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Genuine Poetry Exists among the Populace:
A Discussion on the Acceptance of Folk Songs by the Ming Dynasty Literati

Xu Wenxiang

Abstract: The saying of “Genuine poetry exists in the folk” is a core proposition that ran through the
history of the acceptance of folk songs by literati in the Ming Dynasty. With the continuous expansion of
literati’ s folk perspective, their interpretation of the “genuine” connotation of folk songs has also shown a
clear trajectory of exploration. Li Dongyang first directed his attention to the “genuineness” of folk songs
from the perspective of sound and rhythm, leading the way for “genuine poetry exists in the folk”. Li
Mengyang shifted his focus from ancient folk songs to the current popular folk songs, and set aside the
distinction between elegance and vulgarity for the core of “genuineness”. Based on what Li Mengyang had
achieved, Li Kaixian provided a more specific interpretation for his “dichotomy” and associated the
“genuineness’ of folk songs with the “affections between men and women” for the first time. Yuan
Hongdao connected the “genuineness’ of folk songs with the “actual person” in reality, demonstrating his
emphasis on the author’ s subjective spirit. Feng Menglong is the first who labeled a “literary style” to
folk songs and “revealed the hypocrisy of etiquette through the true feelings between men and women”,
enhancing the ideological connotation of the “genuineness” of folk songs. During the transitional period
from the Ming to Qing dynasties, the enthusiasm of the literati for fold songs became lessened gradually
for both internal and external reasons. But its significance in literary and cultural history is worthy of
recognition.

Keywords: Ming Dynasty Literati; Folk Song; Accept; Genuine Poetry; Interaction Between Elegance
and Vulgarity
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