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Abstract

Over the past forty years, the study of literary classics within literary theory has
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been continuously deepened and has achieved notable results. This paper examines
the journal Theoretical Studies in Literature and Art, one of the most important
platforms for Chinese scholarship in this field, in order to analyze how research on
the concept of the literary classic has developed in China during the last forty years.
The study traces this process through three stages: from the 1980s to the 1990s, the
first decade of the 21st century, and the period after 2010. By adopting a diachronic
perspective, the paper aims to show the distinctive features of each stage while also
revealing their internal connections. On this basis, three major approaches to the
study of the classic can be identified: the study of the classic status of literary works,
the study of canonization processes, and the study of theories of the classic. Finally,
through both diachronic observation and typological analysis, the paper outlines the

present state of research on the literary classic and offers a brief conclusion and
outlook, with the hope of providing new perspectives for future studies of canon
formation.
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1. Research Background

In the 1980s, the cultural prosperity that emerged from political transformations and from economic reform and
opening-up marked the beginning of a new stage in Chinese literary production. At the same time, the introduction
of Western literary theories, including feminism, deconstruction, reception aesthetics, and postmodernism, generated
new intellectual currents that reshaped both literary practice and theoretical discourse. Within this context, debates
on the concept of the literary classic became a crucial dimension of the changing literary landscape, and Theoretical
Studies in Literature and Art established itself as a central forum for such discussions. Founded in 1980 as the quar-
terly journal of the Chinese Association of Literary and Art Theory, Theoretical Studies in Literature and Art was
reorganized in 1985 under the joint sponsorship of the Association and East China Normal University, has since been
published bimonthly. By June 2025, the journal had produced a total of 7,448 articles. Devoted primarily to literary
theory and criticism from both Chinese and international perspectives, it has also documented the emergence and
development of debates on the literary classic within the field of Chinese literary theory.

This study takes the articles published in Theoretical Studies in Literature and Art as primary as sources, seeking
to map and synthesize nearly forty years of research in literary theory and literary criticism concerning the notion of
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the literary classic. To ensure clarity and focus, this paper offers a preliminary definition of the concept under dis-
cussion. The concept of the literary classic may be understood as a critical notion that arises in the process by which,
from among a broad range of literary works, certain texts are designated as classics on the basis of established aes-
thetic criteria and are thereby recognized for their distinctive literary value. This definition makes it possible to spec-
ify more clearly the scope of the present study. On one hand, it concerns the classicity of literary works, that is, the
qualities through which texts embody particular aesthetic standards and achieve outstanding literary significance. On
the other hand, it addresses the process of canonization, understood as the diachronic trajectory through which a work
comes to be accepted as a classic. These two dimensions, taken together, constitute the core of the inquiry into the
concept of the literary classic.

2. Diachronic Accounts of Canon Studies in Theoretical Studies in Literature and Art

In Theoretical Studies in Literature and Art, the earliest article that touched upon the question of the literary classic
appeared in 1989 in the form of a short notice entitled “It Is Inadvisable to Use the Consciousness of the Classic in
Evaluating Contemporary Works” (Wang, 1989). This notice summarizes Wang Gan’s essay “Ten Years of Literary
Criticism”. A more targeted and systematic investigation of the literary classic as a research object didn’t appear until
1995, when Tao Dongfeng published “The Fate of the Cultural Classic in Modern China” (Tao, 1995). In this article,
Tao examined the historical evolution of the classic as a concept from the standpoint of cultural classics and, im-
portantly, addressed issues of its consumption in contemporary society. With subsequent discussions of such topics
as literary classicity and the processes of canonization, the concept of the literary classic gradually came into focus.
From a diachronic standpoint, the relevant scholarship can be grouped into three distinct periods, each marked by its
own characteristic features.

The first period, extending from the 1980s to the late 1990s, may be described as the formative stage of the concept
of the literary classic in China. The scholarship of this phase was marked above all by ontological inquiries into the
literary classic. At the same time, it reflected a transitional moment in literary criticism, moving away from an exclu-
sive political orientation toward a renewed emphasis on literary value. Discussions of the classic during this period
continued to bear the imprint of Marxist aesthetics, yet they also indicated a conscious return to the literary dimension.
A representative contribution of this stage is Su Hongchang’s article “How Marxist Classical Writers Viewed Imag-
inative Thinking” (Su, 1980), which explored the classic dimension of the writer’s creative thinking from the per-
spective of Marxist philosophy.

The first decade of the 21st century constitutes the second phase, characterized by a transformation in perspectives
on canonicity. Scholarly works from this period primarily focused on the introduction and critique of Western ca-
nonical theories, the construction of canonicity within a globalized context, and the critical reassessment of traditional
views. Western theoretical discourses on canonicity exerted a significant influence on the canonization of modern
Chinese literature and provoked debates on the criteria and legitimacy of canon formation. For example, Wang Ning’s
article, “Misreading and the Revision and Reconstruction of the Literary Canon: A Re-examination of Harold
Bloom’s Revisionist Critical Theory” (Wang, 1980) adopts Bloom’s notion of canonical revision as a point of depar-
ture, proposing that misreading and revision could serve as effective pathways for the global dissemination of Chinese
literature and literary criticism.

The period from 2010 to the present constitutes the third phase, characterized by pluralistic development. Its main
feature lies in the application of the theoretical discussions of the preceding phase to concrete practice, with an in-
creasing emphasis on micro-level case studies as a means of advancing theoretical constructions of the literary classic.
For example, Xie Lizhe employs the notion of “posthumous canonization” to summarize the shifting canonical status
of Qian Zhongshu’s novel Fortress Besieged across different periods (Xie, 2022). He argues that debates over the
classic status of this work reflect the specific characteristics of a transitional stage in modern and contemporary
Chinese literature and in the canonization of the novel. From the confrontation between liberal literary views and the
paradigm of left-wing literary criticism in the 1940s to the process of posthumous canonization in the 1980s, the
novel acquired a distinctive significance in literary history.

3. Types of Canonical Studies in Theoretical Studies in Literature and Art
3.1 Studies of Canonicity in Individual Works

As previously mentioned, the classic status of a literary work is typically established by its adherence to certain
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aesthetic standards and its possession of unique literary value. These standards and values are not static or unchanging.
Rather, they embody a higher and more innovative threshold that allows a work to transcend temporal and geograph-
ical boundaries. Through such transcendence, literary works are read and studied by successive generations as sources
of knowledge and scholarship. It is therefore reasonable to argue that the study of literary classics as a whole must
proceed through critical and theoretical engagement with specific works. One of the most prominent types of research
published in Theoretical Studies in Literature and Art is precisely this mode of inquiry, which centers on the classic
status of individual texts. Within this category, some studies focus on the canonical significance of particular works,
while others examine the canonicity of specific literary genres. A representative study is that of Dai Liang. He argues
that the canonization of Gui Youguang’s ShouXu (longevity prefaces) established its canonical status and reshaped
the genre. Once a vehicle of popular psychology and secular taste, ShouXu became a medium for expressing the
emotions and erudition of scholar-officials. Thus, the canonicity of Gui Youguang’s Zhenchuan ShouXu is seen as
rich in implications for the study of literary form and of considerable significance in literary history (Dai, 2022).

3.2 Studies on the Theoretical Construction of Literary Canonicity

In the 21st century, new theoretical currents such as cultural studies gradually spread in China, and research on the
literary classics shifted from a focus on individual works or single genres toward broader cultural inquiries of greater
significance. For instance, in the field of classical literature, Yao Hua integrates the Western theory of parody with
the phenomenon of playful writing in traditional Chinese literature. Using the example of Song-dynasty literati who
parodied Du Fu’ s poetry, he examines the role of parody in classical poetic practice and its significance in the
process of canon reception. This line of inquiry expands the concept of literary canonization beyond the inheritance
of classical literature, encompassing broader cultural trajectories such as popular culture, daily existence, and public
opinion within the realm of civic culture (Yao, 2020). In addition, in the essay “The Possibility of Literary Canoni-
zation” (Zhu, 2006), Zhu Guohua introduces the concepts of “the essentialist view of the literary classic” and “the
constructivist view of the literary classic”, drawing on Harold Bloom’s theory of aesthetic dignity and Pierre Bour-
dieu’s theory of cultural production, respectively, to provide theoretical grounding for these two approaches to ca-
nonical construction. According to Zhu, the essentialist view is classical and timeless, rooted in the intrinsic aesthetic
qualities of a work, and therefore embodies an elite perspective. By contrast, the constructivist view regards the
emergence of literary classics as contingent, with significant influence from journalism, mass media, and educational
institutions. Zhu’s theoretical framework has exerted a profound influence on recent studies of literary canonization,
especially in modern and contemporary Chinese literature, shaping the approaches of prominent scholars in Chinese
literary theory, such as Xie Mian, whose research on canon formation.

4. Conclusion and Implications

Returning to the initial question of this study, a review and synthesis of research on literary classics reveals that,
whether viewed diachronically or typologically, the formation of the concept of the literary classic is marked by a
tension between the authority of established classics under traditional views and the deconstructive impulses empha-
sized in postmodern perspectives. The tension, in a certain sense, is precisely where the vitality of the literary classic
as an academic resource lies. The presence of such contradictions gives rise to distinct critical arenas of classic theory,
with literary works themselves functioning as a bridge. The bridge connects the two theoretical approaches to the
classic internally, demonstrating that they are not entirely dichotomous. As Wang Ning summarizes in “Misreading
and the Revision and Reconstruction of the Literary Canon: A Re-examination of Harold Bloom’s Revisionist Critical
Theory”, although Bloom opposed the practices of cultural studies and cultural criticism, his efforts in de-canoniza-
tion and the reconstruction of the classic nonetheless converge with those of the latter (Wang, 1980). Taking modern
Chinese literature as a case in point, the canonization of modern Chinese literature has attracted increasing scholarly
attention since the 1990s. The publication of Centennial Chinese Literary Classics (Qian & Xie, 1980) marked the
beginning of a new phase in the study of literary canonization, during which the process of establishing literary
classics became closely intertwined with the reconstruction of modern Chinese literary history. Within this context,
concepts such as “re-reading the classic and reconstructing the classic” have gained prominence in literary theoretical
discourse. This development illustrates the argument discussed above: literary works themselves function as a medi-
ating bridge, facilitating the integration of two approaches to the concept of the classic. On the one hand, a traditional,
elite-oriented view that emphasizes authority and established standards; on the other hand, a postmodern perspective
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that foregrounds accessibility, reinterpretation, and the deconstruction of canonical hierarchies. An increasing num-
ber of scholars have begun to approach the canonization of Chinese literature from the perspective of world literature,
a development that has also contributed to the gradual establishment of globalized theories of the literary classic. For
example, scholars may reinterpret Li Sao through the lens of Western Romanticism (Li & Duo, 2025) or investigate
the adaptability and potential canonization of classical Chinese poetry in different cultural contexts through the trans-
lation of non-English texts (Chen, 2023).

An additional implication drawn from canonical studies relates to the concept of public reading. Contemporary
literary awards, ranging from domestic prizes such as the Mao Dun and Lu Xun Literature Prizes to globally recog-
nized accolades like the Kafka and Nobel Prizes in Literature, both contribute to the canonization of contemporary
works and prompt a re-evaluation of the classic status of literature. Moreover, these awards appear to engender a
reconceptualized form of public reading. This is exemplified by scholarly interrogations of the frequent recognition
of ethnic minority authors, raising the question: within the framework of a global poetics promoted by the Nobel
Prize, which element exerts greater determinative force—the political or the poetic? (Yao, 2020). This reconceptual-
ized public reading manifests not merely as passive reception, but as an institutionalized hermeneutic practice that
mediates between aesthetic autonomy and socio-political consciousness. When the Nobel Committee honors writers
like Abdulrazak Gurnah or Annie Ernaux, it simultaneously validates marginalized narratives and exposes the tension
between textual poetics and identity politics. Similarly, the Mao Dun Prize’s repeated awards to ethnic minority
writers, for example, A lai’s Red Poppies in 2000, reveal China’s attempt to negotiate between national unity and
cultural diversity, a process wherein literary value becomes contingent on ideological utility (David, 2015). Ulti-
mately, these awards reconfigure the temporality of canonicity: they accelerate the canonization of contemporary
works while subjecting established classics to re-evaluation through a modern perspective.

The notion of the classic is inherently relative, shifting according to the context in which it is discussed, and thus
every classic exists within a certain degree of fluidity while retaining a specific referential meaning. Chinese scholar
Zhang Qinghua has proposed an innovative perspective. He has categorized theories of canonization into two ap-
proaches: one seeks to identify, through a linear historical perspective, the works that represent the canonical signif-
icance of each era; the other examines canonization from the standpoint of literary history, focusing on the literary
meanings that confer classical status (Zhang, 2025). This distinction aligns closely with the present study’s focus on
both the historicity and the typological analysis of the literary classic.

In the contemporary era of the Internet and artificial intelligence, the challenge of identifying genuinely valuable
content amid the overwhelming abundance of information has become a growing concern. In the realm of literature,
the shifting and evolving conceptions of the literary classic reflect this changing demand. In a sense, both readers’
re-engagement with the classics and scholars’ efforts at canonical reconstruction point to the same conclusion: we
continue to require, and will continue to require, certain literary works to exist in the form of enduring classics.
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