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The Establishment of a History of Vernacular
Chinese Literature

Dai Yan*

From the national language movement in the late Qing dynasty to the of the National
Language Study Society in 1916, the consistency between spoken and written Chinese
and the unification with a national language arose as two main debates. At the same time,
between the vernacular Chinese movement since the late Qing and the inaugural issue of
La Jeunesse (Xin gingnian) magazine in 1917, two key subjects—using the vernacular as
the main literary language and realism as the future trend—emerged. These two originally
independent movements collided and joined force in 1918 to swiftly form the notions
of “national-language literature” and “literary national language”. The rise of national
languages in Europe during the Renaissance age and the existence of vernacular literature
in medieval China thus became the most important theoretical and historical support
behind these movements. The discussion of vernacular literature in the Chinese tradition
also informed the idea of “literary history”, which was introduced to China during the late
Qing and early Republican era, and fundamentally changed its course. First, the literary
history was written entirely in the national (i.e., vernacular) language, and the focus
was shifted to vernacular literature. Moreover, with the introduction of modern ways of
reading and studies—such as punctuation, historical criticism, and literary analysis—xiqu
and fiction, the genres that canonize the vernacular language, were elevated to the same
status as classical poetry and prose and became an integral part of the Chinese literary
history.
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