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The publication of A New Literary History of Modern China, edited by David Der-wei Wangand published by

the Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, represents a seismic shift in how East Asian literary studies are

conducted within Anglophone and Sinophone academia. This landmark volume, spanning over 1,000 pages and

featuring contributions from more than 140 scholars globally, is not merely a chronological survey but a radical re-

imagining of what constitutes "literature" and "modernity" in the Chinese context. By moving away from a linear,

state-centric narrative, the project introduces a rhizomatic approach that connects traditional genres with

unconventional forms such as pop lyrics, political treatises, and prison-house jottings.

The Theoretical Framework of Modern Chinese Literary Historiography

To understand the significance of this work, one must first grasp the theoretical evolution of literary historiography

. Traditional histories of Chinese literature, such as those pioneered by C.T. Hsia in the mid-20th century, often

focused on the "obsession with China"—the idea that modern Chinese literature was fundamentally a tool for

national salvation. While groundbreaking, these earlier models often prioritized realism and the nation-state as the

primary lenses of analysis.

David Der-wei Wang, the Edward C. Henderson Professor of East Asian Languages and Cultures at Harvard

University, introduces a "New" history that challenges these boundaries. The core mechanics of this framework rely

on several key pillars:

•  Transnationalism: Moving beyond the borders of mainland China to include Taiwan, Hong Kong, Southeast 

Asia, and the global diaspora.

•  Heteroglossia: Incorporating a plurality of voices, languages, and dialects that challenge a monolithic 

"national" tongue.

•  Interdisciplinary Expansion: Breaking the "wall" between high art and vernacular culture, allowing for the 

inclusion of multimedia formats.

The Concept of 'Sinophone' Studies

A critical technical component of this literary history is the application of Sinophone Studies. Developed by

scholars like Shu-mei Shih and further refined in this volume, the Sinophone refers to Sinitic-language communities

and their cultures outside of China, or on the margins of China's official narratives. This framework allows the book

to analyze how modern Chinese identity is negotiated through language, even when the writers are physically and

politically removed from the PRC.

Technical Analysis: Architectural Structure and Entry-Point Methodology

Unlike a standard textbook, A New Literary History of Modern China is structured around specific dates and events

—nodal points that serve as entryways into broader cultural trends. This date-centric architectureallows for a non-

linear reading experience, where a single year (e.g., 1919 or 1989) becomes a catalyst for exploring multiple, often



contradictory, literary movements.

Structural Matrix of the Volume

The technical organization of the content can be categorized into four primary quadrants, as illustrated in the table

below:



Structural Quadrant Focus Area Example Content

Temporal Anchors Key dates from 1841 to the present. The 1932 Shanghai War; the 1997 
Hong Kong Handover.

Genre Expansion Hybridization of literary and non-
literary forms.

Cantopop lyrics, Presidential 
inaugural speeches, calligraphy.

Global Receptivity China's influence on the world and 
vice versa.

Kafka in China; the impact of Russian 
Realism on Lu Xun.

Political & Legal Documents The intersection of statecraft and 
literature.

Constitutional drafts, prison journals, 
and manifestos.

The Role of Unconventional Forms

One of the most striking technical aspects of Wang’s edited volume is the inclusion of unconventional genres. 

This is not a stylistic choice but a methodological one. By analyzing pop song lyrics or presidential speeches

alongside the works of Nobel laureates like Mo Yan or Gao Xingjian, the book posits that the "literary" is a quality

inherent in any text that employs rhetorical strategies to shape social and political reality.

For instance, the inclusion of prison-house jottingsprovides a counter-narrative to official state histories. These

texts are analyzed for their "affective power"—how they use language to maintain human dignity and memory

under systemic erasure. This technical expansion forces the reader to reconsider the boundaries of the literary

canon.

Comparative Evaluation: Traditional vs. Modern Historiography

To evaluate the impact of this volume, it is helpful to compare it with the previous standards of the field. The

following comparison matrix highlights the shifts in methodology and scope:



Feature Traditional Historiography 
(Pre-2000s)

A New Literary History (Wang, 2017)

Authorship Model Single or Dual Author (Individual 
perspective)

140+ Contributors (Multi-vocal 
perspective)

Geographic Focus Mainland China / National borders Global Sinophone (Diasporic and 
Transnational)

Linguistic Approach Standard Mandarin (Putonghua) 
centric

Dialects, translation, and hybrid scripts

Temporal Start 1917 (May Fourth Movement) Mid-19th Century (Late Qing 
dynamism)

Primary Goal Defining a national identity Deconstructing and diversifying 
identities

Field Guide: Utilizing the Volume for Advanced Research

For scholars and graduate students, A New Literary History of Modern Chinaserves as a comprehensive reference

tool. Navigating its 1,001 pages requires a strategic approach. Below is a procedural guide for integrating this

volume into a research workflow:

Step 1: Identifying Nodal Points

Start by identifying a specific date or event related to your research. Because the book is organized chronologically

by specific entries rather than broad chapters, you can locate specific cultural "ruptures." For example, if

researching the intersection of technology and literature, search for entries related to the introduction of the

telegraph or the rise of internet literature in the late 1990s.

Step 2: Cross-Referencing Contributors

The volume features a "Who's Who" of modern Sinology. Utilize the list of 140+ contributors to find authoritative

voices on specific subjects. Many entries are written by the world's leading experts on those specific authors or

periods (e.g., Leo Ou-fan Lee on Shanghai modernism).

Step 3: Analyzing the 'Inter-entry' Dialogue

One of the most advanced technical features of the book is how entries speak to one another. An entry on 19th-

century missionary translations might provide the necessary context for a later entry on 20th-century avant-garde 

poetry. Researchers should look for recurring themes, such as feminism, modernity, and colonialism, across

different time periods.

Case Study: The Impact of Global Receptivity

A core thesis of the volume is that modern Chinese literature did not develop in a vacuum. A significant portion of 

the technical analysis in the book is dedicated to China’s receptivity to outside literary influences. This is not 

presented as a simple case of Western influence on the East, but as a complex feedback loop.

Example: The Influence of Ibsen and Brecht

The book details how the works of Henrik Ibsen and Bertolt Brecht were not just translated but "re-authored" within 



the Chinese context to serve local political needs. This process, often called transculturation, involved modifying

the dramatic structures of the original plays to fit Chinese operatic traditions or the demands of revolutionary

theater. This technical transformation is a hallmark of Chinese modernity—a synthesis of global form and local

content.

Example: Chinese Authors' Influence Abroad

Conversely, the volume explores how Chinese authors have influenced foreign writers. The spread of Zen 

Buddhism through literary texts, the global reception of the Classic of Poetry, and the contemporary popularity of 

Chinese Science Fiction (like Liu Cixin’s The Three-Body Problem) demonstrate that modern China is a major 

exporter of cultural capital. This bidirectional flow is analyzed as a series of literary networksrather than a one-

way street of modernization.

Troubleshooting Common Misconceptions in Sinology

When engaging with such a massive volume, several common analytical errors may arise. This section provides

solutions for navigating these complexities.

•  Error: Viewing the "Modern" period as starting strictly in 1919.

    

      Solution: The volume correctly identifies the mid-19th century (Late Qing) as the root of modernity, 

emphasizing the role of early translations and maritime cultural exchange.

•  Solution: Use the Sinophone framework provided in the text to acknowledge works written in Cantonese, 

Hokkien, and even English or French by Chinese-descended authors.

•  Solution: Review the entries on Mao Zedong's speeches and Tiananmen Square manifestos. The volume 

argues that in the Chinese context, the aesthetic and the political are inextricably linked.

Mathematical and Algorithmic Analogies in Literary Mapping

While literature is often seen as a qualitative field, the structure of A New Literary History of Modern China can be 

described using graph theory. If we consider each entry (a date/event) as a node and each thematic connection 

(genre, author, location) as an edge, the book functions as a dense network. 

The closeness centrality of certain nodes—like the year 1949—shows how heavily these moments weigh on the 

surrounding literary production. However, by including "minor" nodes (e.g., a specific pop song from the 1970s), 

Wang and his contributors increase the network density, providing a more resilient and nuanced map of cultural

history than a simple linear timeline could ever achieve.

Predictive Modeling of Literary Trends

By observing the patterns established in the volume, scholars can even begin to model future trends in Sinophone 

literature. The increasing move toward digital humanities and AI-generated literatureis the logical next step in

the "unconventional forms" trajectory established by Wang. The book provides the historical data necessary to

understand how the "modern" will continue to evolve in the digital age.

The Broader Implications for Global Humanities

The impact of A New Literary History of Modern Chinaextends far beyond the department of East Asian Studies. It

serves as a blueprint for how other national literatures might be re-evaluated in an age of globalization. The project

demonstrates that the history of a culture is not a single story told by a single voice, but a cacophony of competing



narratives that cross borders, languages, and media.

In an era where the definition of "China" is increasingly contested on the global stage, this volume provides the

intellectual tools to understand the complexity of the Chinese experience. It honors the traditional canon—the four

classic novels, the Tang poetry, the Ming dramas—while making space for the modern innovations that continue to

redefine the Sinosphere. By documenting the receptivity of China to the world and the world to China, Wang and

his contributors have created an indispensable resource that is as much about the future of global literature as it is

about the history of Chinese writing.

Ultimately, this work proves that modern Chinese literature is a vibrant, living organism, constantly absorbing new

influences and projecting its own power outward. For anyone seeking a deeper understanding of China's cultural

legacy, this volume is not just recommended reading; it is the foundation upon which all future scholarship in the

field will be built. Through its 1,000 pages, we see a China that is diverse, contradictory, and endlessly creative—a

testament to the enduring power of the written word in all its many forms.
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