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Abstract

In recent years many scholars have been studying the mod-
ern transformation of China’s literary criticism. But how on
earth should China’s literary criticism transform? As for this is-
sue, different scholars have different views. In the author’s opin-
ion, in order to understand this problem really, we should return
to the origin of the transformation genesis of China’s literary
criticism to study why China’s literary criticism has made the
transformation, how the literature critics have made the trans-
formation, why they have acted like this and also the enlighten-
ment that the transformation has showed on the development of
China’s literary criticism nowadays.

However, to study the modern transformation genesis of
China’s literary criticism, we should at first make clear two
problems, that is what the modern transformation of China’s lit-
erary criticism is and when the modern transformation of China’s
literary criticism took place. In any times the literary criticism
mainly consists of criticism subject, criticism target, criticism
text and criticism function, etc. Generally speaking, the change

of literary criticism method doesn’t mean the “transformation” of
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literary criticism because the basic “pattern” has not changed
yet, if the subject, target and function has not changed. For ex-
ample, as to the western literary criticism of the 20™ century, all
kinds of criticism methods rise one after another but they all be-
long to the western “modern” literary criticism. Only when criti-
cism subject, criticism target, criticism text and criticism func-
tion has changed essentially we can say literary criticism has
made the transformation. It has been a controversial issue when
on earth the modern transformation of China’s literary criticism
took place. Among all the opinions, the “May Fourth” version
has the most powerful voice, which is represented by all versions
of modern Chinese literature history and part of China’s modern
literary criticism history. However, the author doesn’t agree
with it. The modern transformation of China’s literary criticism
is not originated from the “May Fourth” period. For long time
China’s academic circles have fallen into a mistaken idea. The
modern transformation of China’s literary criticism should be da-
ted back to the late Qing Dynasty period between the beginning
of the 20™ century and the end of the 19* century.

Why has China’s literary criticism transformed in the late
Qing Dynasty? First it is because of social history crisis. In the
end of the 18" century, the governance of Qing Dynasty began to
decline and gradually fell into the serious social crisis. But facing
the serious social crisis, the scholars who study the Confucian
classics of ancient Chinese prose were at a loss what to do. The
decline of the Confucian classics of ancient Chinese prose in Qian

Long and Jia‘Qing period caused the rise of gentle study of Con-
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fucian classics of today, which made the ideological trend of cau-
sing to use by generation revive. The ideological trend requires
that the function of literary criticism changes. Second it is be-
cause of the spread of western science in China. In late Qing Dy-
nasty the western literature poured in in a large amount, thus
traditional Chinese literature was in a crisis and the
Confucianism’s orthodox status lost gradually. While the loss of
the Confucianism’s orthodox status caused the rise of new-type
education, which in turn fostered a large number of modern in-
tellectuals. The modern intellectuals become the subject, which
inevitably leads to the transformation of China’s literary criti-
cism. Lastly, it is because of the change of style. The main style
of traditional Chinese literature is poesy and novels are not paid
much attention to. While in the late Qing Dynasty the status of
novels was improved gradually. There is much close relationship
between literary style and literary criticism style, that is to say,
the development of literary criticism style depends on the change
of literary style. Therefore, when the target of literary criticism
changes, the transformation of China’s literary criticism is inevi-
table. The first two ones are the external reasons, namely, the
law of “disciplining by others” . While the last one is the inter-
nal reason, that is the law of “self-disciplining” .

How on earth did the transformation of China’s literary crit-
icism take place? That is to 1say what the route of the transforma- .
tion is. If we summarize China’s literary criticism in the begin-
ning of the 20% century and the end of the 19* century, it can be

divided into three categories. The first is the literature revolution
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represented by Liang Qichao consisting of “revolution of poem
circle”, “gentle circle revolution” and “revolution of novel circle ” .
The second is “western system applied by China” represented by
Wang Guowei, such as “Comment on A Dream of Red Man-
sions” . The third is the restoring ancient ways of literature re-
presented by Zhang Taiyan. The three kinds of literary criticism
have different literature ideas and advocating, but they all carry
out the modern transformation of China’s literary criticism. For
example, the subject of China’s literature criticism has trans-
formed from feudal court official to the modern China’s intellec-
tuals such as Liang Qichao, Zhang Taiyan and Wang Guowei.
The criticism target has also transformed. Before the late Qing
dynasty the target is poem and prose, paying no attention to nar-
rative literature. While today Liang Qichao held the banner of
“revolution of novel circle” high and Wang Guowei published the
article “Comment on A Dream of Red Mansions” and Zhang
Taiyan made the preface for “Hong Xiuquan’s historical ro-
mance” . Criticism text has changed too. The model of criticism
text of Chinese classic literature is preface, chronological re-
cords, appreciating language, poem and annotations etc. Liang,
Zhang and Wang have published some specialized essays on liter-
ary criticism that are different from those scattered in some chap-
ters and passages in philosophical works and also are different
from random notes and comments on classical poets and poetry
and annotations on novels and opera. The criticism function has
changed. The function of Chinese classical literature mainly lies

in maintaining feudal Confucian orthodoxy, gentle interconnected
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system and justice law etc. While for those literary critics such
as Liang Qichao, the key point of transformation of literary criti-
cism function is the appearance of people’s thought.

There are three routes for the modern transformation of
China’s literary criticism: the restoring ancient ways of literature,
literary revolution and “western system applied by China” . Then
why will they have different choices when facing abrupt social
changes and the conflict between Chinese and western culture?
Namely, what is the standpoint for them to carry out the literary
criticism transformation? In author’s opinion, the reason why
the critics choose their own different ways is that they are influ-
enced by the basic ideology of modern China. Liang Qichao and
others carry on the literature revolution is because of the enlight-
enment of evolutionism. Zhang ’i‘aiyan advocates the restoring
ancient ways of literature is because of his nationalism thought.
Wang Guowei’s thought is very complicated, so it is not men-
tioned in the text for the moment. Evolutionism and nationalism
ate the basic ideology of modern China, which has offered reason
and basis for all kinds of historical actions in modern China.
However, we can-not say Liang Qichao is only influenced by ev-
olutionism and Liang Qichao is only influenced by nationalism.
In fact, as modern China’s ideology, evolutionism and national-
ism have widespread influences but not only on some single per-
son or single type of person. It is an ideology of a whole nation.
For example, Liang Qichao is also influenced by nationalism and
Zhang Taiyan also approves evolutionism, except that their ad-

vocating of literary criticism is influenced relatively deeper by one
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of them.

What can we learn from the modern transformation of
China’s literary criticism in the beginning of the 20" century?
The author thinks that the final aim of the literary criticism
transformation is the scientificalization and people-orientation to
literary criticism no matter for Liang Qichao’s literary revolution
or Wang Guowei’s “western system applied by China” or Zhang
Taiyan’s restoring ancient ways of literature. Then we study the
development of literary criticism in the end of the 20" century.
In the middle of 1990s, a discussion of “the modern transition of
ancient literary theory” rose. In the discussion some scholars
think that we should rebuild Chinese literary theory system on
the basis of ancient Chinese literary theory or explain the modern
meanings of ancient Chinese li;cerary theory such as Cao Shunqing
and Tong Qingbing etc. Some people disapprove of the above i-
dea and think that we should develop literary criticism on the ba-
sis of modern Chinese literary criticism that has absorbed and
mixed together western literary theory such as Zhu Liyuan. Both
of the two ideas emphasize one of the modern factors of literary
criticism-scientific and want to make literary criticism become an
objective scientific study. The dispute of “literary subject” in
1980s aims to emphasize “people-orientation” of Chinese literary
criticism and disapprove the vulgar political criticism which looks
people as tools. The scholars in the end of 20" century choose
different ways to develop Chinese literary criticism but like the
former philosophers in the beginning of the 20™ century, their

internal target is scientificalization and “ people-orientation”,
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which are the inevitable choices of the modern transformation of
China’s literary criticism.

Key words: China’s literary criticism; transformation; so-
cial crisis; the spread of western science in China; style transi-
tion; literary revolution; western system applied by China; the
restoring ancient ways of literature; evolutionism; nationalism;

scientificalization; people-orientation
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