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Enlightening the Masses:
Elite Discourse on Popular Reading Habits in the Late Qing Period

Zhang Zhong-min*

Abstract

The history of prohibited books cannot be excluded from the history of
reading. Condemnations of and policies actions against the circulation of
yinci xiaoshuo (pornographic novels) and the like among the people never
died out in premodern China. Reflecting Western intellectual influences,
progressive intellectuals in the late Qing began to be aware of the important
social functions of novels and drama. They reflected on the linkage
between the popular novels and drama performances and the Boxer Uprising.
They brought together reading, enlightenment, and the nation-state to purify
the reading habits of the lower strata, enlighten the masses, and create
modern citizens by replacing yinci xiaoshuo with xin xiaoshuo (new fiction)
and xin xiqu (new drama). Nevertheless, new fiction and reformed drama
were themselves open to varying interpretations, and created a discoursive
space for multiple voices carrying different meanings for different audiences,
not necessarily enlightenment-oriented. As well, the inner logic of the
popular culture of reading can never wholly be subjected to outside
discipline. This limited the efforts of intellectual elites to purify popular
reading habits.

Keywords: history of reading, pornographic novels, lower strata, xin

xiaoshuo (new fiction), xin xiqu (new drama), reading habits

History Department, Fudan University
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