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On the Historical Emergence and Contemporary
Concerns of Late Qing Dynasty Social Novels

JIN Haixue, LI Suizhi

(School of Chinese and Literature, Henan Normal University, Xinxiang 453007 ,China)

Abstract ; Social novels are the product of the “Novel Revolution” in the late Qing Dynasty. They are
literary narratives created by novelists with the intention of “saving the world”. The emergence of social
novels in the late Qing Dynasty is related to several factors, including the acceptance of the English term
“society” by the Chinese people, novelists” expectation of the combination of society and novels, as well as
the active practice of many novelists. The contemporary concerns of these novels are mainly reflected in
two aspects; Firstly, they focus on denunciation, either revealing the social conditions after the “fragmen-
tation” of Confucian ethics in the late Qing Dynasty or exposing the “bizarre and grotesque phenomena” of
intellectuals who engaged in hypocrisy while promoting Western learning. Secondly, they focus on saving
the world, either by advocating gradual social reform, promoting revolution as the only way to save the
crisis, or aspiring to a “civilized realm” that integrates Chinese and Western learning. Overall, the late
Qing Dynasty social novels, with their unique understanding and narration of the society, not only fully
demonstrate the novelists” concern for the historical practice of social improvement but also truly reflect
their involvement and passion for saving the world.
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