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Discourse on Romantic Love and New
Sexual Morality in the 1920s:
Exemplified by Three Debates in
which Zhang Xichen Took Part

Hui-chi Hsu

Abstract

The decade of 1920s could be claimed as an important phase for the promotion
of thoughts on romantic love and new sexual morality. It crucially followed the May
Fourth period to define and explicate these notions, and it was also a phase when
multifarious translations poured in from abroad, fostering much discussion and
dispute. In addition, during the 1920s enthusiasm for revolutionary collectivism rose
up and swept over Chinese society. Discourses on love and new sexual morality not
only carried the heritage of May Fourth-style individualist ideals and scientific
proofs, but also were infused with eugenics, socialist, and nationalist principles.
Therefore, we need to the cultural and intellectual significance of the development
and evolution of thoughts on romantic love and new sexual morality in 1920s China.

This article is a case study of this issue as exemplified by three debates in
which Zhang Xichen (1889-1969) took part. Zhang took the position of

editor-in-chief first of The Ladies’ Journal from 1921 to 1925, then The New Woman
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from 1926 to 1929, through which he managed to lead all kinds of discussions on
issues of romantic love and new sexual morality, as well as advocate those ideas. By
looking at the texts and contexts of the three debates that Zhang participatedin, this
article demonstrotes the diverse beliefs and viewpoints toward love and sex at that
time, thus carving out the trajectory of discourses on these related issues in the
decade of 1920s.

This article deals first with the genealogy of thoughts on romantic love and
chastity — from which developed the notion of new sexual morality — from the
famous New Youth in the late 1910s to The Ladies’ Journal in its first half of the
1920s, highlighting the key features of the latter during the period of Zhang’s
editorship. Then, the subsequent debates, one in 1925, one in 1926, and the last in
1927-1928, will be discussed and explored. Following these three debates, 1 will
indicate the evolving trends of thought on love and sex with the “Discussion on the
Question of New Romantic Love” put forward in The New Woman by Zhang Xichen
right after the third debate. I will conclude with an analysis based on the interactions
of the different stances on love, sex and morality within these debates and

discussions.

Key Words: romantic love, new sexual morality, Zhang Xichen, The Ladies’
Journal, The New Woman





