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Abstract As a southern literature in China, Haipai Literature is rich with local 
characteristics. Nevertheless, it transcends any local restrictions at the same time, 
in the sense that it reflects the features of modern urban literature. Haipai 
Literature represents the earliest efforts and attempts of modern urban literature 
in China, manifesting the complexities of modern Chinese literature. As a new 
literary paradigm, Haipai Literature is not only flexible and innovative, but also 
adaptable to the modern urban life, becoming a modern mechanism of literary 
production and delivery. All literature-related systems, such as the earliest 
remuneration system, professional writers, literary magazines, newspaper 
supplements, were concentrated in Shanghai. These systems reflect from one 
profile the unique value and significance of Haipai Literature in the history of 
Chinese literature. To study Haipai Literature does not mean to reminisce, but to 
reexamine and make use of historical resources in the systemic innovation of 
modern literary mechanism. From the emergence and development of Haipai 
Literature, in the typological sense, it could be drawn that what kind of inner and 
outer premises are needed in the development of a new type of literature. 
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As a local kind of literary experience, Haipai Literature (the Shanghai school of 
Chinese literature) has been submerged in the flood of the long history of 
Chinese literature. It has been viewed by many as a parallel to other local literary 
branches, such as Jiangnan Literature (South-to-the-River literature), Dongbei 



Urban Space and Literary Type: On Haipai Literature as a Literary Type 217 

Literature (Northeastern literature), Xibei Literature (Northwestern literature) 
and Bashu Literature (Sichuan literature). The features of Haipai, if there are any, 
are said to be those of a young literature with excessive vitality and inadequate 
graveness, lacking a solid foundation. Actually, however, these claims reflect just 
one of the many profiles of Haipai. Indeed, compared with those ancient local 
literatures in China, Haipai is a young breed with much less cultural 
accumulations. Nevertheless, deviant from numerous local literatures in China, 
Haipai exhibits a unique type of vitality, by which it has transcended narrow 
local literary experiences and consequently shown up as a new paradigm of the 
development of modern Chinese literature. It is in this particular sense that 
Haipai, as a literary paradigm, deserves special concern. 

Historical Construction of Urban Space 

The uniqueness of Haipai can be best illustrated by the fact that it is a literature 
focusing on modern city life. In contrast to its modern urban background, almost 
all other local literatures in China are generated from rural backgrounds. The 
essence of the so-called “modern-urban-literature” is that it highlights the impact 
of modern city life upon one’s spiritual world. Moreover, different from ordinary 
urban literatures, Haipai literature is one based on modern metropolis. 

The reason of making such distinction lies in that there had been 
comparatively developed urban literatures in China, but they are utterly different 
from the modern school of Haipai. The documentary of cities in Chinese classics 
is traceable to the pre-Qin period: there were such records as “Ri zhong wei shi” 
日中为市 (A fair is held at noontide) in Yijing 易经 (Book of changes) and “Zhu 
cheng yi wei jun” 筑城以卫君 (A city is built in defense of the Lord) in Wuyue 
chunqiu 吴越春秋 (Annals of Wu and Yue). In other words, in ancient China 
there had been cities, consequently urban literatures at that time. The literary 
school of Haipai, however, was not based upon what on which traditional 
Chinese urban literatures were based.  

Haipai arises from the social and cultural relations based on trading, which 
have been developed contemporarily. Compared with traditional rural cultures, 
the contemporary industrial civilization based on trading provides a new way of 
material and spiritual production and exchange, featured by efficiency. 
Furthermore, based on a metropolis, driven by economic activities, contemporary 
urban civilization breaks up regional boundaries and consequently brings about 
efficient manufacture and exchange. Therefore, a fundamental difference 
between modern cities and traditional ones lies in that the latter are set upon 
political powers. To be more specific, the development of traditional cities 
usually experiences a shift from being military and political centers to being 
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economic and cultural ones. 
The military and political significance of traditional cities is the origin of their 

vitality and their basic functions. By contrast, it is not the case for the 
development of modern cities, the emergence of which is motivated by the need 
of trading. As a result, the development of modern cities usually undergoes the 
shifts from being local markets to regional trading and economic centers, and 
then to political and cultural centers. 

Shanghai reflects the common features of modern metropolis in its 
development. Before the First Opium War, Shanghai had nothing in particular 
compared with other southern towns.1 In 1843, Shanghai was only one of the 
five Chinese ports opened to international trade. In the following decades, 
however, taking advantages of its outstanding location as a port, Shanghai turned 
out to be the largest commercial city in both domestic and international trade in 
China. The passionate and rapid development of Shanghai was boosted by a 
myth of investment. Apart from the capitals from traditional trade on agricultural 
products, such as silk and tea, in neighboring areas, most of Shanghai’s capitals 
came from overseas investment. Among the foreigners coming to Shanghai, 
many were driven by commercial profits. 

According to the statistics, during the first year after its opening, there had 
been 11 British and American Banks, many of which owned real estate in Waitan. 
By the year 1854, foreign banks had amounted to more than 120; by 1876, the 
number increased to more than 200. In the 1860s, foreign properties in Shanghai 
exceeded 2.5 million pounds. Since the 1870s, Shanghai has been the largest 
center of international trade in China, taking 65% of the total amount of China’s 
international trade at the maximum, and 44% even at the minimum.  

Since the 20th century, foreign investment in Shanghai has been greatly 
accelerated. Almost all the big banks around the world have their branches in 
Shanghai. According to a 1927 survey, foreign investment (capitals, 
accumulation funds and bank deposits) in Shanghai rivals the total capitals from 
all domestic banks and financial institutions in China. In 1931 only, foreign 
investment in Shanghai was as much as 1.11 billion, amounting to 34.3% of all 
foreign capitals in China. Large amounts of international capitals were 
concentrated in Shanghai, especially in the foreign concessions, invested in such 
industries as textile, manufacture, print, traffic, electricity and communication— 
all were new and high-tech industries at that time.2 Supported by high-tech 
industries, such trading activities had made Shanghai grow at a miraculous and 
amazing speed. 

Shanghai’s attraction to outlanders is also witnessed by its massive growth in 

                                                   
1 Tan Qixiang, 1994. 
2 Zhang Zhongli, 1990, pp. 46–47; 59–60. 
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population. Before the port was opened, the population in Shanghai was merely 
several tens of thousands; after the opening, by 1852, it had increased to 545 
thousand in less than 10 years; in 1910, it exceeded one million, amounting to 1.3 
million; in 1933, it became 3.4 million, making Shanghai one of the 
most-populated cities around the world.3 Such large-scale and rapidly developing 
city was never seen in traditional Chinese society, and rarely seen even in the 
world history of city development. 

A special intellectual and cultural environment was created jointly by 
concentrated domestic and international investments, modern high-tech 
industries, throngs of immigrants, and the sampling effect of concessions. For 
those Chinese taking traditional rural life as their paradigm, “strange” should be 
the best word with which they could describe their impression of the social and 
cultural life in Shanghai. This strange sense arose directly from the sensual 
impressions of new comers to the city. The buildings in Waitan and the grand 
mansions in concessions brought new visual spectacles, at which any newcomer 
to the city was looking with astonishment. 

The astonished outlanders experience novel excitement and enjoyment in the 
race course, the gramophone, the dancing hall, the cinema, the western school, 
the western play and the social intercourse between man and woman. The 
development of humanities was also driven by the social trends and interpersonal 
communication stimulated by trading and newly-thrived industries. For example, 
the social class of compradors appeared in Shanghai at that time out of the need 
of foreign banks and international trade for specialized personnel. These 
contemporary figures not only engaged themselves in foreign trade and affairs, 
but also in the western values and styles of living. For example, in their daily life, 
they ate foreign dishes, used foreign goods, read newspapers and sent their 
children to western-pattern schools. These trends had initiated a new era in the 
history of the communications between Chinese culture and western culture4. 

In most places in China at that time, intellectuals had no other choices for their 
development except Imperial Examination. Therefore, frustration in this 
examination meant a setback or even a failure in life. In Shanghai, nevertheless, 
traditional Chinese intellectuals frustrated by Imperial Examination were offered 
extra opportunities in developed foreign trade and affairs, and consequently were 
led to a new path to development and success. For instance, Wang Tao 王韬, the 
international celebrity, had expected to be chosen as an official through the 
Examination, like any traditional Chinese intellectuals. But frequent failures in 
the exams forced him to make a living as a teacher in Shanghai. Wang was later 
wanted by the Qing government for his article “Shang feng tianyi Liu daren 

                                                   
3 Gu Zhaolin, 1996. 
4 Xu Mao, 1996. 
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bing” 上逢天义刘大人禀 (Suggestions to Lord Liu about the situation). Such a 
scholar, if living in the traditional Chinese society, would probably have no 
access to a splendid future. However, in Shanghai and later in Hong Kong, Wang 
got fame and succeeded in his own career by doing the proofreading for classics 
translated by foreign priests Walter Medhurst and James Legge. He traveled to 
Britain, France, Germany, Japan and Italy, set up publishing houses, and 
published Xunhuan ribao 循环日报  (Cycling daily). His acquaintance and 
expertise in international affairs were hardly comparable for his contemporaries 
in China. 

The personal and professional experiences of Wang Tao reflect from one 
profile the diversity and abundance of the social and cultural life in Shanghai. On 
one hand, many common-sense knowledge and beliefs originated from 
traditional Chinese society would probably be terminated in Shanghai. In other 
words, all traditional Chinese who wanted to settle in Shanghai would face new 
realities and challenges there. Therefore, they must be adequately prepared for 
adapting the local styles and rules of living, as witnessed by the experience of 
Wang Tao, who felt Shanghai to be “some mythical fairyland”5 when he first 
came to the city. 

In the following century, all newcomers to Shanghai, whenever talking of their 
impressions of the city, would mention that their experiences seemed to be 
terminated there or their lives had to be restarted. For example, Liu Neou 刘呐鸥, 
the representative of “New impression school,” was once unable to adapt to the 
life of Shanghai when he first came there, though he had been living in Taiwan 
and Japan. He wrote in his diary: “Shanghai is an awful place indeed. The people 
living here are interested in nothing but money and swanking. I have been much 
more stupid since I came here. My libido could be found nowhere, let alone 
inspiration, wisdom and imagination—a piece of wood I became.”6 One extreme 
example came from Lord Wu in the novel Ziye 子夜 (Midnight) written by Mao 
Dun. Lord Wu, a countryside gentleman of another place, had no urban 
experience of any sort. He could hardly adapt to the city life in Shanghai and 
finally lost his life there for extreme provocation. Of course, not all newcomers 
to the city had responses as intense as those of Liu Neou and Lord Wu. However, 
the records of newcomers’ lives in Shanghai reflected from different perspectives 
the sharp contrast between modern city life and traditional Chinese life. 

On the other hand, those Chinese, who had grown up in the particular social 
context of Shanghai, set up new customs and living styles which were suitable to 
a modern metropolis. For example, in this social community based on 
immigrants and commercial activities, the inter-dependence among people might 

                                                   
5 Zhu Weizheng & Li Tiangang, 1998, p. 3. 
6 Peng Xiaoyan, 1997, p. 16. 
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not be as fast and steady as it was in the traditional rural society. Moreover, the 
ethical relations and the love ties, which had been taken as the core of the society, 
might be loosened in the urban environment of Shanghai. For instance, in 
Haishang hua liezhuan 海 上 花 列 传  (The sing-song girls of Shanghai, 
sometimes also called “Flowers of Shanghai”) written by Han Bangqing 韩邦庆, 
which was one of the earliest novels about the city life in Shanghai, there were 
new manifestations about the emotional exchange between men and women. 

In a community as fluid as Shanghai, the traditional paradigm of life, with the 
husband responsible for outer affairs and the wife for inner affairs, was broken 
up by the flexible and speedy life in the city. The love between men and women 
in the city was usually described as being transient in novels. Men and women no 
longer pursued their only love in their lives, but the emotional experience in their 
communication. Thus, in novels focusing on city life, the perfect endings in 
traditional literary works were not important any more. Instead, the detailed 
psychological changes and spiritual experiences of the lovers were highlighted. 
For instance, in Haishang hua liezhuan, the description of the love between 
Wang Liansheng 王莲生 (a brothel visitor) and Shen Xiaohong 沈小红 (a 
prostitute) did not focus on the development of the clues, but on the complicated 
and subtle feelings in their emotional turmoil. This shift of focus might be 
understood by literature-historians as a mere change in literary skills. However, 
considering the real life of Han Bangqing in Shanghai, it should be the life itself, 
rather than the aesthetic pursuit, gave more stimulations to the novelist in his 
writing. In other words, the novelty of the city life in Shanghai and its intense 
impact upon writers drove them to portray the experiences they’ve never had in 
traditional Chinese society. 

This intimacy between life and literature explains the fact that the local news 
and happenings were taken into the early works of Haipai without any procession. 
Such phenomenon was frequently regarded by critics as the indicator of the low 
standard of artistry in early Haipai works. Nonetheless, it could be viewed as an 
exploration of Haipai writers in portraying the city-life experience beyond 
traditional literature. Just because these works were exploratory, it was 
unavoidable to find some imbalances between description and fabrication, and 
between narration and expression. Though the artistic standard of the works 
varied, all of them provided some perceptible airs of modern city life. 

Formation of Urban Literature as a New Type 

Haipai is obviously a literary branch based on modern metropolis, whose unique 
social and cultural environment provides soil and nutrition for this new branch. 
Apart from the life experiences and the spiritual beliefs, the social system and the 
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material conditions contributed to the growth of city literature. 
Many literature-historians are rather concerned with the cultural beliefs and 

personal experiences directly related with literary works, but unaware of the 
constant impact of the social system and material conditions upon spiritual 
production. Actually, it is not difficult to find in the development of Haipai 
literature that the sharp contrast between city literature and traditional rural 
literature is closely tied with the construction of the social system and material 
conditions of the city. In the history of western thoughts, it is the German 
socialist Simmel who first made it clear to take the impact of city life upon one’s 
spiritual world into the research field of sociology in his article “Metropolis and 
Spiritual Life.”7 

If it is obvious that modern cities changed the basic way of human life, it is 
also obvious that, among all factors that make a modern urban society, those 
having the widest, the steadiest and constant influence on human life were the 
factors related with social-system construction and material production. For an 
ordinary member of the urban community, he is not born adapted to all rules 
necessary for his survival in the city. However, whether he likes them or not, he 
must behave according to all rules imposed by the city system, e.g., traffic rules, 
policemen, and so on. All these rules in a modern city are system constructions, 
which could be regarded as either material symbols or cultural symbols of urban 
systems. 

Anyway, these symbols were neither seen in traditional Chinese society nor 
reflected in traditional literary works, but they became new literary images in 
Haipai works, such as automobiles, traffic rules and policemen. Moreover, the 
so-called modern cultural implications are in fact characterized by a series of 
cultural symbols of the urban system. 

For the literary field, the most outstanding material breakthrough was reflected 
by the development of the publishing industry. Modern cities changed the 
cultural domain of traditional Chinese society through the production and 
delivery of modern literature characterized by machine-printed books, 
newspapers, and magazines. It has to be pointed out that the thriving of the 
publishing industry was based on Shanghai. 

In late 19th century, out of the need of preaching, foreign missionaries in 
China set up some publishing factories and printed religious readings. By and by, 
some preachers with cultural insights and political ambitions were not satisfied 
by ordinary religious readings, but intended to import to China some knowledge 
of western thoughts, politics and cultures. For instance, it was stressed by British 
priest Williams in 1887 that “we are targeting at the public, including the 

                                                   
7 Simmel, 1971. 
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intellectual and commercial fields.”8 It could be drawn that these foreign priests 
were running newspapers and magazines with great enthusiasm. Just for one 
example: when Wanguo gongbao 万国公报 (All nations’ newspaper) was first 
published by the missionary Lin Lezhi 林乐知 (Young John Allen), it did not 
receive much concern; however, it aroused public attention for its timely reports 
in the Jiawu Battle and consequently became an influential paper9. For ordinary 
Chinese at that time, they might not pay much attention to those early readings 
published by foreign priests at first. Nevertheless, due to the increasing influence 
of cultural publications, not only upper-class Chinese scholars and officials, but a 
growing number of ordinary people became interested in them and even 
participated in the cultural activities of publishing. For instance, Liang Qichao 
梁启超 once argued for the importance of publication in his article “Lun baoguan 
youyi yu guoshi” 论报馆有益于国事  (On the benefits of newspapers over 
national affairs). 

Since late Qing dynasty, almost all important writers and thinkers had been 
involved in the industry of publication. Meanwhile, though there had been a 
boom of the industry, it could be noticed that a large proportion of the 
newspapers and the magazines at that time were rather short-lived. Besides the 
harsh political censorship of the authority, another important cause of this 
phenomenon was that a lot of intellectuals lacked the commercial mind and 
ability of running periodicals. How, then, should cultural complexities be 
integrated with business—this is the question for modern Chinese publishing 
industry to answer through practical explorations.  

Shanghai became the largest publishing center of China in late 19th century 
and early 20th century for a variety of reasons: rich experiences accumulated in 
commercial activities since contemporary times, numerous branches of foreign 
publishers, and thousands of writers from Jiangsu and Zhejiang. The publishing 
houses, supported by the most advanced techniques and management, paid their 
attention not only to the speed of production, but to the cultivation of reading 
habits in the society.  

The fashion of reading newspapers and magazines was initiated in Shanghai. 
The existence of readers is the strongest impetus of the cultural market. Without 
the command of the market, printing factories and other publishing organizations 
could not be maintained, let alone the modern cultural style characterized by 
newspapers and periodicals. Hence, the support of systems could be viewed as 
the premise of modern literature and cultural innovation, though its influence 
upon the latter was not as direct as the impact of the changes in ideas and 
personal experiences. That is to say, there would be no modern literature and 

                                                   
8 Gu Changsheng, 1981, p. 156. 
9 Wang Lin, 2004. 
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cultural innovation without this premise. For this reason, the early development 
of the publishing industry was material construction as well as system 
construction.  

One of the most important aspects of modern systems was the market-oriented 
literary production, which could best illustrate the modern spirit. Many earliest 
publishers in Shanghai had produced market-oriented publications. For example, 
Mohai shuguan published the first Chinese magazine Liuhe congtan 六合丛谈 
(Synthesized writings). Other intellectuals in Shanghai also tried to run their own 
literary periodicals. In 1892, Han Bangqing started the novel periodical Haishang 
qishu 海上奇书 (Marvelous writings of Shanghai), which was expected to be 
maintained through market distribution. Though market-oriented literature could 
not immediately produce mature works like those in traditional literature, it has 
to be admitted that market-oriented literature created another literary type. 

In traditional Chinese society, writers had no associations with the market. In 
other words, there were hardly any writers who made a living by writing, and the 
main purpose of their writing was to achieve success and fame. By contrast, 
when it comes to the contemporary market-oriented literature, the writing 
activities were directly tied with the economical benefits of writers. A large 
proportion of writers living in the city had no other source of income but the 
remuneration from their writings. 

The modern rules of writing remuneration in China just originated from this 
contact between writers and the market. According to relevant studies, the rules 
of writing remuneration were established in late 19th century and had became 
conventional by early 20th century10. Based on the prosperity of the publishing 
industry in Shanghai, the developed remuneration system could assure the 
incomes of writers. As a result, there came a boom of contemporary literary types, 
especially novels. According to the statistics, in late Qing dynasty there were 599 
novels altogether, among them 369 were published in Shanghai, taking 61.1% of 
the total; among the 608 translated novels at that time, 515 were published in the 
city, taking 84.7% of the total.11 

On one hand, the overemphasis on commercial profits resulted in the inferior 
quality and bad taste of some Shanghai novels. On the other, the intense 
competition dismissed those flimsy works as quickly floating clouds. According 
to the statistics, there were more than 100 novel publishers in the last decade of 
the Qing dynasty. In the early years of Minguo Period, the number decreased 
drastically.12 In the hot competition, some works with artistic values and realistic 
significance turned out to be the winners, becoming best sellers in the market, e.g. 

                                                   
10 Yuanjin, 1988, pp. 181–182; See also Chen Pingyuan, 1988, pp. 156–157. 
11 Chen Bohai & Yuan Jin, 1993, p. 67. 
12 Ibid, p. 76. 
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Nie hai hua 孽海花 (Flower in the sinful sea), which was “republished seven 
times or so within the four or five years after its first publication, with about 
20,000 issues”13. 

The large scale of novel production and publication led to an increasing 
number of writers on one hand, and a growing group of readers on the other. 
Such a huge literary market was not merely supported by some writers. Rather, it 
was sustained to a large extent by the reading fashion based on a steady and 
powerful social system. Virtually, influenced by old thoughts, novel was not 
regarded as a formal type of literature by traditional Chinese writers, who seldom 
if ever wrote novels. However, among the diversified literary genres in Shanghai, 
the one with most urban features and least traditional biases was not poetry or 
prose, but novel. There were several causes underlying the popularity of novels 
in big cities: the mundane themes of novel, its huge capacity of information 
which reflects the floating city life. Besides, another important reason was that 
novel writers and readers were both deeply influenced by the market. 

In order to make their works competitive, novel writers would always try their 
best to present new contents and apply new skills in their writing. Frequently, 
because of their devotion to the novels, readers would write to the editors to 
express their reading expectations, which were consequently passed to the 
writers. Due to the market effects, readers became increasingly aware of their 
position and influence in literature. Traditional writers, for their insulation with 
the market, were not bounded by the command of readers. By contrast, the factor 
of readers has to be taken into consideration in modern publications. The survival 
of urban literature relies on the consumptions of readers. Any works, no matter 
how excellent they are, will be abandoned by publishers if they have no market 
or good response in readers. Take Liuhe congtan for example: though some of its 
translated works were pretty good, they had few readers, so the publication of the 
magazine could not be maintained and had to be stopped finally. Haishang qichu 
had the same fate. Many literary publications were forced to quit the market for 
an inadequate source of readers, which was an outstanding problem during the 
developing process of Haipai Literature. Unlike Wenxue yanjiu hui 文学研究会 
(Literary study association), Chuangzao she 创造社 (Creation association) was 
not able to put forward new works systematically and constantly. The root of this 
was that the partner it selected was Taidong shuju, which could neither afford the 
advertisement for the works of Chuangzao she, nor efficiently promote its own 
publications. Thus, it is unavoidable that the magazine of Chuangzao she ended 
in failure. 

By contrast, Wenxue yanjiu hui chose Commercial Press as its collaborator, 

                                                   
13 “Xiaoshuo xinyu” 小说新语 (New comments on novels), in Xiaoshuo shibao 小说时报 
(Novel times), 1911 (9). 
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which was the biggest publisher in China. Commercial Press was not only rich in 
capitals, but supportive to writers. Works provided by Wenxue yanjiu hui could 
all get published by the Press if they were well-written and not contradictory to 
national policies and laws. Taking advantages of these favorable conditions, the 
series of works of the Association published by Commercial Press almost 
absorbed all best works of the most excellent writers of new literature in China. 
Some of the works, which might not be popular in the market at once, would be 
propped up by the Press if they were promising in the literary field. For instance, 
Xiaoshuo yuebao 小说月报 (Novel monthly), in the first year when it was 
reformed by Shen Yanbing 沈雁冰 (pen name Mao Dun 茅盾), was constantly 
mounting in its sale, with the maximum monthly circulation of 10,000. But 
before long, the circulation decreased sharply to 2,000 each month. Nevertheless, 
since new literature represented the direction of modern literary development, 
and could invite more writers and won more social reputations for the publisher, 
Commercial Press had maintained the publication of Novel Monthly until 1930s. 
As a result, so many writers of new literature emerged constantly that it was said 
that the literary field had been monopolized by Wenxue yanjiu hui14. The 
maturation of the market-based mechanism of Chinese modern literature, in 
which writers and readers were both influenced by the market, was undoubtedly 
achieved in the urban environment of Shanghai.  

Many may wonder that why Shanghai turned out to be the most active and 
fruitful area of literary production in contemporary China. Actually, it is not 
difficult to understand when considering the material and system constructions 
for literary production. In contemporary China, are there any cities which can 
provide so much convenience for so many writers and readers other than 
Shanghai? Obviously, Shanghai is the only city that is competent enough to be 
the leader of Chinese publishing industry, as far as the hardware and the software 
of literary production are concerned. Just because of the massive literary market 
of Shanghai, all kinds of literary themes, genres and skills could be contained; 
just because of the speediness of information transmission in Shanghai, all kinds 
of novel literary and artistic experiments could be imported or spread in the 
literary space of the city. For example, in China, the earliest attempts of 
consciously adopting western skills of novel writing were started in Shanghai. 
With reference to the flashback skills of foreign detective novels, some domestic 
detective novels became popular for their complicated and attractive plots. 
Jiuming qiyuan 九命奇冤 (A wronged case involving nine lives) was a good 
illustration. Similarly, many of the prevailing love stories in Shanghai were 
imitating the French work Camille. Even Proletariat Literature characterized by 

                                                   
14 Mao Dun, 1981, vol. 1, p. 363. 
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“revolution and love” was influenced by the foreign school of “RAPP”15. In sum, 
Haipai literature exhibits extraordinary flexibility and creativity in innovation 
and absorbing foreign cultures. Even today, this amazing ability of digesting and 
transforming deserves reflection. In fact, it is not because there were some 
unusual abilities of Haipai writers, but the social rules in a metropolis like 
Shanghai forced the city dwellers to bring into play their potentials to the 
maximum extent.  

It is the case both for writing and for reading. Driven by commercial profits, 
publishers were always developing the potentials of readers—they advocated one 
literary trend after another. The successive popularity of different literary trends 
had to rely on the financial support of publishers. Meanwhile, readers were 
constantly bringing commercial opportunities and profits for publishers through 
successive reading desires.  

For their own development, writers would try their best to bring into play their 
literary gifts and artistic imagination. Supported by the technical devices of a 
modern metropolis, the competitions among writers and different literary schools 
became possible. Therefore, in contemporary China, it is in Haipai Literature that 
we can see the fastest changes, the most abundant literary types, the most 
diversified literary phenomena and the most frequent successions of literary 
trends. Though each of the above aspects could be reflected in many other places 
of China, there’s no place other than Shanghai could contain all of them, which 
was perhaps the outcome of a modern metropolis. 

The Influence of Urban Literature on Modern Chinese 
Literature 

Though Haipai’s historical influence upon contemporary Chinese literature could 
not be summarized in a word or two, the contribution of this unique school may 
lie in that it provides new references and horizons for us to think about many 
issues in contemporary Chinese literature. It mainly refers to the market-based 
writing initiated by Haipai. In this particular sense was Haipai said to be 
representing a new literary type. When talking of Haipai in 1930s, Lu Xun 鲁迅 
and Shen Congwen 沈从文 pointed out in a depreciative tone that it was 
profit-driven and with a vulgar taste. Nevertheless, they were both aware that 
Haipai was a literary type that did not appear until the contemporary time, and 
that the invisible hand pushing forward the new literature was nothing but the 
market. 

                                                   
15  “RAPP” is the transliterated abbreviation of the “Russian Association of Proletarian 
Writers.”—translator’s note. 
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The fact that writers adapted their writing activities solely to the demand of the 
market no doubt has a negative effect upon contemporary Chinese literature. For 
instance, some writers strove for money by hook or crook, writing “dope novels” 
and love stories to cater for inferior tastes; some others did not hesitate to write 
purely for remuneration, making use of people’s privacy. They were all despised 
and called “intellectual scum” or “literary rascals” by decent writers. However, 
one important aspect of Haipai was frequently overlooked, that is, based on the 
continuous construction of urban literary space since contemporary times, Haipai 
raised some new questions with modern significance concerning literary theories 
from the practical perspective. 

These complicated questions may include: how do the three elements of 
literary production and consumption, i.e. writer, reader and publisher, interact 
with one another? How do they develop one another? These questions were first 
put forward in the urban literary space of Shanghai. Moreover, there are also 
theoretical assumptions on how to understand and interpret the modern type of 
literature, and literary production and exchange, which are all new phenomena 
arising from the urban literary space. 

In the space of traditional literature, the development of new literary trends 
was rather slow. By contrast, in the urban literary space, the emergence of 
modern literary trends and phenomena were like the constant breaking forth of 
a volcano. Especially after the May Fourth Movement, the literary trends in 
Shanghai were refreshed almost every year. This fast development and speedy 
extension of literary production would become impossible in any other 
Chinese cities other than Shanghai. The peculiarity of the literary space in 
Shanghai lies in the supportive effects of its urban nature upon literary 
development. 

Former studies of literary history always focus their attention on the influence 
of the inner literary factors (e.g., the characteristics of works and the ideas of 
writers) of a particular area (including Shanghai) on literary history. However, 
viewing from the outside constraints on literary types, it would be found that the 
material constructions for literary production and consumption, such as 
technology and rules, play an important and indispensable role in the 
development of literature. Just as what we observe from the growth of Haipai, 
manipulated by the market, its emergence, development and variation were not 
controlled by the so-called “advancement principle” or “correctness principle” of 
literature, but by the profit principle of the market. The profit principle of the 
market, in simple terms, is that all are up to the market. Those making profits in 
the market will survive, while those making no profits will have to quit the 
historical stage of urban literature sooner or later. 

A plain evidence of this principle is the fact that the new literature had taken 
over the literary field of Shanghai. Not a few writers of the new literature thought 
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that they were representatives of the advanced power in the history. Actually, the 
success of the new literature in Shanghai was not based entirely on the belief 
that the new literature was correct, but on the impact of the market. Therefore, 
when writers of the new literature, such as Luo Jialun 罗家伦, harangued in 
Xinchao 新潮  (New trends) and other magazines, criticizing some big 
publishers were lagging behind the time, these publishers were forced to adopt 
some writers with new-literature backgrounds, for there was a decline in their 
circulations16. 

Similarly, supported by the principles of the market, those traditional writers in 
Shanghai, referred to as Yuanyang hudie pai 鸳鸯蝴蝶派

17, did not disappear 
when the literary field of the city was controlled by the new literature. Their 
publications, such as Xiaoshuo shijie 小说世界 (Novel world), Hong zazhi 红杂

志  (Red magazine), Hong meigui 红玫瑰  (Red rose), Libai liu 礼拜六 
(Saturday), Ziluolan 紫罗兰 (Violet), etc., still had good achievements in the 
market. What’s more, the traditional writers were adjusting and altering their 
writing skills according to the demand of the market. For instance, the changes of 
Zhang Henshui’s 张恨水 novels in different stages were rather evident18. As a 
matter of fact, the new literature was also forced to change itself under the 
pressure of the market—Lunyu 论语 (Analects, edited by Lin Yutang 林语堂), 
Shidai huabao 时代画报 (Times pictorial, hosted by Shao Xunmei 邵洵美), and 
Liangyou huabao 良友画报 (Good friend pictorial, started by Wu Liande 伍联

德) were all inclined to the social fashions and trends. 
Therefore, in the literary market, both the traditional literature and the old 

literature need adaptation and adjustment. No writer is confident enough to claim 
the absolute correctness of his literary model. For their own survival and 
development, though having different ideas, writers of different Schools had to 
learn from each other, in order to make themselves competitive and able to take a 
share of the market. Of course, the market principle should be interpreted in a 
broader sense, especially when those historically significant works are concerned. 
In other words, the shaping effect of literary works upon literature should be 
evaluated in the long run. Some big publishers in Shanghai, such as Commercial 
Press and Kaiming Publishing House, have very good achievements in the 
long-term evaluation.  

In sum, as a new type of literary production and consumption, Haipai 
Literature raises countless topics for the discussion over the history of Chinese 
                                                   
16 Zhang Xichen, 1987, p. 102. 
17 Yuanyang hudie Pai, literally means “the mandarin ducks and butterflies school,” referring 
to a group of Shanghai writers who wrote popular love stories in late 19th century and early 
20th century, for mandarin ducks and butterflies are symbols of lovers in traditional Chinese 
culture.—translators note. 
18 Zhang Wu, 2006. 
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literature. Until today, the historical richness of Haipai Literature continues to 
extend and deepen our understanding of Contemporary Chinese Literature. 
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