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Who Is the Father of the “Chinese Renaissance”?
Huang Yuanyong’s Influence on and Contributions

Controversy over Current Issues

to the New Literature Movement

Gong Gang

Abstract: In recent years, in the wake of reflecting on the New Cultural Movement, Hu Shi’s title of “the Father of
the ‘Chinese Renaissance™ has attracted more concerns than ever before. Indeed, Hu was a drniving force behind
this movement and made important contributions. Nevertheless, it remains a question whether he surpassed
many of his outstanding contemporanes and so deserves the title of “the Father of the ‘Chinese Renaissance™. It
1s a question because he was not the forerunner who first put forth the thought of a “Chinese Renaissance” and
even his new literary conception had originated from that of Huang Yuanyong, a newspaper publisher in the early
vears of the Republic and an advocate of “Chinese Renaissance”. Huang started to promote the “new literature”
before the May 4th Movement (1919), and he linked the European Renaissance with the revolution of Chinese
culture and literature before Hu Shi and before the publication of The Renaissance (Xinchao). He was a journalist
who first criticized and reflected on the incompleteness of the 1911 Revolution and the “evil nature” of Chinese
before Lu Xun, and he was also one who proposed and explored the concept of “modern-time literature”, His
works can be seen as the prelude of the New Cultural Movement, which promoted democracy, science and new
morality, and as the inspiration for such flag bearers of the New Cultural and Literature Movement as Hu Shi and
Chen Duxiu. His writing style was unique and innovative in the history of Chinese journalism, resonating with the
“new citizenship style” of Liang Qichao, both of them extremely significant in the history of Chinese literature.
More importantly, even though Huang was an advocate of new literature, he also loved classical literature and was
“nostalgic” for traditional aesthetics. His “new literary theory” was based on his standpoint as a reformer; it did not
have the radicalness of Chen Duxiu’s “theory of literary revolution”, nor did it repel classical literature as in Hu Shi's
“theory of literary evolution”. In essence, the “new literary theories” of Chen and Hu had to do with ontology, while
Huang's “new literary theory” was based on functionalism. As for Chen and Hu, modern literature should be new
literature clear and understandable, with vernacular as its carrier, while for Huang, the new literature is the path to
and tools of social reform in modern China. Standing on the height of literary ontology, Huang took the aesthetics
of the Six Dynasties as his tenet and praised the beautiful essays that complied with the Daoist law of nature and
expressed disposition. He promoted the new literature that took participation in real life as a main principle and
“plain arts” as its stylistic feature. The reason that he did so was that he was deeply concerned with spreading the
modern thoughts so as to awaken the masses of people. These were temporary and transitional literary ideas in the

time of big revolution.
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