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To Our Readers

Since 1999 is the year we celebrate the 50th anniversary of the founding of
the People’s Republic of China, while also standing at the threshold of a new
century, this special Winter issue of Chinese Literature shows our readers
new works which shed new light on people’s changing lives and perspectives
in China.

Chi Li’s novella “To and Fro” has provoked a powerful response in China.
It is a story about one couple’s outlook on love and life, spanning different
eras and stages of life. The middle-aged protagonist, dissatisfied with his
conventional marriage after becoming a prosperous businessman, struggles to
find ideal love. He, his wife, mistress and those around them are all caught in
a complex net of quickly changing values. In contrast to this urbane tale of
love found and lost, 4 Fishing Legend and A House by the Highway are
simple yet poignant stories capturing the effects of recent reform and
modernization on the lives of the older generation in rural China.

On the eve of the new millennium, Chinese Literature has invited twelve
famous Chinese writers, names familiar to these pages, to each write a short
piece concerning his/her literary creation. They share with our readers their
thoughts on the phenomenal changes that have taken place in China’s literary
scene, such as: breaking away from overemphasis on politics (Jia Pingwa),
appreciating a writer’s “heart’s innocence,” “sentiment” and devotion (Chi Li,
Chi Zijian and Zhou Daxin). This does not mean that writers have isolated
themselves from society and the times — rather, they value thoughtfulness
and “peace of mind” (Zhang Xin), and never forget their responsibilities as
writers. They also show a clear awareness of and concern about international
literary trends, translation and exchange. Their views, though at times quite
personal, should reveal some of the current aspects and trends in Chinese
literature.
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CRITICISM

Reviewing Chinese fiction of the last two decades of this century, we get a
picture of extraordinary diversity with constantly emerging new trends as the
most conspicuous sign. Needless to say, rapid social change in China in the
New Era — namely, the period of reform and opening to the outside world —
have been both somewhat accelerating and limiting the evolution of Chinese
fiction, and under certain circumstances, non-literary influences may have
greatly expanded or reduced the narrative scope of novels and stories.
Nevertheless, internal literary and cultural factors exert a far more direct
influence on the formation and growth of the various trends in fiction. In the
past twenty years, Chinese fiction has undergone a transformation from
revival of realism, introduction of stream-of-consciousness, to emergence of
“modernist” fiction, “from root-seeking” fiction which has borrowed from
Latin American “magic realism” to avant-garde fiction in the mid-1980s, and
still later, to the “later generation” writers who have borrowed from European
and American post-realism. There has been an echo of almost all the
important schools and trends in Europe and the Americas since the mid-19th
century. With hindsight, we see that today’s Chinese writers’ inheritance of
and exploration in those Western genre of creative writing have their gains
and losses. In the process of reviewing the evolution of Chinese fiction in the
last two decades, this article attempts to give an academic assessment of those
gains and losses from a new historical perspective.

1

At the end of the first ten years of New Era literature, literary critics
summed up the main trends of that time with the terms “the conflict between
education and ignorance,” “the rediscovery and remolding of the nation’s
soul,” “the struggle against feudalism,” and “humanism.” These terms mainly
refer to the fiction coming out of the literary trends of “trauma,” “self-
reflection,” “reform” and “root-seeking” literature. Today, if we look back
and give careful consideration to the general situation in ideological and
cultural circles and writers’ motivations at the time, we may now encapsulate
those trends with the more general term, “fiction of national enlightenment.”
In fact, all the above-mentioned trends — from those reflecting the trauma in
the wake of past political movements to those trying to unearth the roots of
our national ethos — carried themes that were consistent with the ideological

6



CRITICISM

emancipation being advocated among thinkers and cultural workers, and
people’s concerns in regard to rationality, democracy and humanity.

In general, “trauma,” “self-reflection” and “reform” fiction represented
social enlightenment. The chronological sequence of their emergence
revealed the gradual deepening of this movement. “Trauma” and “self-
reflection” fiction were both historical criticisms of the “Cultural Revolution”
and reflections upon ultra-leftist political thought. This criticism and
reflection were carried out under the guidance of the political trends of the
time. Therefore, a great number of the “trauma” and “self-reflection” stories
contained implicit or explicit narration about the struggle between different
ideological trends: the disrupted psychology of ordinary people, the pain and
poverty of peasants; the morbid mentality of intellectuals in political
movements caused by incorrect policies on education or agriculture; and the
persecution of veteran Party and state leaders and intellectuals during the
“Cultural Revolution.” After “trauma” fiction, “self-reflection” fiction carried
on the political criticism of the “Cultural Revolution” and also deepened the
theme of the earlier trend, extending its description to a much wider range of
subjects than before. But the pain and hardship experienced by Party and
State leaders, intellectuals and the masses under ultra-leftist political
tendencies, and the distortion of basic human nature and interpersonal
relationships, remained the principal theme. Thoroughly and comprehensively
denouncing the wrongs of ultraleftism under the guidance of a correct
political line was still the main issue. However, as the economic reforms were
initiated and carried out in depth, writers began to shift their focus from
history to reality and describe the progress of the structural economic reforms.
This determined the dominant mode of “reform” fiction, characterizing the
conflict between reformists and conservatives (see “Manager Qiao Assumes
Office,” Chinese Literature, Winter 1982, p. 25). “Trauma,” “self-reflection”
and “reform” fiction spoke in a political language typical of the historical
stage of “bringing order out of chaos” and “reform and opening to the outside
world.” These literary modes provided enlightenment mainly on a political
level. In other words, their main purpose was to expose social and political
practices through literature.

To transcend politics, to dive into history and ponder the state of the
Chinese nation and its characteristics from a cultural and anthropological
angle — this was categorized under the “root-seeking” fiction that bloomed
around 1985. The emergence of this trend was attributed to the mentality of
certain intellectuals who, against a background of a society in transition to

7
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modernity and of Chinese and Western cuitural exchange, tried to stress their
national identity and developed an obsessive cultural nationalism. In line with
their cultural and literary ideology, “root-seeking” authors created a number
of works affirming and eulogizing the Chinese cultural spirit and the
traditional personality. This is exemplified in A Cheng’s “King of Trees” (see
Chinese Literature, Winter 1986, p. 44) and Li Hangyu’s “The Last Angler”
(see Chinese Literature, Autumn 1984, p. 40). Yet, while these “root-
seeking” writers appeared to lack self-confidence, in the mid-1980s when
“enlightenment” literature prevailed alongside the large-scale invasion of
modern Western culture, their cultural “root-seeking” was by no means only
cultural nostalgia. With the national culture being shaped by modernity and
fully enjoying its fruits, purist nationalist identities and efforts to prolong
national culture inevitably met with difficulty. This gave rise to the feeling of
“cultural shame” as expressed in Li Hangyu and A Cheng’s complaint: “On
one hand, I clearly feel how poor my national consciousness is, but on the
other hand, I have to defend it, fearing that without it I would have nothing at
all.” This suggested that the root-seekers’ preoccupied search for national
identity was illusive and their nationalist absorption held intrinsic
contradictions. Despite this, “root-seeking” fiction has a particular
significance for the evolution of Chinese fiction in the last two decades. It
developed a way of viewing history from a cultural angle, since by conceiving
whole works as symbols, it shook off meticulous realistic descriptions of
social phenomena in fiction and the assimilative nature of modern art. All
these have helped to bring about a pluralism in the creation of fiction in the
New Era.

Of course, “root-seeking” fiction was not the only trend to challenge
realism which had prevailed until then. The modernist elements emerging in
New Era fiction, their antagonism to realism, as well as their incorporation of
realist techniques in new fiction, are all just as admirable. Modernist elements
first made their concentrated appearance in the “Eastern stream-of-
consciousness” fiction of Wang Meng and others at the beginning of the New
Era. The mid-1980s found a prospering of fiction with genuine “modernist”
characteristics in consciousness, in literary spirit and in expressiveness. Liu
Suola’s “You Have No Other Choice,” Can Xue’s “Pallid Clouds” and Xu
Xingye’s “Themeless Variation” have been regarded as the works of “real
modernist writers.”
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2

“Root-seeking” fiction’s exaltation of basic life forces and denunciation of
certain deep-rooted negative characteristics in our nation and “modernist”
fiction’s depiction of non-rational experiences show their ardent humanist
passion. They reveal a desire to sublimate human nature and transcend
current existence.

Yet almost at the same time as “root-seeking” and “modernist” fiction
reached their height, a radical method of narration, calling itself
“experimental” fiction emerged, with Su Tong, Yu Hua, Ge Fei and Ye
Zhaoyan as the leading figures. Having deprived fiction of its subjective
judgment, human values and reliability in recounting of history, the
“experimentalists” bestowed upon the content of their writings a blank
nothingness. They held that reality is abstract and contingent, hence empty.
“All beings are fictions,” they say. For them, creation of fiction is no more an
art; it has deteriorated into a drill of various skills. Anticipative descriptions,
deliberate absence of detail, parody, irony and fragmental description of
senses together make up a playing with words.

Because of this playing with words, “experimental” fiction lost its
readership. And that is why it quickly declined after a short boom. But this
does not negate its legitimate place in history. It not only has given a sign of
what’s to come in the modernization of China’s own fiction, but one cannot
ignore its significance in enriching the modes of expression in contemporary
fiction and widening its vistas for development, as well as in influencing later
trends in fiction.

Post-realist narration in “experimental” fiction lost its readership because
of its obsessive adherence to technique and its divorce from social reality and
the times. So it was only too natural that in reaction, its rival, “new realist”
fiction, rose in popularity.

Emerging in the late 1980s, “new realist” fiction, with its realistic
descriptions, simple plotlines and tentative experiments in form, showed
marked differences from previous realist schools of fiction. Nevertheless, the
close intrinsic connection between them exposed the new as virtually
identical with the old.

The publication of “new realist” writings such as Chi Li’s “Trials and
Tribulations,” Fang Fang’s “Landscape” and Liu Zhenyun’s “Unit,” provoked
a considerable response. While talking about the motives in writing “Trials
and Tribulations,” in her essay “The Meaning of Writing,” Chi Li pointed out
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that good literature must “remove” those “old labels attached on to life” and
“tear up” “traditional literary attitudes.” In “new realist” fiction we witness an
overwhelming power that engulfs everything in society and everyday life. Just
“surviving” becomes ordinary people’s greatest aspiration.

3

“Later generation” fiction was born in the 1990s. The main authors of this
school are He Dun, Xu Kun, Liu Jiming and Bi Feiyu. “Later generation”
fiction covers a wide range of subject matter and represents various
ideological tendencies. But all such stories have a common kernel — an
emphasis on describing current social reality and people’s states of mind in
relation to this reality. With their pens the “later generation” writers vividly
reflected on deceit and corruption in economic activities, confusion and the
deterioration of intellectuals, the irrational eruption of desire in modern
metropolises, the debauchery and rambling lives of urban vagrants, and the
struggle for success of Julien Sorel-like adventurers and their fall — all these
aspects of reality and life in the 1990s are far more vigorously expressed in
“later generation” fiction than in “new realist” fiction.

Almost simultaneously alongside “later generation” fiction, sprang up
“feminist” fiction represented by Chen Ran, Lin Bai, Hai Nan and Xu Kun.
“Feminist” fiction carried on the tradition of Zhang Jie, Zhang Xinxin and
other women writers who portrayed the awakening of women’s consciousness
in their works at the beginning of the New Era. This tradition was greatly
reinforced in the mid to late 1980s and became fully realized as “feminist”
fiction in the 1990s. If women’s fiction of the 1980s bespoke only women’s
“gender consciousness,” “feminist” fiction of the 1990s went much further.
“Gender consciousness” in the former meant women’s awakening to their
existence, the affirmation of their worth, the experience of their own feelings,
and their demand for equality with men (in society, in daily life and in
relationships); in the latter, this consciousness was transformed into a “gender
narcissism.” In expressing this “gender narcissism,” “feminist” fiction imparts
a powerful verbal consciousness. But the “gender narcissism” of women is
not the whole message that feminist fiction conveys. Feminist writers have
also depicted the struggle between men and women with rich social and
humanist implications. Getting out of the closed world of women and
engaging in a dialogue or battle with a male-centered culture endowed
“feminist” fiction with a deeper and broader social and cultural significance.

10
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If “later generation” fiction was helpless in resisting the nihilism extant in
the society of the 1990s, then the “shock-wave realism” that flourished
around 1996 reflected the real life of the broad masses in the 1990s with an
unambiguous sense of social commitment.

Representatives of “shock-wave realism” are Liu Xinglong, Tan Ge, He
Shen and Guan Renshan. In fact, there has been no discontinuity in the
creation of realist fiction since the revolution in the forms of fiction of the
mid-1980s. Writers like Chi Zijian, A Cheng and Zhang Wei have persisted
in writing realist stories and have achieved remarkable success. Even today in
the 1990s, the realist works of Lin Xi, You Fengwei, Li Guantong, Liu
Qingbang and other realist writers still exert considerable influence. However,
thanks to its panoramic view of current society, “shock-wave” fiction reflects
reality and our times more closely. All social problems, like state enterprises
in transition, laid-off workers, corrupt officials, prostitution, confusion over
values in a time of transformation, demoralization and other harsh social
conflicts, are all mirrored in these “shock-wave” stories. Since the mid-1980s
Chinese fiction has never showed so strong a sense of social commitment and
concern for reality, and drawn so much attention from society. However,
“shock-wave” fiction has gradually revealed its shortcomings in the last two
years. It’s true that many “shock-wave” works take their stand with ordinary
people and uphold their point of view. For example, Liu Xinglong’s “Going
to Beijing Carrying a Load of Tea” exposes the injury inflicted on farmers by
the privileged social strata and the general mood of the society, and castigates
the inherent flaws of our nation. Liu’s “Life is Labor and Human Kindness,”
“Singing in Solitude” and Tan Ge’s “Lean Year” express their sympathy for
workers at a grassroots level. In his “Returning Home in September,” Guan
Renshan represents the new city-countryside conflict, praises the countryside
and calls for its protection. However, sometimes “shock-wave” writers call on
the victims of social evil to “share hardship” with the wrongdoers and be
tolerant, understanding or even appreciative of the latter’s base behavior. This
shows that they lack appropriate values while surveying social reality.

The continuous evolution of “shock-wave” fiction, the public’s love of it
and hopes placed upon it give us a responsibility to be “nit-picking” about its
aesthetic quality. We have found that some “shock-wave” writers need a more
thorough understanding of literature, some of them need more cultivation, and
above all, “shock-wave” fiction has so far not created “archetypes,” which is
a must for realist literature. “Shock-wave” writers tend to be content with
description of events and neglect the depiction of the personalities and
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