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Etching of a Tormented Age
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1. FAREVVELL, OLD CURIOSITY SHOP!

Since 1911, the life of the Republican Chinese has undergone a
transformation, perhaps unique in history. The civilization of ancient
China was like a great river running quietly through a valley of virgin
mountains. There had been vicissitudes, but nothing had affected any
change in its course. It had been left alone until the end of the last
century when this river, against its will, encountered the ocean of world
culture. Terrific turmoil resulted, which became swollen into tumultuous
rapids known as the Literary Revolution. The collapse of the Manchu
Empire was almost immediately followed by the abandonment of the age-
hallowed classical style. The vernacular was adopted in its stead. Before
that, the only official and academic language in use was couched in the
classical style. No one could hope to pass the imperial examinations,
the only stepping-stone to any decent career, without being steeped in
this style. But the classical was immeasurably different from the spoken
language. It usually took a good quarter of a lifetime to master its

rudiments. Hence, it was almost inaccessible to the man-in-the-street.
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This fact alone was insufferable to the Republican Chinese. It meant that
the great masses of China had scant prospect of education in any near
future, while the Republic urgently needed the support of intelligent
citizens. It meant that China would have to sail on in picturesque junks
while others kept fortifying ever new types of powerful guns on board
their battleships. No science had a chance of development if the people
were to be perpetually tethered to the white elephant. Threatened by a
neighbour that was being rapidly modernized, the young Chinese reacted
sensibly rather than sentimentally.

But the new style was not only more sensible. Being colloquial, it
was more expressive and spontaneous. Republican sentiment was truly
overflowing. Quite apart from aesthetic and linguistic considerations,
the fact that this innovation answered the demands of the young Chinese
sufficiently justified its existence. The revolt actually began in 1917 and
reached its climax in the Students’ Movement of May 4, 1919. In the
same year, about four hundred newspapers and magazines appeared in
this new style. In the following year, the Ministry of Education decreed
that the vernacular was to be adopted in all text-books for elementary
schools. This overwhelmingly successful reform has been proudly called
the Chinese Renaissance. In so far as it was an attempt to democratize
the written language as a result of individual awakening, it was a
Renaissance—and the first in five thousand years!

Many people think that the introduction of scientific inventions from
the West changed the outlook of China. But the translation of Western
literature in a broad sense, from Rousseau, Mill, Darwin, Spencer to
Bertrand Russell, actually had more positive influence on the reforms.
They taught Chinese intellectuals Science and Democracy: they revealed
the basic rights of human beings. The overthrow of the imperial regime
was a crowning success of political emancipation. The literary revolt was
a refusal to copy the models of the ancients. In the words of Dr. Hu Shih,

every age should have its own literature. The three principles expounded



