearted measures do not
satisfy the literary revolutionists. They believe that it
is impossible to standardize a language the use of
which is barred from the literary works of the age.
Unless, they say, it is made the language of our
national literature, it will never become a national
language in the true sense of the term. Practically all
the modern languages of Europe, they argue, have
been nationalized by their great masters of
literature--by Dante and Boccacio, by Villon and
Rabelais, by Chaucer and Luther. Literature it is,
they hold, and not any pronouncing alphabet or

11
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pronouncing dictionaries which will eventually
standardize the spoken language. So the slogan of
the revolution is: “Produce a literature in the spoken
language, and we shall have a national language of
literary splendor as well as of practical value.”

This then is the distinguishing characteristic of
the new literary movement: it is not contented with
employing the pei hua for mere purposes of
elementary and popular education, but advocates its
adoption as the medium par excellence for all
branches of literature. And it is this vulgate
encroachment upon the sacred realm of literature that
has aroused the horror and wrath of the literati of the
old schools. That the wvulgate tongue can be
effectively employed in prose composition has been
sufficiently proved by the great novels of the last
seven centuries. But, say our critics, such novels are
not literature, for no classical master ever wrote
when Lin Shu
undertook to translate Dickens and Rider Haggard,

vulgate novels. Accordingly,
he made Oliver Twist and Nell and Micawber and
Haggard’s Zulu heroes talk in the language of Su-ma
Chien of the second century B. C.! Little wonder that
our literati hold up their hands in horror when we
propose to write poetry exclusively in the spoken
language. How can poetry, the holy of all holies in
pure literature, be written in a language which has
always been the language of the lowly and the vulgar
and has never been refined by the usages of the
literary class?

Of course there is no way of meeting such
biased opposition except by actually producing good
literature, especially good poetry, in the vulgate.
Accordingly, after a year of heated discussion
following my first article (published January 1917)
on the need of a radical reform in literature, we
decided to devote our monthly organ, La Jeunesse, to
the publication of vulgate prose and poetry. I had
begun in 1916 to write poems exclusively in the
vulgate and called them “experimental poetry.” This
experimental attitude is shared by most of the
vulgate poets whose number, I am happy to say, is
rapidly increasing. We not only experiment with the

language of poetry, but also with such elements as

12

meter, thythm, arrangement of lines and stanzas, and
method of treatment. One or two attempts have been
made at vers libre, but most of us still write in
rhymed verse, only with unprecedented freedom in
rhythmic arrangement and method of dealing with
poetic themes. We believe that the strict forms of old
Chinese poetry are, inadequate for the expression of
a varied and enriched content. The widening of the
field of poetic material necessitates a proportionate
emancipation of the poetic form, both in the
linguistic and in the metrical phases.

These literary experiments have been carried on
during the last fifteen months. It is by the fruits of
our experimentation that we hope to be judged by
our critics and by the nation at large. Meanwhile the
movement for the adoption of vulgate Chinese as an
effective instrument for writing, has spread with a
rapidity far exceeding the expectation of any of its
original sponsors fifteen months ago. At the present
moment, a number of important newspapers and
magazines in many cities from Peking to Shanghai
and from Shanghai to Chengtu are publishing
editorials and contributed articles in the vulgate--in
addition to the three periodicals devoted to the cause,
namely, La Jeunesse, The Renaissance and the
Weekly Review.

From what I have said above, it is evident that
the literary movement as such is simply a demand
for an emancipation of the literary form, in particular
a conscious demand for the adoption of vulgate
Chinese as the only appropriate medium for all
branches of modern Chinese literature. But this
movement has had its side-issues which have made it
more than a merely formal change. I have referred to
the “varied and enriched content” and to the
widening of the field of literary material. What then
is this widened and enriched content? It consists in
new visions, new aspirations, new ideals in social
and political thinking, and new standards of morality.
The contact with modern civilization, the discovery
of the individual, the rise of woman, and the political
and the social changes which have taken place
during the past ten years--all those have contributed

to the great intellectual unrest of which the advocates
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of the

standard-bearers.

literary revolution are only a few

To be specific, the La Jeunesse group has raised
a number of social and religious problems and has
stood for a number of reforms which, though
exceedingly moderate from our own point of view,
have nevertheless startled many a defender of the
existing order. First of all, we have opposed all
attempts to establish by governmental powers any
religion or any system of morals as the one true
standard of belief and conduct. This stand was taken
by Chen Tu-shiu, founder of La Jeunesse and
afterwards dean of the College of Letters in the
Government University, who wrote fearlessly on the
subject in those years when the cry for a
constitutional establishment of Confucianism as the
state religion was heard throughout the country. It
has ever since been one of the main charges against
us and forms the chief point of attack in the recent
reactionary movement to oust Mr. Chen and his
friends from the University.

Secondly, we have endeavored to expose by
means of scientific evidences the many forms of
superstition which have of late grown up under the
disguise of “psychical research” and the search for
an elixir of life and which have found many
enthusiastic followers in Peking and Shanghai. The
uncertainty of the political situation has driven many
a timid mind to seek the comfortable company of
such celebrated ghosts of Chuang Tse, Mo Ti and
Mencius who, with the aid of a Chinese form of
automatic writing, can be made to converse with
their worshippers in “ruled” and symmetrical modern
verses--a modernity which certainly puts the literary
revolutionists to shame!

Thirdly, we have maintained that all religious
creeds, be they Confucian or Christian, must be
critically examined before they are accepted and
acted upon. For this reason, we have criticized a
number of the untenable superstitions both in
Christianity and Confucianism. This, of course, has
displeased many Christian missionaries as well as
conservative Confucians. And the missionary writer

in the Peking & Tientsin Times above referred to,

cited our reproduction of Haeckel’s criticism of the
Virgin Birth as an evidence of our A-three-ism!

Fourthly, we have raised many questions
concerning family ethics. The sacred notion of filial
piety analyzed into its environmental antecedents
and its resulting unwholesome influences upon the
individual and society. And the question was asked:
After two thousand years of talk about filial duty,
should we not also consider the proper obligations
which parents owe to their children? Naturally the
mere raising of the question was sacrilegious! And
my translation of Maupassant’s story The Parricide
was interpreted to be advocating the killing of
parents by their children!

Fifthly, with regard to women, we advocate,
what has been called the “single standard” of sexual
morality. If we require chastity and fidelity of our
women, have they not a right to demand the same
chastity and fidelity from us men? Moreover, we are
strongly opposed to forms of legal and governmental
encouragement of girls renouncing family life after
the death of their fiances whom they have never seen,
and of young women committing suicide after the
death of their husbands. All this has been interpreted
by our “pillars of society” as meaning to abolish
sexual morality in foto and to justify adultery on the
part of women!

These are some of the side-issues which our
critics have often identified with the new literary
movement itself. But it is obvious that these ideas
belong to the still larger movement of intellectual
revolution and have only an accidental connection
with the literary movement. Indeed some of these
issues--the  criticism of  Confucianism, for
example--antedated the literary movement by a
number of years. One may conscientiously support
the movement for a wvulgate literature without
necessarily committing one’s self to any of these
doctrines incidentally associated with its original
founders.

But there is no denying that the literary
revolutionists are at the same time co-workers in that
still more significant movement of intellectual

revolution which has made no little progress during
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the past twenty years and is now slowly though
surely at work to bring about “a trans valuation of all
values,” a critical examination of the old ideas and
ideals so generally believed in but so little thought
about. The political revolution of 1911-1912 was
premature and its success was due only to the utter
corruption and incompetency of its opponents. But
the revolution of 1911-1912 would be a real failure if

its success were not to pave the way for a

thoroughgoing transformation in ideas and thoughts
which, and which alone, can best prepare the nation
to intelligently and actively participate in the
well-ordering of the republic. Therefore we take the
stand that any undue attempt to suppress the people’s
freedom of discussion and publication must be
regarded as an open betrayal of the cause of
democracy in China.

Peking, April 12, 1919.
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