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Public Confession: Yu Dafu and
the Confessional Writing in Early
Republican Newspapers and Periodicals

Lee, Fu-Ming~

Abstract

It has been debated if the Chinese had the sense of sin and a tradition of
confession. Yet the modern background of the debate is by itself interesting,
as it reveals the transformation of the people’s concepts and discourses about
“confession,” and urges us to reconsider whether the understanding of confession
among modern Chinese differed from that of their predecessors. If so, what would
be the key distinction? From the perspective of mass media, this article discusses
how confessional writings in the early Republican period, particularly the 1910s
and 1920s, became public acts. It argues that confessional writers, as they faced a
wide and alien public audience, exposed themselves consciously and strategically,
and established their authorship according to these codified experiences. Using a
journalist and a politician as case studies, the article first discusses the phenomenon
of confessional writings in newspapers and periodicals. Then it focuses on the
novelist Yu Dafu, who is well known for his fictions of self-exposure. It argues that
his works are significant in literary history, not only for creating a culture of self-
exposé, but also for deploying his self-expository monologues as form of dialogue
that deliberately engaged with and reshaped a new public space. This dialogical
context refashioned public opinion with participated in a feedback loop with the
novelist’s self-representations. These examples show that, along with the emergence

* Assistant Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.
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of mass media, the modern Chinese began to codify confessional writings as acts
of publicity. This sense of publicity constructs an author-reader relationship never
experienced by Western writers such as St. Augustine, Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
and Leo Tolstoy, even though modern Chinese worshipped them as models for
confessional writing.

Keywords: confession, Republican media, author-reader relationship,
Yu Dafu, Huang Yuansheng
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