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Popular Literature and the “Great Divide” in
Early 20"™-Century China

Theodore Huters”

Translated by Chia-chi Chao™"

Abstract

The main purpose of this essay is to trace the development and
implications of the split between “popular” and “elite” literature in
modern China. [ argue that the seeds of this division, which most
acknowledge was fully formed by the New Culture Movement of the
May Fourth period, can be found in Liang Qichao’s Z2E[#H late Qing
writings about novel. The split as it hardened into orthodoxy by 1920 had
serious consequences for the development of modern Chinese literature,
creating an artificial division within it based on political rather than
aesthetic grounds. This politicization of writing had serious consequences
for the growth of an autonomous literature in modern China, reflecting as
it did the fears on the part of elites left and right alike for cultural work
not under their direct intellectual control. Based on the paper's findings, it

labels the split between “popular” and “elite” literature “the great divide”.

Key words: popular literature, pure literature, the New Culture

Movement, the novel, popular
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