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Background of Prosperous Wuxia Literature in Shanghai during 1920s-30s

: Humanities and Cultural Network of Northeast Asian Waters and
Popular Culture of Shanghai during Modern Times (1)

Ahn, Seung-Woong

Reflecting both the modern desire as well as traditional values of East Asian
cultures, wuxia literatures, or chivalry literatures, have long been loved by many in
Northeast Asian region while being branched out into various genres until today.
In order to understand and explore how these popular chivalry novels have
emerged, spread out, and changed overtime, one must take a macroscopic view of
looking into the “Northeast Asian society in modern times”. And in doing so,
Shanghai must be at the center of attention as it was the hub of “humanities and
cultural network of Northeast Asian waters” during the modern era.

Shanghai, during modern times, was an international city, where diverse
information from all over the world would flow into. Social and intellectual elites
gathered in Shanghai more than any other cities in China. Those intellects, who
wanted to learn from new cultures of the Western society rushed into Shanghai,
which led to republication of some famous publications from other cities including
Dlustrated Treaties on the Maritime Kingdoms (fFE[E%) and Evolution and Ethics
(KiEEm) in Shanghai. Against such backdrop, many progressive intellects in
Shanghai began to realize the situation China was faced with. They naturally
immersed into the so called “martialism” or “militaristic spirit”. Many discovered
knight-errants or wuxia heros in old Chinese history and civil traditions and
admired their spirit. Amidst the invasion by the Western powers, the Chinese
intellects of the modern times have chosen to abandon its long tradition of
“educating people by literary”, and praised the wuxia heros.

Shanghai was also a city of labor immigrants. With the Western capital rushing
into Shanghai after the World War, this international city developed into the
biggest commercial and industrial city of China, drawing various people of different

nationalities, races, and regional background into the city. These immigrants formed
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many different organizations based on their industrial fields, origins and etc. to
survive and uphold their interest. And these organizations proactively and widely
accepted wuxia (chivalry) spirit in order to reinforce their solidarity. Amidst the
anarchic chaos of Shanghai and fierce competition to survive in such environment,
many of these organizations degenerated into criminal organizations. In such
process of deterioration, the wuxia spirit was emphasize even more. Wuxia culture
become so prevalent in Chinese society that even the leaders of criminal
organizations were highly respected as wuxia heros within the lower-class society.

In conclusion, the wuxia spirit was highly praised from all spectrums of the
society from low-class labor culture to high-class elite cultures in modern Shanghai.
This is highly relevant to the development of Shanghai as a hub of Northeast
Asian humanities and culture network, drawing knowledge and intellects as well as
capital and labors from all over the world. Such cultural and social background
laid the foundation for prosperity of wuxia literatures in shanghai during
1920s-1930s.
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