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Abstract  As the greatest event in the historical development of Chinese 
literature in the 20th century, May Fourth literary revolution expedites the 
transition of the Chinese literature from tradition to modernity by advocating the 
reforms in literary concepts, genres and language. The so-called Tongcheng 
School which lasts more than two hundred years in the Qing dynasty turns out to 
be a sacrifice in the old and new conflicts of the literary revolution at the turn of 
the 20th century. The paper attempts to explore further the conflicts and 
difficulties during the process of this transition by analyzing the late Tongcheng 
School and its conflicts with the May Fourth new literature in the hope of 
deepening the understanding of the literary innovation. 

Keywords  Tongcheng School, May Fourth new literature, contemporary 
Literature, innovation spirit, aesthetic awareness 

摘要  “五四”文学革命是 20 世纪中国文学发展史上最为重大的事件。“五四”文

学革命从文学观念、文体、文学语言变革入手，推动了中国文学由古典向现代的转

换。在 20 世纪初年文学的新旧之争中，清代绵延二百余年的散文流派——桐城派，

充当了旧文学的殉品和新文学的祭物。笔者试图从后期桐城派的生存状态、“五四”

新文学与桐城派的交锋等方面，进一步揭示中国文学由古典向现代转换过程中的矛

盾冲突与艰难曲折，以期深化对上述文学转换意义和新旧文学命运的认识。 
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1  The late Tongcheng School and its cultural and literary 
orientation 

The late Tongcheng School (Tongcheng pai 桐城派) mentioned here refers to the 
classical prose group of literature prevailing during the time span from the end of 
19th century to the early beginning of 20th century. The representative figures of 
this school are Wu Rulun’s 吴汝纶 followers who made yi fa 义法 (meaning 
and method) the basic theory in prose writing. Yi means that words have 
substance; while fa implies that words have order, that is, the structure and skills 
the author employs in the selection of materials and language to express the 
central idea and basic opinion. 

Among the four eminent disciples of Zeng Guofan 曾国藩 represented by 
Xue Fucheng 薛福成，Li Shuchang 黎庶昌，Zhang Yuzhao 张裕钊，Wu Rulun，
only Wu Rulun is a native of Tongcheng. Following the successive death of his 
three elder brothers, Wu experienced a series of historical events from Jiawu 
zhanzheng 甲午战争 (Sino-Japanese War of 1894) to Wuxu bianfa 戊戌变法 
(The Reform Movement of 1899) and witnessed the decline of Xiangxiang 
School (Xiangxiang pai 湘乡派, a style of poetry formed at Xiangfeng Period of 
the Qing dynasty, its main representive was Zeng Guofan who was from 
Xiangxiang of Hunan). Against this background, Wu Rulun dedicated himself to 
the restoration of Tongcheng School from Xiangxiang School, whose statements 
can be summed up in the following three points: 

 
1.1  Advocating the style of mellowness rather than flashiness 
 
The transition from Tongcheng School to Xiangxiang School experienced a 
transformation of writing style from purity in Qi and conciseness in form to 
exoticness and grandness. In the letter to Yang Boheng 杨伯衡, Wu Rulun 
explored at length the merits and defects between purity and flashiness on the 
basis of the analysis of Fang Bao 方苞 and Liu Dakui 刘大櫆 with the purpose 
of establishing a new aesthetic norm. This new aesthetic norm gives top priority 
to advocating the limpid and elegant style of mellowness and purity, taking the 
flashy style which possesses the beauty of masculinity and reads with rhythmic 
and sonorous tune as its secondary pursuit. The so-called “mellowness” 
advocated by Wu Rulun is none other than the realm of qing zhen ya zheng 清真

雅 正  (purity, truthfulness, refinement and appropriateness) proposed by 
predecessors of Tongcheng School. What Wu Rulin called “flashiness” is similar 
to the writing styles of Zeng Guofan and Zhang Yuzhao who modeled themselves 
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on Ban Gu 班固 in Han dynasty and Han Yu 韩愈 of the Tang dynasty. Despite 
his appreciation and esteem for the writings of Zeng Guofan and Zhang Yuzhao, 
Wu Rulun, as a descendent of Tongcheng School, considered the writings of 
Fang Bao and Yao Nai 姚鼐 to be the orthodoxy literature from his bottom of 
heart. Therefore Wu’s effort of advocating purity in Qi and conciseness in form 
together with evaluative criteria of qing zhen ya zheng is an important indication 
that Xiangxiang School gave way to Tongcheng School in prose writings. 
 
1.2  Yili 义理  (moral philosophy) and kaoju 考据  (textual criticism) is a 
hindrance to guwen 古文 (ancient style prose) 
 
Tongcheng School, as a literary school, is persistent in its pursuit of ancient style 
writing which is the ultimate embodiment of academic values as well as the 
lifeblood of its continuous development. During its historical development of 
Tongcheng School, the understanding of the relationship between wen 文 
(literature) and dao 道 (way) and the interpretation of dao vary according to the 
scholarship of the different times and the academic horizon of the dominant 
leaders. As to Wu Rulun, he realized intellectually that the knowledge of natural 
sciences introduced from the west prevailed, which gave a great impetus to the 
prosperity of China but emotionally speaking, Wu would not resign himself to 
the decline and elimination of traditional heritages passed down from Confucius. 
When confronted with this complicated frame of mind, Wu tended to look at the 
ancient style prose from a scholar’s point of view, giving more consideration to 
intrinsic features and unique character of ancient style prose. In a letter to Yao 
Zhongshi 姚仲实, Wu argued that those articles stressing the orthodox moral 
principles were at their best when written in formal words, whereas those articles 
emphasizing conveyance of poet’s feelings and intentions were desirable when 
written with a literary mind of embellishment. Separated, the two possess 
respective advantage; mixed, both hamper each other. 
 
1.3 Return to the meaning and method characterized by terse diction and 
substantive content as well as the style of qing zheng ya jie 清正雅洁 (brevity, 
appropriateness, purity and cleanness) 
 
During the evolution of Tongcheng School, the language feature and writing 
style of brevity, appropriateness, purity and cleanness were gradually taking its 
form. ya jie is the term proposed by Fang Bao, the founder of Tongcheng School, 
who argues that what is valued is pellucid clarity without any dregs. According to 
David Pollard, ya jie denotes classical elegance and purity, clean lines, an Attic 
quality. Jie is summed up separately as “elucidating the essential matter, with the 
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language free from admixture.”1 Things changed when Zeng Guofan, the central 
representative of Xiangxiang School, took over and developed Tongcheng 
School by advocating the writing style of reflecting the true reality of society 
instead of restricting the articles to the narrow scope of diction. With the 
bankruptcy of Westerization Movement, Xiangxiang School gradually lost its 
vitality, Wu Rulun, in discussing the translation problems of introducing the 
western learning, reemphasized the tradition of Fang Bao and Yao Nai as well as 
yi fa in an attempt to carry forward the Chinese learning. This proposition of 
restoring the ancient classical prose won an enthusiastic support from disciples of 
Wu Rulun, which gave a great impetus to the restoration of Tongcheng School 
from Xiangxiang School. 

Among the four disciples of Zeng Guofan, Zhang Yuzhao together with Wu 
Rulun gave lectures on Tongcheng theories to their students. Zhang Yuzhao’s 
disciples including Fan Dangshi 范当世, Zhu Mingpan 朱铭盘, Zha Yanxu 查燕

绪 were very famous and Wu Rulun’s students represented by He Tao 贺涛，Ma 
Qichang 马其昶, Yao Yongpu 姚永朴, and Yao Yonggai 姚永概 were eminent. 
These disciples kept good relations with each other and formed a unified whole 
called late Tongcheng School which was established by the relation of teacher 
and disciples and the bond of marital relation.  

Fan Dangshi and He Tao of the late Tongcheng School influenced the 
academic circles during the period of Sino-Japanese War. After the death of Wu 
Rulun in 1903 and the death of Fan Dangshi in 1904, Ma Qichang and the two 
brothers of Yao Yongpu and Yao Yonggai became the successors of Tongcheng 
School . 

As a loyal disciple of Wu Rulun and the backbone of Tongcheng School, Ma 
Qichang dedicated himself to the prose written in classical style, cherishing a 
high ambition of developing Tongcheng culture. When Ma was young, he 
devoted many years to the writing of the book entitled Tongcheng jiuzhuan 桐城

旧传 (The Old Story of Tongcheng School), recording the main events of the 
Tongcheng celebrities in literary circles during the Ming and Qing dynasties in 
order to commend the sages of the ancient times and to encourage the followers 
to come. Unfortunately the times didn’t offer this opportunity for Ma to realize 
his lofty aspiration. With the collapse of Yuan Shikai’s 袁世凯 reign, Ma 
Qichang ended his political career as well.  

Experiencing the turbulent changes of society especially after the abolition of 
imperial examinations and the establishment of new schools, Ma Qichang sensed 
consciously that the classical prose had lost its existing environment and 
approached the brink of extinction. To make things worse, the classical prose was 
no more a must for recruiting officials and the scope of use as well as the 
                                                   
1 Pollard, 1973, p. 147. 
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influence among the young scholars were on the decline. 
Yao Yongpu who was adept at classical prose received a good education from 

his family when he was young. The Yao brothers were disciples of Zhang Yuzhao 
and Wu Rulun later on. Yao Yongpu wrote Guo wen fa 国文法 (The Techniques 
of the National Language) in four volumes while he lectured on the classical 
prose. In 1914, at the invitation of the liberal arts universities, Yao Yongpu 
finished his twenty five-chapter book called Wenxue yanjiu fa 文学研究法 (The 
Research Method of Literature) imitating the stylistic rules and layout of Wenxin 
diaolong 文心雕龙 (The Literary Mind and Carving Dragon). This book dealt 
with the fundamental issues such as the origin, scope, function and writing of 
literature especially the learning of classical prose under the guidance of the 
classical prose theory of Tongcheng School. Despite the fact that the book is a 
collection of essays passed down through ages, this book turns out to be a 
beneficial attempt to systematize fragmentary theory of classical language so that 
it is suitable to be taught at universities. Yao Yongpu’s Wenxue yanjiu fa and Lin 
Shu’s 林纾 Chunjue zhai lunwen 春觉斋论文 (Essays in Spring Awakening 
Studio) are both the summation of the Tongcheng theory and find their 
expression in university platforms. 

The brother of Yao Yongpu is Yao Yonggai who named his studio Shenyi Xuan. 
In 1910, Yao Yonggai published his book Shenyi xuan ji 慎宜轩记 (A Record of 
Discreet Studio) which gave a true depiction of their fearful attitude towards 
what course to follow when confronted with the collapse of the Qing dynasty and 
the fierce rivalry of the western powers. On the one hand Yao Yonggai felt 
encouraged and elated at the imperial edict to set up schools, but on the other 
hand felt discouraged and depressed when sensing that the classical prose they 
had devoted to for the past two decades would be worthless. Yao argued that the 
problem before the Sino-Japanese War lied in the ignorance of western learning 
and now the trouble was in the total negation and abandonment of the Chinese 
learning. He also maintained that what should be learned from the West was their 
politics and arts and what should be preserved `in the Chinese learning was its 
six classics, neo-Confucianism, ethical principles as well as essays of Han Yu 韩
愈 and Ouyang Xiu 欧阳修, major representatives of the eight masters of Tang 
and Song. The above mentioned opinions of Yao represented the main trend of 
late Tongcheng School in its cultural orientation which could explain why 
Tongcheng School became the target of attack by the proponents of the May 
Fourth Movement who advocated the new literature instead of the old one and 
favored new ethics rather than the old one.  

In the year of 1912 when Yan Fu 严复 was appointed as president of Peking 
University and dean of liberal arts school as well, he engaged Yao Yonggai as 
dean of liberal arts school. In 1914, due to the change of president and 
discrepancy in academic interest, both Yao Yonggai and Lin Shu who had taught 
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at Peking University a little earlier than Yao resigned their posts and found new 
jobs at a new university established by Xu Shuzheng 徐树铮, a northern warlord. 
The same aspiration, the similar destiny and the common wishes to survive the 
classical prose brought Yao and Lin together and became bosom friends with 
each other.  

Times did not provide the political arena for the late Tongcheng School to 
realize their high aspiration of revitalizing the classical prose. The only places 
where they could display their talents were literary fields and teaching platforms 
by which they preached the doctrine of neo-Confucianism and essays of Han Yu 
and Ouyang Xiu. As scholars of traditional culture, the representatives of late 
Tongcheng School like He Tao, Fan Dangshi, Ma Qichang and the Yao brothers 
talked little about the crucial affairs of governing and administering the country, 
experiencing, with sensibility of literati, the dramatic changes of human 
civilization and great pains caused by the destruction of old culture . 

At the turn of the 20th century when Tongcheng classical prose was declining 
like the setting sun, it was the two translators named Yan Fu and Lin Shu who 
opened new field and added new vitality and final glory to the classical prose by 
their influential translation achievements. 

Yan Fu (1853–1921) was sent to study at Greenwich University at the age of 
23 to be trained as a naval cadet but soon found that building a navy was no 
solution to the problems of China. He returned to take up journalism, founding in 
1897 a periodical called Guowen 国文 (National Language) in Tianjin, which 
published serially his own translation of Thomas Henry Huxley’s Evolution and 
Ethics (1893). The theory of “natural selection and survival of the fittest” 
substantially stimulated numerous intellectuals who were in quest of the way of 
national independence. 

Yan Fu started his relationship with the Tongcheng School from Wu Rulun’s 
preface for Yan’s translation of Evolution and Ethics. The reason why Yan Fu 
invited Wu Rulun to write a preface was manifold: firstly, Yan Fu made good 
friends with Guo Songtao despite great difference in age when Yan was in Great 
Britain. Guo Songtao and Wu Rulun were once at the service of Zeng Guofan 
and in good terms with each other. By means of Guo Songtao, Yan Fu and Wu 
Rulun became good friends. Secondly, Wu Rulun showed concern with the 
western learning after the Sino-Japanese War in 1895, advocating the 
establishment of new schools and rejuvenation of the country by education. Thus, 
Wu shared much common with Yan in philosophy of life. Thirdly, Wu Rulun 
enjoyed a high reputation among the traditional intellectuals because he was a 
distinguished master of classical prose and the successor of the Tongcheng 
School. The translated works by overseas students could gain a sudden rise in 
social status once prefaced by Wu Rulun. 

Likewise, to write a preface for Yan Fu’s translation of Evolution and Ethics 
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was exactly what Wu Rulun wished for. Since the Westernization Movement of 
introducing techniques of western capitalists, more and more people worshiped 
and had a blind faith in foreign things at the sacrifice of their own tradition. 
Many years before Yan Fu came to the fore, Wu Rulun had long cherished a wish 
to translate the foreign books by collaboration of a bi-lingual foreign expert who 
had a good command of western learning with a Chinese scholar who was 
proficient in Chinese literature. To Wu’s pleasant surprise, Yan Fu was the right 
person who had a good command of both foreign language and Chinese culture. 
Just as Wu Rulun said excitedly in a letter to Yan Fu, “The pleasure of my getting 
your translated book Evolution and Ethics is beyond description. No translation 
can be more monumental than yours since the outset of translating western 
books.”  

The translation of Evolution and Ethics by Yan Fu influenced the whole 
generation of the Chinese people with its theory of evolution. Furthermore, his 
translation in smooth and elegant target language was favored by many young 
literature lovers. Yan Fu opened up a new field for the development of the 
classical prose by using the style of pre-Han prose. In the letters to Yan Fu , Wu 
Rulun mentioned several times the transformation of the vulgar words into 
elegant expressions, arguing that elegance should prevail if elegance and 
faithfulness were contradictory to each other. The method and Meaning of the 
Tongcheng School was reflected in translated literature. Yan Fu expressed his 
reverence to Wu Rulun’s opinions on translation and treated Wu as his bosom 
friend. In 1903 when Yan Fu heard the news of Wu Rulun’s death, he expressed 
his mournful voice in the postscript of his translated Principles of Sociology by 
Herbert Spencer.  

After the translation of Evolution and Ethics, Yan Fu’s translations of other 
academic works became increasingly difficult to understand because he was 
inclined to translate literally instead of freely and because the translation was 
expressed in the vocabulary and syntax of pre-Han style. In 1902 when the 
translation of Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations was published, Liang Qichao 梁
启超 introduced this translated work in Xinmin congbao 新民丛报 (New People 
Newspaper) and criticized the obscurity and incomprehensibility of the target 
language from the perspective of disseminating the civilized thoughts and for the 
consideration of national readers. Yan Fu responded impolitely at Liang Qichao’s 
severe criticism, contending that the common and simple language in translation 
is as good as committing suicide for literature. The argument of translation style 
between Yan Fu and Liang Qichao in terms of elegance and popularity is 
thought-provoking, which is the reflection of conflict and contradiction in 
different cultural values. To a certain degree, the argument is in fact a prelude to 
the contradiction between the classical and vernacular languages during the May 
Fourth Movement.  
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Another translator who enjoyed the same fame with Yan Fu was Lin Shu, a 
master of the classical prose. In 1901, Lin came to Beijing and became the last 
member of the Tongcheng School under the influence of external force of 
cultural integration. When Lin Shu worked as a Chinese teacher in 1901, he 
met Wu Rulun. When discussing Shiji 史记 (Records of the Historian) with 
Lin Shu, Wu Rulun, deeply impressed by Lin’s opinion, sang high praise for 
him and his articles. The next year, Wu Rulun invited Lin Shu to revise Guwen 
sixang 古文四象 (The Four Images of the Classical Prose). Encouraged by Wu 
Rulun, Lin became more interested in the classical prose writing and showed 
more concern about the Tongcheng School. Later on, Lin Shu gradually got to 
know Ma Qichang, Yao Yongpu, Yao Yonggai and other Tongcheng writers, 
possessing the same interests with them. Years later Lin Shu considered himself 
as a successor of the Tongcheng School. After the Qing government abolished 
the imperial examination and gave imperial edict to set up schools in 1905, Lin 
Shu spared no effort to dedicate his effort to the classical prose writing and its 
dissemination. In 1910, Weilu wenji 畏庐文集  (Collected Works of Weilu) 
complied by Lin himself came out, winning him the reputation as a master of the 
classical prose. Lin made painstaking efforts to turn the tide of tottering destiny 
of the classical prose by writing articles and publishing books as well as giving 
lectures everywhere. In 1914, Han Liu wen yanjiu fa 韩柳文研究法  (The 
Research Methods of Han Yu and Liu Zongyuan) written by Lin Shu and prefaced 
by Ma Qichang was published by Shangwu yinshu guan. This book was the 
outcome of many years of reading and research on Han Yu and Liu Zongyuan 柳
宗元 . In 1916, another book Chunjue zhai lunwen came out. This book 
introduced the essentials of the classical prose, including the classification, 
techniques, taboos of the classical prose writing, serving as the systematic 
summary of the Tongcheng School. 

As a translator, Lin Shu also sensed the existence of yi fa of the Tongcheng 
School during his process of translating the western literary novels. In his preface 
to the Chinese translation of Ivanhoe, he paid a glowing tribute to the art of Scott: 
“Though I know no western language, yet listening daily to the oral 
interpretation, I have come to appreciate Scott’s writing skills such as proper 
opening, good veins of development, anticipations and echoes, which are much 
similar to the masters of classical prose like Sima Qian 司马迁 and Ban Gu 班
固.”2 When mentioning the sixteen taboos of classical prose writing in Chunjue 
zhai lunwen, Lin Shu maintained that the classical prose should not be a hybrid 
of Buddhist words, Taoist expressions, Japanese vocabulary. The classical prose 
writing and his translation provided much more insight than others in 
experiencing the similarity and disparity between the two styles. In translating 
                                                   
2 Xue Suizhi 薛绥之, Zhang Juncai 张俊才, 1983. 
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the western novels, Lin made full use of the classical language to achieve the 
purpose of vivid narration and expressive depiction, and borrowed the narrative 
structure of Shiji to create a reading effect of suspension and fascination. The 
similarity between western novels and Chinese classical style can be verified in 
translation. Lin himself, however, valued his own achievements as a writer of 
classical prose much more highly than he did his translations. After the May 
Fourth Movement, people respected Lin Shu as a translator but despised him as a 
master of classical prose, because he was a leading spokesman against the 
vernacular language. 

2  The May Fourth Movement thought and the conflict 
between the new and the old 

In 1915, the establishment of Qingnian zazhi 青年杂志 (Youth Magazine), a 
monthly journal later renamed Xin qingnian 新青年 (New Youth), in Shanghai 
marked the beginning of the May Fourth Movement. Chen Duxiu 陈独秀 as an 
editor-in-chief, published a foreword to the periodical in its first issue entitled 
“Call to Youth”. The basic purpose of the article was to attack conservatism and 
advocate the destruction of unworthy tradition. The first issue of Qingnian zazhi 
concentrated on the conflict between the east and west as well as the new and the 
old, expressing its attitudes clearly towards the conflict and cultural construction 
that the majority of people were greatly concerned with. That is to say, Qingnian 
zazhi was established to advocate science and democracy, propose ethical 
revolution, create national culture that can conform to social progress, and 
cultivate new youth with self independence and enterprising vitality. 

Apart from the strong opposition to the rotten Confucian ethics, Xin qingnian 
also attempted to advocate new literature against the old one. In 1917 Hu Shi 胡
适 published an article called “A Modest Proposal for the Reform of Literature” 
in the review of the influential New Youth and thereby launched a literary 
revolution. In this article, Hu presented his two basic theories concerning literary 
reforms: one is that literature is constantly changing and each period should 
create its unique literature, so it is wrong to imitate the ancients. The other 
statement is that the vernacular language will become the orthodox medium of 
the Chinese literature. 

As a positive support, Chen Duxiu published his “On Literary Revolution” in 
the sixth issue of Xin qingnian, maintaining that literary revolution was intended 
to aim at the target of national literature written in plain and expressive language, 
realistic literature that is fresh and sincere, and social literature that is lucid and 
popular. In Chen’s opinion, the new literature should endeavor to bring Chinese 
thought into direct contact with the contemporary thought of the world. The 
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method seems to consist in using simple and simplified language and literature 
for wide dissemination of ideas among the people. Judging from the criteria of 
national, realistic and social literature, the historical overview and current state of 
the Chinese literature revealed that Han Yu’s articles were an imitation of the old 
gentry and be handicapped by the fallacy of “Literature is a vehicle to convey the 
dao”. Chen argued that the essence of literature was not intended to covey the 
dao but the so called articles as a vehicle for the dao from Han Yu to Zeng 
Guofan were merely empty copy of old-style Confucianism. The proposition of 
“the letters are the way” advocated by the eight masters of Tang and Song was 
birds of a feather with the doctrine of “speak on behalf of the ancient sages” 
proposed by eight-legged essayists. The article concluded with the following 
vivid and stirring sentences: “Is there any ambitious man in Chinese literary 
circles who is willing to become a Chinese Hugo, Zola, Goethe, Hauptman, 
Dickens, or Wilde? Is there anyone who wishes to disregard whether the pedantic 
scholars are praising or criticizing us and to challenge in public these ‘demons’? 
If there is any such man, I would like to drag out my largest cannons to be his 
advance guard.”3 

Compared with Chen Duxiu’s radical declaration expressed in bold and 
unconstrained words, “A Modest Proposal for the Reform of Literature” by Hu 
Shi was written with prudent and moderate tone. In 1917, after reading Chen’s 
“On Literary Revolution”, Hu Shi wrote a letter to Chen, expressing his 
incomparable pleasure of reading Chen’s article and warning Chen at the same 
time that Rome was not made in one day, likewise, the literary revolution 
couldn’t be accomplished overnight or decided by one or two persons. Hu 
expressed his hope that the issue called for an extensive discussion and 
participation of the majority of people. It is evident that Hu Shi avoided the use 
of the term “literary revolution”, and called the proposed movement a “reform”, 
regarding the literary reform as an academic issue for discussion; while Chen 
Duxiu constantly related the literary revolution to political revolution, ethical 
revolution and national independence. As a reply to Hu’s letter, Chen said, “The 
voice of literary reform has been raised in the nation. The number of advocates 
and opponents is about equal. In my opinion, it is indeed a principle of academic 
development to tolerate opposition and to have free discussions; but the idea that 
in the reform of Chinese literature the vernacular language should be the only or 
principal medium for literature is obviously right, and there is no room for 
discussion by opponents.” Chen confirmed his statement that the vernacular 
language should be the orthodox medium in the reform of Chinese literature, 
which allowed no further discussion from those oppositionists. 

Hu Shi and Chen Duxiu, the two proponents of new literature and new culture, 
                                                   
3 Chen Duxiu, 1917. 
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launched a severe attack on the Tongcheng School, a major representative of old 
literature. When Qian Xuantong 钱玄同 and many other scholars from Peking 
University joined in the opposition against the Tongcheng School, it seemed an 
irreversible trend of history that the Tongcheng School was predestined to be the 
sacrifice of the new literature. Just in February 1917 when Che Duxiu published 
his “On Literary Revolution”, Qian wrote letters expressing his admiration on Hu 
Shi’s “Wenxue gailiang chuyi” 文学改良刍议 (“A Modest Proposal for the 
Reform of Literature”). To quote Qian’s words, “the most penetrating and 
insightful view of Hu was his opposition against pianwen 骈文 (parallel prose) 
overburdened with stale rhetoric and his advocacy of the new literature 
characterized by the use of the vernacular language. I wondered how those 
monsters of parallel prose and scoundrels of the Tongcheng prose felt when they 
read Hu’s article. Nevertheless, one more curse from those monsters and 
scoundrels, one more value Hu’s article would gain.”4 It is for the first time that 
Qian employs the expressions of “monsters of parallel prose” and “scoundrels of 
the Tongcheng prose”, which was spread widely among the young generation of 
the May Fourth Movement. 

From September of 1915 to the end of 1917, The Xin qingnian in the charge of 
Chen Duxiu held high the two banners of ethical revolution and literary 
revolution, giving powerful impetus to the dissemination of new literature. The 
active participation of Hu Shi and Qian Xuantong together with other scholars 
added luster and glory to the literary revolution. In order to establish the new 
literature expressed in the sole medium of the vernacular language, the 
advocators of the literary revolution had to reject the Tongcheng prose written in 
the major medium of the classical style. Holding the historical view of literary 
evolution, the proponents of new literature contended that each period should 
create its unique literature and the current literature should value the vernacular 
literature that was close to times, society, human life, ordinary people, and 
natural feeling inspired from the reality. In doing so, the proponents of new 
literature are opposed to the old literature that worshipped the antiquity, 
neglected substance in writing, and moaned without sickness. The storm of 
literary revolution shook the dominant place of the Tongcheng prose.  

Although the representatives of the late Tongcheng School like Ma Qichang, 
the Yao brothers, Lin Shu and so on had undergone a series of historical events 
ranging from the abolition of the imperial examination, the reform of new school, 
the 1911 Revolution to the restorationist activity of Yuan Shikai, their academic 
doctrines of “learning from Neo-Confucianism and the eight masters of Tang and 
Song remained unchanged. Confronted with the cultural turbulence of the 
introduction of the western learning and the appearance of new leaning, they are 
                                                   
4 Qian Xuantong, 1917. 
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more accustomed to safeguarding the traditional culture instead of advancing 
with times. 

The adherence and attachment of the late Tongcheng School to the principles 
of the six classics, the books of Neo-Confucianism and the articles of Han Yu and 
Ouyang Xiu is not merely a reflection of their political attitudes but a cultural 
choice. It is, of course, related to the knowledge structure, profession, and 
livelihood. How can the Tongchong Scholars survive if they go against the trend 
of historical development? 

Compared with Ma Qichang and the Yao brothers, Lin Shu’s thought was more 
complicated. Lin became eminent when he was young. In 1897 when mentioning 
the reform to save the country with his friends, Lin couldn’t help signing with 
deep emotion, revealing his intention of supporting the reforms . At the news of 
the six gentlemen killed in the Reform Movement of 1898, Lin could not hold 
back his tears. After Lin took up translation, he expressed his patriotic sentiment 
in the preface to the translation, enlightening the country people by means of 
translation. However, Lin Shu showed a contradictory attitude towards the 
introduction of the western learning, to put it more specific, aware of the 
weakness of the Chinese learning, Lin felt the necessity to learn from the West, 
but once the western learning prevail over the Chinese learning, displaying the 
tendency of replacing the latter, Lin stood on the side of the Chinese learning 
undoubtedly to defend his own national culture. 

In the year of 1911, when the Qing emperor was forced to abdicate, Lin Shu 
revealed his inner feeling in the foreword to Weilu shicun 畏庐诗存 (Collection 
of Lin Shu’s Poems), thinking that “The revolution arms rose and the emperor 
had to give up his throne. What I saw and heard after the abdication all 
dissatisfied my heart.” Discontented with the political situation after the 1911 
revolution, Lin claimed himself to be a subject of the Qing dynasty. Since April 
1913 onwards, Lin paid his homage at mausoleum of Guangxu 光绪 emperor 
for eleven times. The persons he communicated with were mostly the traditional 
scholars of the Tongcheng School and the Song Poems School, consoling himself 
at poem society and academic gatherings. Lin considered the classical prose to be 
the essence of the Chinese learning, safeguarding and defending with utmost 
effort. 

At the end of 1917, Lin Shu organized a lecture on the classical prose in 
Beijing, teaching Zuozhuan 左传 (Commentary on the Spring and Autumn 
Period) and Zhuangzi 庄子 and imparting the methods of the classical prose. 
The next year, Lin criticized Zhang Binglin 章炳麟 who was one leader of 
revolution party and his students who were the main strength of the new 
literature. In 1906, when Lin gave lectures in Japan, oversea students including 
Lu Xun 鲁迅, Xu Shousang 许寿裳, Qian Xuantong, Huang Kan 黄侃, Shen 
Jianshi 沈兼士, Zhou Zuoren 周作人 all attended his lecture on Shuowen jiezi 
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说文解字 (Explanation of Simple and Compound Graphs) in which Lin hinted 
obliquely at Liang Qichao, the forerunner and initiator of the literary reform 
movement. The doctrine of Lin Shu who strived to defend the survival of the 
classical prose was completely incompatible to theory of the literary revolution 
advocated by the May Fourth Movement. 

In January of 1918, the editorial department of Xin qingnian was reshuffled 
with Chen Duxiu, Qian Xuantong, Hu Shi, Shen Yinmo 沈尹默, Li Dazhao 李大

钊, and Liu Bannong 刘半农 working as editors in turns. Xin qingnian after the 
reorganization started a new round attack against the old ethics and stale 
literature. On March 15th, Xin qingnian carried one article coauthored by Qian 
Xuantong and Liu Bannong, satirizing to the utmost the old literature like the 
Tongcheng School and the Song Poems School and directing the target of attack 
at Lin Shu and Yan Fu. 

In comparison with Lin Shu, Yan Fu experienced the turbulent changes of 
international situations as well as the ups and downs of his person fate, which 
brought this great thinker inexpressible suffering and predicament. In 1905, on 
his visits to the European countries, Yan Fu met Sun Yat-sen (Sun Zhongshan 孙
中山) in London, talking of the China’s future. Yan Fu maintained that top 
priority should be given to the education for the purpose of enlightening the 
country folks. However, Sun Yat-sen held a quite different view, saying that “You 
are a thinker, while I am a pragmatist” This conversation showed the vast 
disparity between Yan Fu who emphasized the intellectual enlightening and 
revolutionary leader who stressed the democratic revolution. When revisiting the 
European countries thirty years after Yan Fu studied abroad, Yan not only 
marveled at the increasing economic development in the European society but 
also felt disappointed at democratic politics and ethical principles in western 
countries. When Yan warned his students that the words of Confucius and 
Mencius can’t be abandoned, it is very difficult for people to admire his previous 
glory as a great thinker advocating science and democracy during the time of the 
Sino-Japanese War. 

The outbreak of the World War I outside and turbulent chaos of the political 
situation inside shattered his ideal dream of western civilization, making Yan 
place all his hopes on the traditional culture. At that time, Yan Fu had become 
conservative and opposed both the student movement and the new literature. Yan 
thought that only by returning to the ancient Chinese ethics and civilization and 
rejection of Western influence can save China. Yan despised the advocacy of 
ethical and literary revolution initiated by Xin qingnian. In the letter collaborated 
by Qian Xuantong and Liu Bannong, the authors only criticized Yan Fu’s 
translation but the words like “if it was made known to Yan Fu, he was bound to 
jump from opium bed, cursing ‘Damned it’” irritated him with great pain. 

In April of 1918, when the response of the collaborated letter by Qian 
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Xuantong and Liu Bannong was still in full swing, Hu Shi published in Volume 4 
of Xin qingnian an article “On a Constructive Revolution in Chinese Literature”, 
summarizing what had been achieved in the past two years of literary revolution 
and shifting the focus from criticism to construction. The purpose of Hu’s 
“constructive revolution” was to suggest the creation of a literature written in 
national language, calling on the literary men to produce the living literature in 
the vernacular. A national language might be established only after we had 
produced a literature in the national language. In May, the first novel written in 
the vernacular came out in Xin qingnian, marking the transition of new literature 
from theory into practice. From then on, Lu Xun produced a series of realistic 
works, becoming the founder and forerunner of new literature.  

Mocked to the utmost by the proponents of new literature, Lin Shu had to meet 
the challenge by publishing two novels written in classical language as a reaction 
to Xin qingnian camp. Lin’s hatred hidden in the novels was a mixture of 
divergence in academic interest with the new literature and personal factors 
provoked by the impertinent remarks from Xin qingnian. 

Later on, that is, on March 18th of 1919, Lin Shu published articles in 
Gongyan bao 公言报 (Public Speech Newspaper), expressing his vehement 
views that the doctrines of Confucius and Mencius couldn’t be overturned and 
ethical principles couldn’t be eliminated. Several days later, Lin Shu was 
severely attacked, becoming a target of public criticism. In the article “The 
radical fight between the old and new thought”, Li Dazhao proclaimed that the 
genuine youth who had awakened showed no fear those die hards and nothing 
could ruin the spirits of these youths. Meizhou pinglun 每周评论 (Weekly 
Review) reprinted Lin Shu’s Jing sheng 荆生 in full length and organized 
articles to evaluate and criticize it paragraph by paragraph in the next issue, 
meanwhile a special appendix was published with more than ten summarized 
criticism against Lin Shu selected from a dozen domestic newspapers. Lu Xun 
published the article to fight back in his grave and stern manner the opponents 
of the vernacular. 

Prior to Lu Xun, Chen Duxiu summarized blames put on Xin qingnian from all 
aspects of society and answer opponents’ charges against the magazine: 

 
It is merely because Xin qingnian is in favor of Mr Democracy and Mr 

Science that we commit the “monstrous crimes”. In order to defend Mr 
Democracy, we can not but oppose the doctrine of Confucianism, rules of 
chastity, stereotyped ethics and old fashioned politics; in order to safeguard Mr. 
Science, we have to reject the old art and stale religion; in order to support 
both Mr Democracy and Mr Science, we are compelled to fight against the cult 
of the “national quintessence” and the old literature. 
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In defense of Mr. Democracy and Mr. Science, the westerners have fought 
many battles and shed much blood before the two misters saved them out of 
darkness, leading them into the bright world. We are confirmed that only the 
two misters can cure all the darkness in Chinese politics, morality, scholarship 
and ideology. To ensure Democracy and Science, it is worthwhile to bear any 
opposition from government, suffer any reproach from the society, and shed 
any blood and lay down any life.5 
 
Encountering numerous criticisms, Lin Shu confessed in the newspaper his 

mistake of radical speeches on the one hand, but he declared that he would spend 
his remaining years defending the traditional literature on the other hand. In April 
of 1919, Lin published one article “On the Seesawing between the Classical 
Language and the Vernacular” in Wenyi congbao 文艺丛报 (Newspaper of 
Literature and Art), playing the same old tune that the classical language was the 
foundation of the vernacular. 

Just at the time when the two culture camps between the old and the new were 
in fierce state of opposition with swords drawn and bows bent. The patriotic May 
Fourth Movement broke out, which pushed forward the rapid development of the 
new culture movement, facilitated the wide dissemination of Marxism in China, 
and quickened the disintegration of the old and new culture camps. Impacted by 
the May Fourth Movement, the journals in the vernacular sprang into existence 
like mushroom after the rain. Almost all magazines, newspapers, and literary 
writings began to change to the new literary medium. Even those journals 
controlled by the traditional scholars had changed their stands, shifting from the 
classical language to the vernacular. The substitution of the vernacular for the 
classical language had become the irreversible trend. In 1920, the Education 
Ministry of Chinese Northern Warlord government finally issued one order, 
requiring all the Chinese courses for the first and second grades of the primary 
schools to use the vernacular from the autumn of that year. The vernacular was 
officially and popularly recognized as the “national language.” Accompanied by 
the establishment of the vernacular as a legal language, the new literature 
movement was surging forward irresistibly. 
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