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Foreword to A Short History of Chinese Literature

and the Literary Views of Qian Zhongshu
Zhang Jian

( Department of Chinese Language and Literature, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, China)

Abstract: Opposing to positivism in literary studies popular in China from 1930’ s, Qian Zhongshu started to
study literary criticism which had been despised by the mainstream academic circles. His literary views were
articulated in his essay Foreword to A Short History of Chinese Literature. He declared that literature should be
defined, not by its subject-matters, but by its functions and effects, holding that literature is characterized
with its appeal and aesthetic property. Literary history should record the internal context of literary changes,
while literary criticism should reveal the aesthetic value of literary works. There was never such a unified
Western-style concept of “literature” in Chinese literature, but there was the concept of different genres.
Chinese literature had its strict stylistic definition, stressing that genres were valued differently with their
subject-matters, and so were works within the same genre. Disagreeing with Hu Shi, Qian held that there was
only the tradition of refined literature before the Song Dynasty, and the two traditions of refined literature and
popular literature co-existed after the Song Dynasty. Qian’ s distinctive literary views are still of reference
significance.

Key words: Qian Zhongshu, history of literature, literary view
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