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Shift of the Assumed Readership of Vernacular—based Press in Late—Qing and
Early Republic Age
HU Quan-zhang
(School of Literature, Henan University, Kaifeng 475001, China)

Abstract: In late Qing Dynasty, Hu Shi and Zhou Zuoren distinguished " we" from " they" and "
master" from" servant" according to the hierarchy embodied in language use, i.e., users of classical and
vernacular Chinese. Since then, historians followed the division and shaped a dichotomy of class in language
use and related critical thinking. However, as a matter of fact, the vernacular newspapers and magazines in
late Qing Dynasty and Early Republic age never targeted their readership at middle and lower class only,
some vernacular writers even clearly targeted their readership at citizens of all levels. After that, the
vernacular press practitioners focused more and more on issues of higher level, and their assumed readership
was adjusted gradually to higher class. As the middle and higher society became indispensable receptive
group, the division between " they" and " we" was blurred. In the " May Fourth" Period, the
expounders of New Culture Movement proposed vernacular as candidate for formal modern written language.
The basis for such a proposal was based on the linguistic ideas, social basis and vernacular writing
experiences which were developed in the some two—decade period.

Key words: late Qing Dynasty; vernacular language movement; vernacular press; assumed readership
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