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Abstract. In traditional Chinese literature, "poetry" conventionally denoted
verse composed in classical Chinese. In the early 20th century, Liang Qichao
articulated the concept of the "Chinese nation". This triggered a modern trans-
formation for the term "Chinese poetry". This transformation involved not
merely terminological shifts but also conceptual expansion. The term increas-
ingly came to include the poetic traditions of all ethnic groups within China.
After the May Fourth Movement, the reform of Chinese poetry evolved. It
moved beyond the dualisms of "China vs. the West" and "old vs. new." Instead,
it began to foreground questions of national character, ethnic expression, and
cultural subjectivity. By the 1940s, debates precipitated over the "national
form" of Chinese poetry. During this time, modern literary thought achieved a
twofold breakthrough. Externally, it established the subjectivity of national
culture. It also curbed the excesses of "Europeanization" in literary form. Inter-
nally, it reconstructed the concepts, categories, and expressive systems of Chi-
nese poetry. This was done by incorporating the literary traditions, writers, and
works of all ethnic groups into the category of "Zhonghua poetry " (JPEEZFHK).
This process laid the conceptual foundation for a "community" of modern and
contemporary Chinese poets. Furthermore, it constructed the textual practices,
theoretical discourse, and social value system of modern and contemporary
Chinese poetry. This construction was viewed from the standpoint of the litera-
ture of the Chinese nation.

Keywords: Zhonghua poetry ([P EEZFHX), Chinese nation, Liang Qichao, Na-
tional form, Multiethnic literary perspective, Poetics of community

1 Introduction

Since the late Qing, classical Chinese literature entered an accelerated process of
"modern" transformation amid the convergence of Chinese and Western learning and
the eastward transmission of Western knowledge. Poetry, which had long stood at the
core of dynastic political and ethical culture and was believed capable of "moving
Heaven and Earth and stirring ghosts and spirits" [!'was the first genre to be trans-
formed. Under the impetus of the "poetic revolution" and the "vernacular poetry
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movement," Chinese poetry rapidly evolved from classical poetry into modern ver-
nacular poetry. Beyond changes in meter, language, and form, earlier conceptions of
poetry—such as Han-dynasty yuefu, Tang poetry, and Songlyrics, each associated
with a particular dynastic order—also began to undergo terminological and conceptu-
al transformation within broader projects of constructing the Chinese nation and the
modern state. "Chinese poetry" and "Zhonghua poetry (FEEZFHK)"! gradually en-
tered the discursive center of literary creation and scholarship. After the Yan'an Fo-
rum on Literature and Art in the 1940s and the debates over "national form," poetry
became a literary concept aligned with the modern nation-state, completing the shift
from "each age has its own literature" to "each nation has its own literature." At the
same time, it became deeply connected with the national literary consciousness that
emerged alongside the idea of the "Chinese nation," there by establishing the dis-
course, concepts, and categories of a Chinese literary community from the dual per-
spectives of historical tradition and contemporary creation.

2 The ""Poetic Revolution" to the Proposal of '"National Poetry"
The transformation of "Zhonghua poetry (FPEEEFHK)" from poetry written solely in
classical Chinese into a multiethnic poetic formation began with the late-Qing pro-
posal of the "Chinese nation" and the awakening of an awareness of "national poetry."
The central trajectory of late-Qing poetics was a movement away from understanding
"Chinese poetry" as a refined pursuit of literati toward viewing "national poetry" as a
spiritual vehicle of a multiethnic community. The construction of the concept of the
"Chinese nation" and Liang Qichao's literary thought were the decisive forces behind
this transformation.?! After China's defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War, the country
was thrust into a crisis of national survival. This crisis propelled the modernization of
traditional poetics, and the poetic revolution became a crucial occasion for poetry to
shift from literati exchange to a medium of national spirit. In 1899, Liang Qichao
formally advanced the slogan "poetic revolution" in Travel Notes from Hawaii (Z/Z
FE3Fzr), declaring that "unless China has a revolution in poetry, the poetic enterprise
will nearly perish."(ZAIEA sFFLEdy » RIEFEYAE4E)“ He established a program
that placed "new artistic conception” first, "new diction" second, while also requiring
that "the style of the ancients be incorporated."(55 —ZE ¥ =Z 15 » 55 " B=EH] > i
NZEDIH A2 JBF& A2 )#This program defined the direction of poetry's formal
modernity while also implying a latent demand that literature gather and consolidate
national strength.

Poetic practice around the Hundred Days' Reform responded to the embryonic
tendency of "national poetry" through innovation in subject matter and language. In
Renjing lu shicao zixu (Author's Preface to the Poems of Renjing Lu)( A S5 &7 7 5./5),

I Chinese poetry is a broad linguistic and literary term referring to all poetry composed in the Chinese
language throughout history. By contrast, Zhonghua poetry (F1#E#F5X) is a modern nationalist coinage
that reconstructs poetic tradition as a core component of Zhonghua national culture, serving the ideo-

logical construction of a unified modern Chinese nation-state.



1220 Y. Liet al.

Huang Zunxian argued that "things unknown to the ancients, realms never opened
before, and what the eyes and ears have encountered should all be written down."(ty

ANKEFZY) - K25 - HHARRE - B0 =E2>)P is Riben zashi shi (Poems on
Miscellaneous Subjects from Japan)( H K f#ZEzF)broke through traditional bounda-
ries by adopting overseas subject matter, thus corresponding to Liang Qichao's early
idea of "literature as world literature," according to which literature should confront
new phenomena in the world and expand the boundaries of cognition. Jiang Zhiyou's
Rousseau (/E#%)inserted new Western terms such as "social contract” and "freedom,"
while Tan Sitong's Jinling ting shuofa (Listening to the Dharma in Jinling) (<2 /E8Z1
JA)incorporated transliterated vocabulary. Both practices echoed the central claim of
Liang Qichao's "new citizen" thought: literature should enlighten the people. Togeth-
er, they infused poetry with a modern consciousness of the nation-state.

Although early poetic practice gradually absorbed elements of national conscious-
ness, a conception of a multiethnic poetic community had not yet taken shape at this
stage. Contemporary documents show that the "three outstanding figures of the mod-
ern poetic world" discussed in Liang Qichao's Remarks on Poetry from the Yinbingshi
Shihua (Yinbing Studio's Poetry Critique)( Bk Z 7575 were all Han literati, and their
works were mostly old-style poems in classical Chinese. Likewise, the overseas writ-
ings of Huang Zunxian and Kang Youwei did not depart from the forms of Han poet-
ry or from a Han-centered horizon. Minority cultural traditions had not yet entered the
category of poetry. This remained markedly distant from the later pattern of the "plu-
ralistic unity of the Chinese nation" articulated by Liang Qichao, and it also indicates
that the semantic expansion of "national poetry" still required a breakthrough at the
level of national conception.

The proposal of the concept of the "Chinese nation" provided the central theoreti-
cal support for expanding the meaning of "national poetry." In 1902, Liang Qichao
published On the General Trend in the Transformation of Chinese Academic Thought
(G P B2 i AR > A 2Z)in New Citizen Journal (7 FC5%7%), emphasizing the
unity of the Chinese community from both cultural and genealogical perspectives. As
early as 1902, Liang Qichao began to employ and elaborate the concept of the "Chi-
nese nation" in On the General Trend in the Transformation of Chinese Academic
Thought. In 1905, he further systematized this idea in An Observation of the Chinese
Nation in History (fFZL_F PEJRE #7%9), explicitly stating that "the Chinese na-
tion was never originally a single race; it was in fact formed through the mixture of
numerous ethnic groups." (FEEREEHEAIE—IE - BHSHRE AT H)Y
This proposition broke through a monoethnic perspective, established the conceptual
foundation for a multiethnic communal imagination in poetry, and pushed the term
"Chinese poetry" toward "national poetry."[]

The practices of late-Qing literary associations and poetic advocacy translated the
cohesive function of "national poetry" into concrete form. In A Refutation of Kang
Youwei's Essay on Revolution (57575 s 72, Zhang Binglin emphasized that
"nationalism, since the age of primeval human beings, has already existed latently in
its root nature." (REFFE > BEAHEAZH » HRMEEEEF) "By linking po-

etry with the lifeblood of the nation, Zhang's position resonated with Liang Qichao's



From “New versus Old” to “Nation’’: The Historical Construction ... 1221

view of "literature as an instrument of collective governance,” according to which
literature should gather the national spirit. In 1909, the Southern Society was founded.

From the poetic revolution to the eve of May Fourth, the concept of "national po-
etry" completed its transformation from affective outcry to rational construction. In
Remarks on Poetry from the Remarks on Poetry from the Yinbingshi Shihua (Yinbing
Studio's Poetry Critique) (/K Z775%),Liang also emphasized in his ongoing discus-
sions in Yinbingshi Shihua (Yinbing Studio's Poetry Critique)( B /K =& 7F
z%)that"revolutionaries should revolutionize the spirit, not the form," (a3 & EE
FE > JEEHEIP ) Wthereby linking poetic reform to the remaking of national spirit
and continuing the core claim of his "affective poetics": literature cultivates the spirit
of the citizenry. Huang Zunxian's poetry was celebrated as "poetic history" because it
recorded late-Qing historical events, aligning with Liang's claim that literature should
reflect national reality. Zhang Binglin's Guogu Lunheng (Critical Essays on Chinese
National Heritage)( /5777 #)elevated poetics to the level of national survival. To-
gether, these developments increasingly clarified poetry's national belonging and its
consciousness of community.[®!

In summary, the transformation of late-Qing poetics clearly reveals the formation
of the concept of "national poetry." Beginning with the formal innovation and en-
lightenment demands of the "poetic revolution," and supported theoretically by the
concept of the "Chinese nation," late-Qing poetics moved through the expansion of
subject matter, the awakening of consciousness, and the deepening of practice, ulti-
mately completing the core transition from "Chinese poetry" to "national poetry."
This transition not only changed poetry from a refined literati pursuit into a carrier of
national spirit, but also brought "Zhonghua poetry (H1#EzFK)"—as a communal
concept encompassing the traditions of all ethnic groups—into its embryonic stage,
laying the discursive and categorical foundations for the later integration and devel-
opment of multiethnic poetry.

3 The "New Poetry Movement" to the Turn toward
"Popularization"

With La Jeunesse(#r2Z+F)as its central platform, the May Fourth New Culture
Movement launched the vernacular new poetry movement, which to a certain extent
inherited the formal innovations advocated by the late-Qing poetic revolution. [°! In
response to Lin Shu's opposition to writing poetry in the vernacular, Hu Shi composed
and published Trying Set( Ez7#)in 1917, this collection, the first collection of ver-
nacular poetry, advocated breaking the metrical constraints of traditional classical
poetry. Influenced by Western poetics and traditional Chinese culture, Guo Moruo, in
Nii shen (The Goddesses)( % 7#), borrowed Whitmanian free verse to express indi-
vidual passion while also using mythological and historical subject matter to allego-
rize the birth of a new China. Though termed "Chinese" ,poetry leaned heavily toward
Westernization.In response to this tendency, Hu Shi proposed "eight principles" in
Preliminary Discussion of Literary Reform( X 22¢ R 25:%), emphasizing the need to
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dismantle the formal constraints of classical poetry and thereby establishing language
and form as the breakthrough point for the development of new poetry. At the same
time, Chen Duxiu proposed the "three great principles" in On Literary Revolution(
ZH 7)), seeking to build a national literature and implicitly connecting literary
construction in this period with the construction of national spirit and modern national
identity. Parallel to May Fourth trends, the Peking University folk-song movement
urged new poetry to embrace folk roots. Through the collection and organization of
folk songs and ballads, the movement introduced folk rhythms and linguistic forms
into new poetic creation, providing precious indigenous national resources for the
modernization of new poetry and expanding the ethnic and conceptual horizons of
Zhonghua poetics.

Post-1918, Zhonghua poetry (F1EEZFHX) turned toward China's national condi-
tions, anchored by the Crescent School and Chinese Poetry Association.In 1926, Wen
Yiduo published On the Rhythm of Poetry (777715 /#)in Engraving of Poetry (/&Z# -
5%#%). His essay made clear that "Zhonghua poetry (JFEEZFFER)" should become a
new localized poetic form produced through the integration of Chinese and Western
elements. By incorporating national suffering into the expression of the new poetry's
metrical movement, Wen helped deepen the national character of poetry as it ex-
panded from "vernacular language" to such aesthetic dimensions as "meter," "image,"
and "emotion." Under the leadership of the League of Left-Wing Writers, Pu Feng
and others raised the slogan of "poetic popularization,”" arguing that poetry should
reflect national suffering and real social struggle. They advocated the use of colloqui-
al expressions, folk songs, drumlyrics, and children's rhymes as national forms of
creation, so that poetry might truly become a "popular song." This further emphasized
that new poetry should reflect national reality and carry the emotions of the people
through accessible expression, thereby pushing new poetry comprehensively toward
localization in language, form, and spiritual core. In A Layman's Talk on Poetry
(Menwai Tanshi)(FPH9M85F), Zheng Boqi sharply criticized the "Europeanized fla-
vor" of new poetry and stressed that new poetry must take root in national life and
indigenous aesthetics rather than mechanically imitate Western poetics.

In the mid-1930s, the North China Incident broke out, and the national crisis inten-
sified to an unprecedented degree. National salvation became the central literary issue
of the time, and the exploration of the national character of Zhonghua poetry (H1 &5
#Hentered the field of discussion among numerous writers under the pressure of po-
litical circumstances. During this period, the evolution of Zhonghua poetry ({HZEsF
#)centered on two major poetic currents: the movement for the popularization of
literature and art, and the national defense poetry movement.

The movement for the popularization of literature and art was led by the League of
Left-Wing Writers, with major representatives including Qu Qiubai, Mao Dun, and
Lu Xun. It aimed to bring contemporary literature into closer relation with the people
and to make literature more accessible and closer to everyday life.

In The Practical Problems of Popular Literature (Dazhong Wenyi de Xianshi Wen-
)RR EAVIR B RH), Qu Qiubai criticized the "Europeanized" poetic style for
its estrangement from national life and called for the use of the "language of the
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masses" to construct a poetic language nationalized for the Chinese nation. Thereafter,
Mu Mutian, Pu Feng, Ren Jun, and other national poets argued that poetry should
attend to the liberation of the Chinese nation and strengthen national consciousness
through plain language and forms accessible to the people, thus pushing Zhonghua
poetry (FPEEZFER) further away from minority-oriented Westernized poetics and back
toward indigenous Chinese poetics.

From May Fourth to the full-scale outbreak of the War of Resistance in 1937,
Zhonghua poetry (FHEEZFEX)quietly but steadily deepened around the new poetry
movement and the question of national character. The literary revolution and debates
over national literature established the background of national awakening for new
poetry. The Peking University folk-song movement and the movement for the popu-
larization of literature and art shifted the center of Zhonghua poetics from imitation of
Western learning toward indigenous folk resources.!®'The movement for the populari-
zation of literature and art further deepened the shift in Zhonghua poetics from formal
innovation to national spirit and national literature, strengthening the Chinese national
character of poetry. With poetic movements as its vehicle and poetic debate as its
driving force, the national subjectivity of Zhonghua poetry (FHEEzF i )was continual-
ly enhanced. This process not only completed the aesthetic transformation of modern
new poetry, but also laid an important foundation for national cultural identity and the
subsequent construction of a poetic system.

4 Integration: From the Debate over "National Form' to the
New Yan'an Literary Tradition

After the outbreak of the War of Resistance against Japan, the debate over "national
form" and the convening of the Yan'an Forum on Literature and Art ultimately com-
pleted the integration of the concept of "Zhonghua poetry (FFEEZFHK)" from a
Han-centered subject into a multiethnic poetic community. At the moment when the
war broke out on a full scale, the literary and artistic world urgently needed to
strengthen national identity under wartime conditions. The ensuing debate over "na-
tional form" prompted the concept of "Zhonghua poetry (FHEZFH)" to shift from a
single Han subject to a plural multiethnic community, and ethnic minority poets be-
gan to enter the mainstream of poetic creation.Mao Zedong's 1938 formulation of
"Chinese style and Chinese manner" at the Sixth Plenary Session of the Sixth Central
Committee of the Chinese Communist Party provided direction for the localized de-
velopment of "Zhonghua poetry (FHEEZFEK)," emphasizing the need to break through
the constraints of Western poetics and establish a poetic paradigm capable of ex-
pressing China's distinctive cultural experience. The debate spread across major war-
time cultural hubs with numerous scholars and essays involved, shifting its focus from
the role of folk forms to the integration of all ethnic groups' folk literary traditions.In
this way, the semantic boundaries of "Zhonghua poetry (F1HEZFHK)" were expanded
to include multiethnic literary creation. In 1939, Ai Siqi explicitly proposed that es-
tablishing a literary-theoretical model suited to China's conditions was an urgent task.
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Through this debate, "Zhonghua poetry (F1HEZFHRK)" successfully achieved a turn

away from Westernization. The establishment of national-cultural subjectivity ena-
bled minority poets to move from the margins of the literary field toward its center.
The Yan'an Forum on Literature and Art, convened in 1942, was of decisive sig-
nificance. In Talks at the Yan'an Forum on Literature and Art (7F4EZ X E B & [
HI3%5%), Mao Zedong systematically constructed a multiethnic value model for
"Zhonghua poetry (1 ZEZFHK)"and clarified that literature and art should serve work-
ers, peasants, and revolutionary armed forces.This important formulation fundamen-
tally transformed the audience of poetry, shifting it from the traditional elite to the
masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers, and thereby changing the value orientation
of poetry from aesthetic autonomy to social function. Mao emphasized the need "to
stand on the position of the proletariat and the masses of the people." This position
situated poetic creation within the dual dimensions of national liberation and class
revolution, providing the political-cultural foundation for the integrated development
of multiethnic poetry. The publication of Talks at the Yan'an Forum on Literature and
Art (FFHEZ X EpE 68 [ H7#37)signaled the formalestablishment of the value

e

model of "Zhonghua poetry (FHEEZFHK)." Minority poets underwent a change in iden-
tity from "objects of representation" to "creative subjects,”" and the idea of a multieth-
nic poetic community entered the stage of institutional implementation.

The rise of folk-song-style narrative poetry and the movement to collect frontier
folk songs enabled the creative practice of "Zhonghua poetry (FFEEZFER)" to com-
plete a substantive integration, moving from old-style Han writing toward multiethnic
folk resources. Minority poets began to participate as subjects in the construction of
"Zhonghua poetry (FHEESFHR)." In 1946, Li Ji's Wang Gui and Li Xiangxiang (L&
HIZEFF)was published in Jiefang Daily (FZj¢ H#7).Adopting the xintianyou folk
form, this near-800-line narrative intertwines love, revenge, and revolution. At the
time, the literary world praised the work as "a milestone in the history of new poetry
since May Fourth," marking the formal entry of folk-song-style narrative poetry into
the mainstream genealogy of "Zhonghua poetry (FFZEEZFER)." Li Ji's creative prac-
tice embodied the literary line of "from the masses, to the masses." The Mongolian
poet Na. Saiyinchaoketu returned to China in 1941 and wrote a large number of po-
ems, inheriting the concision, regularity, and musicality of Mongolian classical poetry
and folk song. Buhe entered Yan'an in 1939 and joined the Chinese Communist Party
in 1942; his poetry and prose collection Comfort Bag (/%&1/H/4$)wrote revolutionary
narratives from a Mongolian perspective. Yan'an literary and artistic workers also
launched a movement to collect frontier folk songs, incorporating the oral traditions
of Mongolian, Tibetan, Hui, Miao, and other ethnic groups into poetic resources. The
publication of Wang Gui and Li Xiangxiang (& #1737 Z)and the participation of
minority poets meant that the concept of "Zhonghua poetry (FFZEEZFER)" completed
multiethnic integration at the level of creative practice. The subjects of poetic creation
expanded from Han literati to poets of all ethnic groups, and the multiethnic poetic
community moved from theoretical conception into creative practice.

From the victory of the War of Resistance to the eve of the founding of the Peo-

SEEa

ple's Republic of China, "Zhonghua poetry (FZEZFHK)" completed the establishment
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of its subjectivity, the integration of multiple ethnic traditions, and the reshaping of its
value model. It underwent a three-stage progression—from "national poetry" con-
sciousness to "pluralistic unity"—matured via three dimensions: the ideological
foundation of the Yan'an Talks, the creative practices of figures like Li Ji, and the
material resources of frontier fieldwork. This transformation manifested itself in a
terminological evolution from "Chinese poetry" to "Zhonghua poetry (FPEEZFER)"
and then to a "community of Zhonghua poetry (FFFEZFEHR)"; in the expansion of the
creative subject from Han intellectuals to poets of all ethnic groups; and in the shift of
value orientation from literati refinement to service to the people. By the end of the
1940s, the concept of "Zhonghua poetry (FHEEZFFK)" as an integrated framework
encompassing multiethnic poetic traditions had gradually taken shape and become
structurally mature. Minority poets moved from the margins to the center, and the
idea of a poetic community matured after stages of emergence and exploration, laying
the discursive model, artistic form, and value foundation for the multiethnic poetic
ecology of the new China.

5 Conclusion

Between 1895 and 1949, the concept of "Zhonghua poetry (FFEEZFER)" underwent a
historic transformation from poetry written in classical Chinese to a multiethnic poetic
community. This transformation unfolded in three broad stages. In the first stage,
Liang Qichao's proposal of the concept of the "Chinese nation" prompted poetry to
move beyond the horizon of Han literati, and the consciousness of "national poetry"
first emerged. In the second stage, the Peking University folk-song movement brought
the oral poetry of Mongolian, Miao, Tibetan, and other minority groups into the scope
of collection, thereby opening, in practice, the multiethnic boundaries of "Zhonghua
poetry (FHZEZFHR)." In the third stage, the debate over "national form" and the Yan'an
Forum on Literature and Art established the creative direction of "Chinese style and
Chinese manner." Practices such as Li Ji's Wang Gui and Li Xiangxiang (1 & H#1EZ
Z9U% and the poetry of Na. Saiyinchaoketu enabled minority poets to transform from
"objects of representation" into "creative subjects," and "Zhonghua poetry (H1EEEF
)" formally became an integrated concept encompassing multiethnic poetic tradi-
tions. This historical evolution not only reconstructed the internal structure of Chinese
poetry, but also confirmed, at the literary level, the deep logic of the "pluralistic unity
of the Chinese nation," thereby laying a solid conceptual foundation for the construc-
tion of a contemporary Chinese literary community.[!!]
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