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30 Anthony Giddens. "Nation-states and 
violence," Social theory and modern sociology 
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 
1987), pp.l78--9 . 

31 Zheng Yimei, personal communication. 

32 Altogether Bao Tianxiao published five 
short stories in The Crystal: "Yin ian you ban" 
[One and a half years] (1921),  "Shanghai 
dabian" [Drastic change in Shanghai] (1926), 
"Shanghai bubian" [Immutable Shanghai] 
(1927), "Xiangxiaren dao Shanghai" [Country 
bumpkins come to Shanghai] (1927), and 
"Guangai jinhua" [Watering the flowers] 
(1932). "Shanghai dabian" and "Shanghai 
bubian" appeared again in 1939. 
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significant strand contributing to the maintenance of this security .30 In their 
attempt to give form to the fragments of a newly-emerging national life, the 
budding newspapers created a spirit of unity among people by forging a 
sense of affinity with, and expressing the cultural similarities within and 
among, groups of different pertinencies. They provide their readers, 
especially those disempowered, with the collective personality of the people, 
of being 'Chinese'. Individuals are seen as subjects embodying cultural 
traditions actively participating in China's modernizing process. By providing 
a formula with an admixture of both these residual elements and perceived 
modern values, the newspapers bind their reader to the culture of everyday 
life, and in so doing, help them to adapt to the rapidly changing environment 
of Shanghai. 

This is precisely the context in which fictional works like Qiuhaitang 
produce meaning. As Zheng Yimei ���;f4lj , the popular fiction and Shang­
hai history writer, emphasized to me in an interview in Shanghai, the 
reason behind the popularity of these serialized works lies in their ability 
to represent what he calls the life-style and aspirations of the common 
people .31 His point can best be illustrated with an example from Bao 
Tianxiao's @3�� fictional work on Shanghai life serialized in The Crystal 
between 1921 and 1932, and reprinted in 1939 because of its relevance to 
the contemporary situation.32 Bao, influential in the Shanghai literary circles 
by virtue of his one-time editorship of the Shanghai shibao JjmJI�¥& 
(Shanghai Times), wide connections, prodigiousness and seniority, employs 
his favourite device of relating a country bumpkin's experience in 
metropolitan Shanghai to depict social changes in the city. The old country 
gentleman, who has come to Shanghai filled with hope and expect-ation, 
finds himself caught up in the labyrinth of the new urban world. The more 
he tries to find meaning in modern appurtenances such as cars, elevators, 
telephones, and Western manners and practices, the more he makes a fool 

of himself. While the central figure of the 
narrative is the man from the countryside 
incapable of coping with modernized society, 
what his image signifies is more diverse. 
The old gentleman's 'follies' in the big city 
no doubt propel the narrative forward, but 
as the story progresses he wins the sympathy 
of the narrator-and the reader -by virtue of 
his decency and honesty. In contrast, urban 
Shanghai is depicted as mean, heartless, 
brutal, shallow and spineless. The final 
word is, interestingly, reserved for an old 
Confucian tutor in the serial "No Changes in 
Shanghai."  The old scholar reveals to Dr 
Big Word (a product of Western education, 
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hence the title "Dr"), that despite all the so-called "drastic changes," the 
heart of the average Shanghainese has not changed-" renxin bubian" 
A.IC,\�� . 3 3  

Of course, i t  is  impossible for "the heart not to change. "  Bao's work can 
in fact be read as a kind of desire on the part of people, who, like the author, 
saw the necessity of modernization, fear that some endearing traditional 
Chinese values will be bulldozed away in the process. Thus, while 
welcoming the fruits of modernization such as improved communications, 
better hygiene and modern conveniences, Bao, in his fictional works, never 
fails to dramatize the dark forces of urbanization. For example, in one of his 
early works, Haishang shenlou i'RJ:l:.�f.I (Shanghai Mirage), he recounts Zu 
Shucheng's experience of working in Shanghai. Successful though he is as 
a Shanghai journalist (he is therefore conveniently located to look at 
Shanghai life), Zu habitually visits his native Suzhou to retain his sanity. 
Suzhou epitomizes for him a life-style-the idealization of a 'Chinese' 
world-that the modern city cannot provide. 34 Unlike Dickens who chronicled 
the evils of industrialization and capitalism in Victorian London, Bao and his 
peers, like the enormously popular Zhang Henshui 5IHH:7l<, were more 
concerned to represent the dialectical relationship between the forces of 
tradition and modernity, underscoring the tension experienced by many 
readers as they participated in formulating life's rituals in modern Shanghai. 35 

The 'social reality' constructed in these works has its source in the 
everyday consciousness and practices of the imagined reader. In the case of 
Begonia, what the author Qin Shouou did was to refine a novelistic 
convention made popular by the works of Zhang Henshui and others since 
the early 1930s, notably in Tixiao enyuan Ilij��,*� (A Romance of Tears 
and Laughter), Xiandai qingnian fJl.1t�� (Modern Youth), and Gu 
Mingdao's .0 8A m Naihe tian �7ilJ X (Mischievous Fate), all of which were 
serialized in Xinwen bao and later made into films.36 Indeed, a common 
narrative structure pervades these works which juxtaposes a marginalized 
subject of somewhat traditional bearings in his/her struggle through the 
maze of modern urban living .37 In recreating the subjects' concerns, 
anxieties and social conflicts to do with living in the city, these works not 
only incorporate the homely particulars of life among the ordinary, but also 
give the disenfranchised power and centrality in that scheme. The daily-life 
ideology actually becomes a flexible coordinator which synchronizes com­
peting images, symbols and meanings into a 'popular' form of consciousness. 
The authors work with narrative conventions and familiar themes and 
images which have sturdy historical roots and are tenaCiously entwined in 
the psychology of the common people. For example, the valourisation of the 
gallantry of martial-art instructor Guan Shoufeng and his daughter Xiugu in 
A Romance of Tears and Laughter connects Zhang Henshui's work to the 
popular knight-errant tradition in Chinese culture, while Li Hanqiu's *?� f:k. 
Guangling chao h'IH�iWl (Yangzhou Tide) offers a narrative proposition to 

1 9  

33 Hushuo bushi (pen name ofBao Tianxiao), 
"Shanghai bubian 7," Crystal, 1927, 4 .3 .  

34 Wumen Tianxiao sheng (Bao Tianxiao), 
Haishang shenlou (Shanghai: Zhonghua 
Shuju, 1926). 

35 The sense of loss on seeing the old world 
pass away is explicitly depicted in Bi Yihong's 
RenJian diyu (Purgatory), first serialized in 
Shen bao in 1923-24, and Zhang Henshui's 
fiction, notably Jinfen shijia (Family of gold 
and glory), published in 1932. 

36 The social melodramas of Zhang Henshui 
and Gu Mingdao, who also wrote the 
immensely popular martial-arts story Huan­
Jiang niixia [The woman warrior of Huan­
jiang], contributed significantly to making 
the reading of popular fiction an important 
pastime. 

37 He/she is marginalised by virtue of being 
a caizi;t T or cainii;t:9:" (man or woman 
who excelled in traditional literature), like 
Yu Lun in Guanglin chao [Yangzhou tide] 
and Leng Qingqiu in Family of gold and 
glory, or due to his social pOSition, like the 
actor Begonia, or his rural background, like 
the countryfolk in Bao's work discussed 
here. 
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38 See Ambrose King's discussion of the 
importance of tun in modern Chinese social 
relationships in "Kuan-hsi and network 
building," Daedalus (Spring 199 1): 63-84. 

39 Donald Levine has argued most convinc-
ingly that the exploitation of the ambiguity 
of traditional symbols is a fundamental 
process of modernization. See his chapter 
"Ambiguity and Modernity" in The flight 
from ambiguity. essays in social and cultural 
the01Y (Chicago, JlI . :University of Chicago 
Press, 1985), pp.20--43. 

40 Mark Elvin also raised this pOint, as 
suggested in the title of his article, "Tales of 
Shen and Xin: body-person and heart-mind 
in China during the last 1 50 Years," Zone 4, 
Fragments for a history of the human body, 
ed. M. Feher and N. Tazi, 3 vols (New York: 
Zone, 1989), 2 267-349 

41 Cawelti, Adventure, mystely and romance, 
p.l .  
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the regenerated family relationship based on the reshaping of the Confucian 
principle of fun fiifl (differentiated relationship).38 

Indeed, these works are popular because their texts are a composite of 
commonly held sets of beliefs and values which not only signify a continuity 
with the past, but also fix certain aspects of the shifting landscape of modern­
ity into a dialectic relationship with this symbolic past. By giving expression 
to the common and lowly as well as to values such as zhong, xia and yi, 
which are interpreted with sufficient ambiguity in these works to permit 
fusion with new ones, these works succeed in structuring into readily identi­
fiable emotional symbolism the metamorphosis taking place in China in the 
1930s and 40s.39 Indeed, their structure can be seen as a socially symbolic 
act, in Jamesonian terms, responding to China's historical dilemma. They 
offer serious propositions to China's longing for national form. Melodramatic 
though the conflicts depicted may have been, these works are not trivial. It 
is a form used by these writers in their debate on cultural meaning with the 
pro-Western or leftist opposition: tradition versus modernity, national 
heritage versus Westernization, the individual versus the community, private 
versus public-a debate which persists even today, albeit in different ideo­
logical battlefields 40 They rally their readers by providing the ideological 
framework-the interpretation of everyday understanding-of those 
individuals, and the readers, in turn, create their own text by bringing to it 
their pre-existent ideological set. The framework of expectations and criteria 

drawn from the reader's personal experience is reproduced or 
extended as a result. Judging from the popular demand for 
mediated messages, these texts emerged as powerful symbols 
in the cultural sites for the contestation of meaning and power. 

The question can be asked whether this 'invented tradition' 
of popular fiction provides a formulaic structure reproducing 
cultural consensus-an artistry of escape, as John Cawelti puts 
it in his seminal study on popular fiction in the West. In Cawelti's 
view, the popularity of the literary genre rests in its ability to 
provide security and consolation for the reader: "the tensions, 
ambiguities and frustrations of ordinary experience are painted 
over by magic pigments of adventure, romance and mystely.

,,41 
Given the complexity of the individual reading situation, the 
'escapist' model is no doubt one way of tackling the problem 
of popular consciousness. The reader may indeed be drawn 
into the 'magic' structures, and for a time blend him or herself 
with the object images, becoming one with the object regardless 
of reality. As I see it, the issue at stake here is not that of fantasy 
identification, which is not privy to the consumption of 
'popular' fiction, but one of the production of meaning in the 
reading process. 


