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Duanlie—A Chinese Literary Activism that Cultivated Divisions
between Generations:

The Ideal and its Consequences

Keiko SEBE

Abstract

This paper considers the significance of Chinese literary activism called Duanlie by analyzing its ideal and
consequences. In 1998, the Nanjing-based author Zhu Wen promoted this literary activism that proclaimed
fractures between generations. Wen distributed questionnaires to 73 adolescent authors, asking 13 questions,
and announced the results to the public.

The questionnaires included criticisms against existing literary circles, their current ill conditions that
restricted their freedom of speech, and poor reviews by immature critics. The questionnaires took antithetical
methods to lead negative answers and arbitrarily induced to respond negatively by putting the word
“fundamentally” in each question. The questionnaires also included a “playful” question at the end, which shows
Wen’s unique humor. The question, a humoristic challenge to existing ideas of the time, was characteristic of
Wen’s original writing style, but at the same time signified the exclusive aspect of the literary activism.

What Wen and other authors attempted through the activism was not only to express their complaints about
earnings and poor conditions, but also to challenge Chinese literary circles at the time. The activism was the
expression of refusal, proclaiming “no” to every system they had.
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After Duanlie, Wen performed the mission by publishing books in series, but his activity itself decreased
gradually. In the meantime, another author Han Dong continued the mission by strongly supporting ill-fated
young authors, poets in particular, and set up the Xiangpi Net, although it may be difficult to say that his attempt
was successful. In a way, Duanlie was started by Wen, who was soon turned into a symbolic charismatic figure,
and Han Dong took over the charge in real terms. The main force behind the group shifted to Han Dong after
Duanlie, although a tendency in this direction had preexisted.

One of the reasons Duanlie was not completed successfully is that the activism ended up exclusively within
the group who agreed with Wen’s idea and did not make approaches to other authors. They could have carried
out their activity more widely if they had worked on persuading influential authors to join. The “closed” activism
faded away, maintaining negative attitudes even towards those recognized authors, and continuous activity even
remained limited, not holding an official power. Duanlie, therefore, did not only proclaim generational fractures,
but also unwittingly forged divisions between the group and set up in opposition to all organizations.

Keywords: Generational Fracture (Duanlie), Zhu Wen, Han Dong, questionnaires, the Xiangpi Net



