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UNFINISHED PROJECTS: THE TRANSFORMATION OF URBAN LITERARY
WRITING PARADIGMS IN CHINA SINCE THE NEW CENTURY

Abstract

Since the beginning of the new millennium, the rapid development of cities in China has profoundly
impacted people's lifestyles, ways of thinking, and emotional experiences. The changing urban
experience has expanded the narrative space of urban literature and facilitated the transformation of its
paradigms, reflecting the distinctive characteristics of the era in the writings of the new century. This
study aims to explore the features and challenges in the development of urban literature by examining
four aspects: the interaction between urban and rural areas in the context of urbanization, the depiction
of urban life in the internet era, the construction of local urban experiences amid globalization, and
futuristic urban visions inspired by technological advancements. The goal of the research is to analyze
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the adaptation of urban literature to the rapidly changing conditions of urbanization, which significantly
affects cultural and social aspects of life. The study reveals new trends and paradigms that reflect the
contemporary realities of urban life, exploring how urbanization and globalization have reshaped the
perception and expression of urban identity in literature. The research objectives include analyzing
changes in literary themes, methods, and styles, studying the impact of socio-cultural factors on the
development of literature, and determining the practical significance of these changes for the
contemporary literary process. The practical significance lies in providing recommendations for writers
and researchers on adapting literary formats to current conditions and readers' needs. The study employs
thematic, historical, and literary methods of analysis to identify changes in literary themes and styles, as
well as to examine socio-cultural factors influencing development of literature. The main findings
demonstrate that modern Chinese urban literature reflects changes in social structure, culture, and
perceptions of the urban environment, emphasizing the need for further exploration of local experiences
and historical aspects for a deeper understanding of urban processes.

Keywords: new century, urban literature, literary transition period, urbanization, literary paradigms,
social change, cultural identity
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ASKTAJIMAFAH ) KOBAJIAP: /KAHA FACBIPIAH BEPTT KbITAMJAF bI KAJIAJIBIK
IOJIEBUETTIH KA3Y ITAPAIUTI'MAJIAPBIHBIH TPAHCP®OPMANUACHI

Anoamna

JKana MBIHKBUTIBIKTEIH OackiHaH Oactarn Kprtaiimars! KananapabH KapKbIHIB JaMYbl aaMaap/IbiH
eMIp CalThlHA, OMJIAy TACULIEpiHE *OHE SMOLMOHAIABIK TOKIpuOenepiHe TepeH acep erTi. MeH-
KalaiblK ToXipuOe ypOaHucTiK JIuTa-parypaHblH OassHIay KEHICTITH KEHEWTTI jKOHE OHBIH Iapa-
JMTMaJIapbIHBIH ©3TepyiHe BIKMan eTTi, JKaHa Fachlp MIbIFapMalapbIHIAFl JOYIp/iH alpbIKIIa Oenri-
JepiH kepcerTi. by 3epTTey TepT acneKTiHl KapacThIpa OTBIPHIN, YPOAHUCTIK 9€OMETTIH JaMybIH/IaFbl
epeKIIENIKTep MEH UIrepuUIeyIIUTIKTepl 3epTTeyre OarbITTalFaH: ypOaHHM3alMs KOHTEKCTIHAET!
KaJTaJIbIK ’OHE aybULIbIK aiiMakTap apachlHAarbl ©3apa SPEKETTeCy, MHTEPHET JAJYIpIHJET] Kala eMIpiH
cumnarray, [ mobanu3arus xarailblHIa )KePriTiKTI KaJalblK TOKIpUOEH] KaJBINTACTBIPY JKOHE TEXHOJIO-
TUSAJIBIK JKETICTIKTEp/IeH IIaOBbITTaHFaH KajanapAblH (yTypUCTIK Ke3Kapachl. 3epTTEyAlH MaKcaTbl-
ypOaHHUCTIK 9/1eOMETTIH OMIPJIiH MOJICHH YKOHE QJIEyMETTIK acleKTUIepiHe alTapibIKTall ocep eTETiH Te3
e3repeTiH ypOaHu3alus KaraaiaapeiHa OeHiMIenyiH Tanaay. 3epTrey ypOaHuzaiusi MeH sxahaHna-
HYJBIH ONeOMeTTerl KallalblK COMKECTIKTI KaObuigay MeH OUImipyal Kalail e3repTKeHIH 3epTTei
OTBIPBIT, Kajla eMIpIHIH 3aMaHayu IIbIHJIBIKTApbIH KOPCETETIH KaHa TeHICHUUUIap MEH Hapaaurma-
JapJibl amajbl. 3epTTey MiHAETTEpiHe 910U TaKbIPBIITAPIAFhl, 91ICTEP MEH CTUIIbAEP/CT] e3repicTep-
I Tangay, 9ACOMETTIH JaMyblHA QIEYMETTIK-MOICHU (DaKTOpIapIbIH 9CEpiH 3epTTey KOHE Kazipri
on1e0M IpoLIeCce YIIiH OChI ©3repiCTep/IiH MPAKTUKAIBIK MAHbI3AbUIBIFBIH aHBIKTAY Kipesi. [IpakTuKaibIK
MaHBB3IBUIBIFBI JKa3yIIbIAp MEH 3epTTEYIIUIepre TepPaTOpHsUIBIK (OopMaTTapibl OKBIPMAaHIAPIbIH
Ka3ipri *argaiinapbl MeH KaXeTTUTIKTepiHe OelfiMaey OOMBIHIIA YChIHBICTap Oepy OOoJbIN TaObLIabI.
3epTTey oedu TaKBIPBINITAP MEH CTHIIBJEPICT] ©3repiCTep i aHBIKTAy YIIiH, COHIA-aK oaeOMeTTIH
JlaMybIHa Cep ETETIH NICYMETTIK-MOJIeHH (DaKTisIep il 3epTTey YILiH TaKbIPBIITHIK, TAPUXHU JKOHE 971601
Tangay ouicTepiH KosmaHaael. Herisri TyxeippiMaap kasipri Kpitail ypOaHUCTIK 9fe0HeTi KaslaibIK
OpTaHbIH QJIEYMETTIK KYPbUIBIMBIHIAFBI, MOJICHUETIHJIET1 »OHE KaObULIAybIHAAFbl e3repicTepii
OelfHeNeUTIHIH KepceTesl, OyJT KaJlaJbIK MPOLecTepAl TEPEHIPEK TYCIHY YILIH KEepPriliKTi TOKipude MeH
TapHXH acleKTLIeP/l OJJaH 9pi 3epTTey KAKETTUIINH KopceTe/i.
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HE3ABEPHIEHHBIE ITPOEKTHI: TPAHC®OPMAIIUS ITAPAJIUTM T'OPOJICKOI
JUTEPATYPHOM MMCHbMEHHOCTH B KUTAE C HAYAJIA HOBOI'O BEKA

Annomayus

C Hauasia HOBOTO TBHICSYEJICTUSI CTPEMHUTEIBHOE pa3BUTHE ToponoB B Kurtae okazayno riyOokoe
BJIMSHUE Ha 00pa3 >KU3HH, 00pa3 MBIIUICHUS U SMOIIMOHAIBHBIC MEPEKUBaHU JTI0/Iei. MeHstomuiics
TOPOACKON ONBIT PaCIIMPUI [MOBECTBOBATEILHOE MPOCTPAHCTBO YPOAHUCTHUECKOW JIUTEPATYphl U
CrocoOCTBOBa TpaHC(OpPMALIMK €€ TapaJurM, OTpaxas OTIIMYUTEIbHBIE YEPTHI MOXU B MPOU3BEIIC-
HUSIX HOBOTO BeKa. JTO MCCIEOBaHUE HAIIPABJICHO HA M3yUYeHHE OCOOCHHOCTEH U MPOOIIEM B Pa3BUTHH
ypOAHUCTUYIECKOW JINTEPATYPHI, pACCMATPUBAs YETHIPE ACIIEKTa: B3AaMMOJICHCTBHE MEKIY TOPOICKUMHU
Y CeIbCKUMHU pailoHaMH B KOHTEKCTE YpOaHU3aIMH, ONTMCAHNE TOPOACKON JKU3HU B 310Xy MHTepHeTa,
(dbopMHpOBaHHE MECTHOTO TOPOJICKOTO OIBbITa B YCIOBUAX I1o0AM3aiu U GyTypHUCTHUECKOE BUICHHE
rOpOJIOB, BIOXHOBJIEHHOE TEXHOJOTMYECKUMU JTOCTHKEHUAMH. Llenbto nccnenoBanus sSBISETCS aHAIU3
ajanTanuyd ypOaHUCTUYECKON JTUTEPATyphl K OBICTPO MEHSIOIIMMCS YCIOBUSM ypOaHU3alluu, KOTopast
CYLIECTBEHHO BIIMSET Ha KYyJIbTYpHbIE U COLMAJIbHBIE ACHEKThl KU3HU. VccnenoBanue packpblBaeT
HOBBIC TEHJICHUMHU U MAPAAUTMBbI, OTPAKAIOIINE COBPEMEHHBIE PEATMU TOPOJCKON XKU3HU, UCCIEIYS,
KaK ypOaHM3alys ¥ MI00aIr3aiys W3MEHWIA BOCTIPUSTAE M BBIPAKEHUE TOPOJACKON HIIEHTUYHOCTH B
ureparype. B 3amaun uccnenoBaHus BXOAUT aHAIW3 U3MEHEHUM B JIMTEPATYPHBIX TEMAX, METOAAX U
CTWJISIX, U3YUYCHUE BJIUSHUS COIMOKYJIBTYPHBIX (DAKTOPOB Ha Pa3BUTHE JIUTEPATYPHI U ONpEICIICHHE
MPAKTUYECKOW 3HAYMMOCTH ATUX U3MEHEHUH JUIsi COBPEMEHHOIO JMTEepaTypHOro mpouecca. IIpaktu-
YECKask 3HAYMMOCTD 3aKJII0YAECTCs B IPEIOCTABIICHUM PEKOMEH AL ITUCATENSIM U UCCIIEN0BATENSIM 110
aJanTalyyd JUTEPaTypHbIX (OPMATOB K COBPEMEHHBIM YCIIOBUSIM M TMOTPEOHOCTSIM uuTaresnei. B
WCCJIEIOBAHUM HCHOJIB3YIOTCS TEMAaTHYECKUE, UCTOPUUECKHE W JINTEPATypPHbIE METOJIbI aHAIU3a IS
BBISIBJICHUS! U3MEHEHUI B JIMTEPATYPHBIX TEMaX U CTUJIAX, & TAKKE I U3YUYEHUs] COLMOKYJIBTYPHBIX
(hakTOpOB, BIUAIOIIMX HA pa3BUTHE JUTEPaTypbl. OCHOBHBIC BBIBO/IBI MIOKA3BIBAIOT, YTO COBPEMEHHAS
KHUTalcKasi ypOaHUCTHUECKas JIUTEpaTypa OTpaskaeT U3MEHEHHUS B COIMAILHOM CTPYKTYpE, KYJIbTYpe U
BOCIIPUSATHH TOPOJCKON Cpefbl, MOAYEpPKUBas HEOOXOAUMOCTh AajbHEHINEro W3y4YeHHS MECTHOTO
OIbITa ¥ UCTOPHUYECKUX aCMIEKTOB JJIsl 00Jiee rTyOOKOTro MOHUMAaHUS TOPOJICKUX TTPOIIECCOB.

KuiroueBbie ciioBa: HOBBIM BEK, TOPOJCKAs JIMTEpATypa, JIATEPATYPHbIA MEPEXOAHBIA TEPUOI,
ypOaHu3alys, TUTepaTypHbIC MApaUrMbl, COLUATBHBIE N3MEHEHUS, KyIbTYpHAs WACHTHYHOCTD

Introduction. The introduction of this concept consciously sought to define urban literature as a self-
evident category, signaling that the literary world was shifting its focus from rural areas to cities, with
the expectation of separating urban narratives from the rural literary tradition and establishing it as an
independent aesthetic space in literature. Furthermore, the clear and forceful language of this definition
reveals the confidence that the literary community had at the time in recording the pulse of the era and
grasping the rhythms of history.

Since the onset of the rapid urbanization process following the Reform and Opening-up, China has
witnessed a historic transformation from a "rural China" to an "urban China." Consequently, the core
experiences and creative concepts of contemporary literature, which were rooted in rural China and
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focused on rural themes, underwent a series of changes. In 1983, the "First National Urban Literature
Theoretical Symposium" introduced the concept of contemporary "urban literature" for the first time,
defining urban literary themes as those "primarily focused on urban people and urban life, conveying an
urban flavor and urban consciousness" [1].

Throughout the 1980s, writers' explorations of urban life became increasingly profound and diverse,
gradually uncovering the layers of modern urban existence. From reform literature, which focused on
the productive spaces of the city, to works like Liu Xinwu's "The Bell and Drum Towers" and Chen
Jiangong's "No. 9 Gulu Lane", which portrayed the decline of urban social customs under the pressure
of ethical norms, to Wang Anyi’s "The Ever-Changing" and Wu Bin's "City Monologue: An Unsettled
Gaze", which depicted the new lifestyle and mental states of urban dwellers influenced by consumerism,
and even to "modernist" novels like Liu Sola's "You Have No Choice" and Xu Xing's "Variations
Without a Theme", which revealed the inner confusion and disillusionment of urban youth, as well as
the "new realist" novels that starkly presented the raw state of survival and struggle among the urban
underclass, writers adopted almost entirely new narrative modes to construct urban fiction texts. These
works showcased the unique urban landscape and scenery of specific spatial domains, while exhibiting
clear breaks from rural literature in terms of narrative style, linguistic forms, and aesthetic meanings.

However, the urban literary explorations of the 1980s did not develop into a sustainable creative
trend or aesthetic movement. The subsequent three decades of literary practice have proven that as cities
continue to change rapidly, the relationship between urban life and literature has grown increasingly
complex. Urbanization fundamentally involves spatial movement, representing a dynamic process that
integrates cities and rural areas, which differ in their levels of development, into a synchronous spatial
network. Michel Foucault's discussion of the era of space can be used to describe the current dynamics
of urbanization in China. He believed: "The present epoch may ultimately be the epoch of space. We are
in the age of the simultaneous, the age of juxtaposition, the age of the near and the far, of the side-by-
side, and of the dispersed. I believe that our experience of the world is less that of a long life developing
through time than that of a network that connects points and intersects with its own skein" [2].

Over the past few decades, propelled by urbanization, the spatial and temporal disparities between
urban and rural areas have gradually dissolved; meanwhile, cities have further amplified their
advantages in social resource allocation, population movement and interaction, and cultural integration.
The interactions and integration between urban and rural civilizations within such unbalanced
hierarchical spaces inevitably lead to conflicts and ruptures. This undoubtedly places new demands on
urban writing; the complex situations arising from rural-urban conflicts, such as the loss of rural cultural
traditions, alienation of human nature, ecological damage, and the survival challenges of migratory
populations, all require literature to holistically address the changes in rural-urban relations. Rural areas
and farmers, being relatively passive in these changing relations, should be incorporated into the broader
context of urbanization, allowing for a comprehensive modern reflection on the urban counterpart.

To better substantiate and question the complex changes in rural-urban relations, urbanization
writing flourishing in the new century has predominantly adopted a narrative strategy of rural-urban
reference on the one hand, linking the city with the countryside to expand the observational scope of
urbanization narratives; on the other hand, placing urban and rural narratives side by side, using each to
mirror and reflect the issues of the other, thereby enhancing the impact of urbanization narratives.
Following this strategy, new-century urbanization writing includes several typical thematic contents.

The first is the writing about hometowns, represented by Jia Pingwa. In this genre, writers recall and
observe their distant hometowns from the cities, perceiving the changes brought about by urban
influence in rural societies. In 1983, amidst the confusion and creative struggle between urban and rural,
modern and traditional contexts, Jia Pingwa returned to his native place. After rediscovering and
understanding the local culture of Shangluo, he established a coordinate system for his creative spirit.
Works like "Gao Laozhuang," "Tumen," "Qinqgiang," and "With the Lamp," written around the turn of
the new century, center on rural themes to probe deeper questions and reflections on modernity. The
infiltration of urban civilization brought significant shocks to the relatively isolated rural societies,
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shaking the moral and cultural foundations rooted in agricultural civilization and causing disorder in the
rural spiritual world. These changes caused Jia Pingwa considerable anxiety and concern, prompting
him to adjust his narrative path about his hometown to more autonomously engage with current social
practices.

The second theme is the narrative of moving to the city and returning to the countryside, represented
by Sun Huifen and Li Peifu. This narrative primarily portrays the urban perceptions and spiritual
experiences of rural migrants, presenting the interactions and conflicts between urban and rural
civilizations more vividly. Sun Huifen's writing in the new century has been dedicated to "opening a
secret passage from the countryside to the city, allowing people to see a relatively transparent world in a
relatively closed place, and to discover the secrets of life and the essence of fate" [3]. She has created
works such as "Xiemashanzhuang," "Shangtang Book," "Migrant Workers," "Ji Kuan's Carriage," and
"Two Women of Xiemashanzhuang," which depict the struggles and difficulties of rural migrants
navigating between urban and rural areas. These works collectively portray the transformation of the
spiritual, ethical, and emotional worlds of farmers in the Liaonan region under the backdrop of
urbanization. Li Peifu's urban-rural narrative intentionally showcases the loss of traditional beauty and
the proliferation of modern evils in the urbanization process. His narratives, adopting a "tale of two
places" approach between the city and the countryside, overview the stark contrasts in the spiritual
environments of both. The novel "The City’s Lights" contrasts the life paths of lovers Feng Jiachang and
Liu Hanxiang, reflecting urban and rural realities against each other. Feng Jiachang, who harbors
endless hatred for the rural village that raised him due to a childhood of poverty and humiliation, sees
escaping the countryside as his life goal. In stark contrast, Liu Hanxiang, after experiencing city life,
chooses to stay in the countryside, steadfastly caring for her unfaithful family, engaging in flower
cultivation, and leading the villagers to prosperity. Thus, the images of the city and countryside become
clear: the city is a sinful place that captures the souls of adventurers, while the countryside is a
redemptive haven for the spirits of the failed.

Additionally, since the new century, "subaltern literature" focusing on the survival predicaments of
the lower strata of society and "ecological literature" revealing the ecological destruction caused by
urban expansion have also largely unfolded from the narrative dimension of "urban-rural reference."
Overall, urbanization narratives since the new century show signs of repetition around themes such as
the disruption of rural order and nostalgia for lost homelands, and the urban-rural reference narrative has
gradually exhibited a formulaic character.

Firstly, the inherent urban-rural perspective of the creators causes an imbalance in the urban-rural
reference system. Writers tend to base their narratives on rural values as the fundamental standpoint for
urbanization stories, leading to a lack of urban subjectivity. The cultural migratory identity of those
"born in the countryside but registered in the city" makes it difficult for authors born in the 1950s to
1970s, who are the main forces in urbanization writing, to detach from the emotional identification,
moral judgment, and aesthetic inertia of the countryside. Thus, whether it is Han Shaogong who, after
being "accepted and nurtured by the city for thirty years," still finds the city "increasingly strange" and
finally decides to return to the rural world [4], or Mo Yan who states "All the darkness and suffering in
my twenty years of rural life were gifts from God. Although I live in a bustling market, my spirit has
returned to my hometown, and my soul rests in the memories of my hometown" [5], many of them,
influenced by the dichotomous structure of urban-rural opposition, tend to view the city from a rural-
based perspective. Their view of the city often displays an overall confusion of unclear prospects and
traditional disorder, generally remaining external to the critique of modernity, thus losing the reference
value in grasping the interactions between urban and rural areas.

Secondly, the adherence to the modern rural literary tradition constrains contemporary writers' urban
cognition and expression, continuing to use rural thinking to write about modern urban experiences, thus
falling into the pitfalls of literary practice. The perception of urban sin, the identity of the other, the
nostalgic impulse for lost homes, and the anxiety of being powerless against reality—such repetitive
themes ultimately lead urban literature into practical errors. A clear manifestation is that rural values and
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rural ethics excessively dominate urban writing, becoming the primary narrative vehicle and focal point
for writers. Meanwhile, the urban essence, due to the writers' excessive focus on the "move to the city,"
has yet to establish a mutual connection with China's current urban development experiences. Most
narratives about moving to the city lack a distinctive spiritual and cultural landscape of the city itself.
Without the backdrop of symbolic material landscapes, the perception of the city remains largely pre-
modern, which is clearly not in alignment with China's current urbanization process.

Thirdly, under the constraint of the intellectual inertia of the grand narratives typical of realist literary
tradition, writers tend to distill reality within the urbanization process to maintain an organic connection
between personal writing and the overall zeitgeist. Many writers still follow the realist tradition,
consciously intervening in the contemporary social practice of urbanization with a rational historical
consciousness. Most mainstream writings attempt to reveal the inevitability and essence of historical
progress within the framework of grand narratives. In specific literary practices, the realist literary
tradition of using "typical environments" and "typical characters" aptly connects with the conflicting
and opposing urban-rural relations within the urbanization process, providing convenience for writers to
create typical settings, mobilize typical characters, and generate dramatic conflicts.

However, the narrative model of urban-rural confrontation, which might have been effective in the
face of the former dual urban-rural social structure, has become ineffective in the context of today's
profound changes in urban development in China. The current social reality is that the divide between
urban and rural development is increasingly narrowing, and the implicit antagonistic elements are
gradually weakening, especially after the opening of household registration reforms, which have begun
to dismantle the identity barriers between urban and rural areas. Given such realities, the once effective
narrative of returning to the countryside can no longer generate meaning as the boundaries between
urban and rural areas become increasingly blurred. Moreover, with the advancement of globalization
and the accumulation of transnational living experiences among Chinese citizens, works such as Xu
Zechen's "Jerusalem," Jiang Yitan's "Hometown" and "Chinese Carp," and Yi Hua's "Hard to Have
You" focus on cross-border and cross-racial cultural conflicts from a global perspective, extending the
notion of 'hometown' from cities to the world. In summary, facing the various changes presented by
social realities, if writers continue to hold a relative, isolated dual-structure view of urban-rural issues, it
is likely to be detrimental to the healthy development of urban literature.

Methods and materials. The research uses thematic, historical and literary analysis. The thematic
analysis examines the interaction between the city and the countryside, revealing how literature reflects
cultural changes and social relations. The historical approach provides a context for the evolution of
literary forms in response to urbanization. The literary analysis focuses on the artistic techniques used to
depict urban subjects, especially in the context of the impact of globalization and technology on life in
the city.

Key methods include:

Thematic Analysis: Used to explore how urban and rural experiences reflect cultural and social
changes in literature.

Historical Approach: Provides context on how literary forms evolved in response to urbanization and
modernization.

Literary Analysis: Focuses on the artistic techniques employed by authors to depict urban spaces,
particularly under the impact of globalization and technology.

Results and discussion. The results indicate that modern Chinese urban literature increasingly
highlights alienation, identity crises, and the commodification of urban life, contrasting with traditional
rural narratives. Writers like Jia Pingwa and Wang Anyi move away from rural-urban dichotomies and
embrace urban themes rela-ted to consumerism and globalization. Furthermore, a growing trend towards
"localization" is evident, with works juxtaposing historical and modern urban experiences, particularly
in cities like Shanghai.

The study reveals that urban literature serves as a mirror to the societal changes driven by rapid
urbanization and globalization, offering a deeper understanding of modern urban identity. The findings
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emphasize the importance of further exploring local urban experiences and technological impacts on
literary formats.

From the discussion above, it is evident that rural experiences have long dominated urban narratives,
occupying the space meant for the urban essence as the aesthetic object and narrative subject of urban
literature. Concurrently, writings that directly address the urban spaces of consumer pleasure and the
experiences of material desire represent another trend in urban literature. On this level, urban literature
finally sheds its subordinate status, breaking free from the implications of urban-rural consciousness
collision and establishing its own subjectivity. In this sense, the depiction of everyday urban life
influenced by consumerism is a crucial entry point for examining contemporary urban subjective
experiences.

As consumer culture expands, the existence of cities and the lifestyle of the public gradually fall into
what Lukécs described as the "reification” trap, where reality is no longer seen as a vibrant historical
process but as a vast accumulation of objects [6]. This tendency towards reification is vividly reflected
in the urban writings of the "post-born" writers of the 1990s. Whether it's the blunt expression of a
"money above all" value system in the works of Zhu Wen, He Dun, Han Dong, or the extreme flaunting
of dazzling consumer scenes and bodily desires by "beauty writers" like Wei Hui and Mian Mian, there
is a positive attitude towards urban life in the era of consumption. From a positive perspective, "the
post-born generation consists of thoroughly individual writers who are adept at navigating commercial
society, thereby marking the end of the history of pure literature completely dependent on the official
system" [7], their writings distant from the central, everyday narratives somewhat contain the inherent
literary trait of self-sufficiency that resists external political norms. However, in the long run, when this
literary "self-sufficiency” is linked with the "private, materialized, and desirous nature of consumer
ideology," it weakens the literary ability to "penetrate reality," "reveal the truths of life," and engage in
thinking, reflecting, and intervening in significant contemporary social issues [8]. What is more
worrying is that the impact of this tendency towards reification not only continues to this day but is also
profoundly affecting the new century's literary imagination and portrayal of urban life.

The widespread adoption of the internet is also a significant variable in the socio-cultural makeup of
the new century. From a literary perspective, the interaction between literature and the internet has
deepened since the new century. The advantages of online platforms in terms of publishing,
dissemination, and reader-writer interaction have provided young authors with an independent and
autonomous space for expression. This group of young authors includes Murong Xuecun, Annie
Baobei, Han Han, Guo Jingming, Zhang Yue Ran, Li Chunshu, and others, who are mostly native
urbanites. Their works are generally characterized as "youth literature," depicting the urban life
experiences of their peers. The "emotional structure" of their works exhibits a clear deep commonality —
that is, a natural habituation and identification with the ceaseless expansion of consumer culture in
cities. They unanimously interpret the city from a standpoint that identifies with consumer ideology, and
the portrayal of city life centered around consumption almost becomes their "collective unconscious."

Apart from the limited real social and spiritual content related to the contemporary youth growth
experiences presented in their texts, the remaining content, whether it challenges traditional notions of
love and ethics or emphasizes strong material and bodily desires, revolves primarily around the
consumer landscapes of urban children. This generation of writers shows homogenization in their
portrayal of urban life, characterized by several specific features.

Firstly, the commodification of urban living spaces is evident. Many writers spare no effort in
elaborately listing the dazzling consumer scenes at the city center, and they display, with a sense of
ostentation, characters filling their desires and seeking thrills through luxury consumption. Guo
Jingming's "Tiny Times" series is replete with such ostentatious traces, featuring young men and women
whose lives revolve around expensive commercial areas like Nanjing Road and Lujiazui, wrapped in
fashionable attire but driven by stark material desires.

Secondly, there is the homogenization of urban lifestyles. The main content of urban writing is to
reproduce the daily life of city dwellers. Paradoxically, however, in an era where social stratification and
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mobility are intensifying and new types of professions and work forms are emerging, the daily life
content presented in urban narratives is largely "homogenized." Upon closer inspection, the "petty
bourgeois sentiment" and "middle-class tastes" are quietly taking over the narrative center of urban life.
Annie Baobei's works like "Goodbye Vivian" and "August is Not Over Yet" speak of poignant love
within a high-quality, slow-paced, and elegant lifestyle; Guo Jingming's "Tiny Times" portrays almost
contrived emotional entanglements of beautiful men and women living in refinement, all echoing this
petty bourgeois sentiment. This homogenized, formulaic writing mode empties the reality and
complexity of urban life, obscuring the life situations and textures of most contemporaries.

Thirdly, there is the fragmentation of individual urban experiences. In the internet era, the integration
and recombination of vast amounts of knowledge and information have altered the spatial pattern of the
material and spiritual dimensions of cities. Various fragments of information change people's lifestyles
and cognitive perceptions. Not only are the urban experiences of ordinary citizens influenced, but the
writing experiences of authors also inevitably show characteristics of fragmentation. Many writers
understand life from a stance that caters to consumer ideology; the characters they create are often
enslaved by material desires, losing the ability to question the meaning of their own lives or grasp the
value of their existence, and can only fill their increasingly fragmented spirits through the satisfaction of
material desires. As John Urry mentioned, "In the city, there is an emerging material world filled with
flow and instability" [9]. Such writing, instead, creates more restlessness and emptiness, causing
individual urban experiences to fall into even more fragmented conditions.

The analysis above of the homogenization trend in writings about urban life clearly shows the
degeneration of literature's "ability to discover the truths of life and intellectual capacity" caused by the
convergence of desire aesthetics [10], and the damage to the literary imagination—a force tightly linked
with the human spirit, the times, and reality—by the uniform expression of reified imagination [11].
Therefore, such writing struggles to present a true picture of the current urban reality and its spiritual
content. Additionally, the homogenization of life also leads to the standardization and formalization of
expressive methods and literary language, causing significant harm to the diversity of literary aesthetics.

Based on these issues, how to break free from the vicious cycle set by the economy, activate literary
intellectual power, and unleash literary imagination becomes a critical breakthrough needed in urban
literature. Only by doing so can literature be endowed with new aesthetic elements, provide referential
experiences for urban development, and inject fresh energy into human spiritual growth.

Since the 1990s, under the dual influences of modernization and globalization, urban narratives have
been overshadowed by modernist concepts, displaying the homogenization and universalization of
material desire in consumer society, which gradually severed the intrinsic connection between literature
and urban historical and cultural traditions. As Wang Min'an puts it, "This homogenization and
standardization of modern urban spaces undoubtedly suppress the richness of individuality" [12], cutting
off the urban mirror image construction from its historical and traditional roots, only allowing for the
diverse evolution of cities to turn into pale, mundane products on the global assembly line.

Reawakening the unique historical and cultural identity of cities may be an effective way to break
through the convergence and homogenized expression of urban connotations in the age of globalization.
The "local experience" of literature, as Wang Guangdong proposes against the new century novels'
tendency to conceptualize China's modernization issues using universal Western theories, is the
corrective measure he suggests. He believes that a literary "local experience" should be "one that
includes the writer's personal aesthetic experience and emotional factors as well as the intellectual
capability to understand life, shaped by the writer's personal artistic treatment." Specifically in literary
texts, it is "an 'experience of life' with personal emotional color, derived from local life and local cultural
forms. It demands that writers delve into local life to gain richly textured local experiences and infuse
them into literary creation to showcase local cultural forms and customs, highlighting the literary local
color" [13]. Thus, the emphasis on local culture and personalized life experiences in literary "local
experience" includes positive factors for countering the monotony of literary aesthetics. Clearly, this has
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a high theoretical enlightening effect on new-century urban writing.

For cities, "local experience" originates from history. Tracing and comprehending urban history and
connecting the cultural space of a city through descriptions of its historical and geographical spaces, is
the method to activate the "local experience" in urban literature. This is vividly demonstrated in the
urban nostalgic writing that emerged in the late 1980s and 1990s. The rediscovery of Eileen Chang in
the 1980s sparked interest in modern Shanghai. Subsequently, works like Wang Anyi's "The Song of
Everlasting Sorrow", Li Oufan's "Shanghai Modern", Wei Hui's "Shanghai Baby", and Chen Danyan's
"Shanghai Trilogy" set off a "Shanghai Nostalgia" craze [14]. Furthermore, Ye Zhao's works in the new
century such as "Love in 1937", "Carved in Bone", "Long Time Coming", "The Gate of Yifeng",
continue the intent of last century's "Night Mooring at Qinhuai" series, interlinking around the ancient
capital of Nanjing, together constructing the aesthetic space of the city. Jin Yucheng's early century
prose collection "The Age of Shuftling" with its vivid portrayal of material cultural life details in
Shanghai provided substantial material accumulation and intellectual preparation for the creation of
"Blossoms". Chi Zijian's transition from "The Pseudo-Manchukuo" at the end of the last century to the
new century works "Dancing", "Black Snow White Crows", "Yellow Chicken White Wine", "Fireworks
Roll Up" fully showcase the life and urban spirit of Harbin. The rich historical and cultural heritage of
several cities provides writers with resources for perception and depth of expression. They shuttle
between the history and reality of the city, blending personal life experiences with the cultural memories
deep in the city's history, making character development, landscape presentation, and writing forms all
become vivid testimonials infused with urban local experience.

First, character development integrates urban local experiences, successfully constructing a paradigm
where humans and cities interact and connect spiritually. This is a stark contrast to the character
portrayals long observed through the lenses of urban-rural conflicts and consumer desires. For instance,
Ye Zhaoyan is adept at blending grand historical narratives with everyday life stories, analyzing the life
situations of various Nanjing residents to affirm the city's unique cultural character. In this regard, Chi
Zijian and Jin Yucheng exhibit similar narrative strategies. Chi Zijian tends to use ordinary people as
narrative perspectives, providing an overview of the daily lives of various social strata in Harbin,
constructing a spiritual connection between the characters and the city. Works like "The Pseudo-
Manchukuo" and "Black Snow White Crows," which encompass significant historical themes, also
adopt a narrative approach that captures the "big in the small," breaking "history" down into fragments
of daily life and exploring the era's changes through the fates of minor characters. Jin Yucheng’s
"Blossoms" also peels back the imprints of a grand era on minor characters, through the lives and value
pursuits of Shanghai residents like A Bao, Hu Sheng, and Xiao Mao, successfully building a common
connection between the city and its people in spirit, taste, and sentiment.

Second, the depiction of landscapes anchors the city’s history and reality, deeply reflecting the city’s
core spiritual and cultural content. The significance of landscapes extends far beyond the city's physical
material shell. Longstanding critiques of urban literature have focused on the depiction of modern
consumer society's landscapes, reflecting a lack of vibrant life experiences. Writers like Ye Zhaoyan
carefully select landscapes with historical depth and integrate them with real-life details and the
characters' spiritual worlds. This collision of history and reality highlights the fortunes and situations of
cities and their inhabitants amidst changing times. For example, Ye Zhaoyan's novel "Carved in Bone"
portrays typical Jiangnan cultural spaces such as flower boats, pleasure barges, tea houses, and taverns,
all permeated with the tangible local customs and atmospheres of Qinhuai, exuding a rich regional
cultural ambiance. His recent novel "The Gate of Yifeng" selects "Yifeng Gate," a space that has
witnessed Nanjing's rise and fall, and the city dwellers' traumas and resilience, to narrate history and
everyday life, epitomizing his writings on Nanjing. Chi Zijian's portrayal of urban landscapes carries a
meaning of temporal and spatial convergence, intentionally constructing internal connections between
the city's historical past and present reality, using the city's transformation to explore the spiritual history
of its inhabitants. The novel "Dancing" uses the renovation of slums as a thread to pull out the historical
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memories and life trajectories of new and old generations in Harbin. The protagonist, Diu Diu, who
lives in the "Old Eight Miscellany" of the Half Moon Building, struggles to collect evidence of the
building's historical and cultural value, attempting to halt the demolition but ultimately ends in vain. As
the "OIld Eight Miscellany" gradually submerges in the torrent of urban construction, the life
experiences of a generation about it fade away. In his other works, Chi Zijian’s depiction of Harbin's
urban landscape reaches a meticulous level where "any place mentioned in my work, even if just in
passing, I must touch its door or feel its sound or atmosphere" [15].

Third, creative practice connects with local cultural forms, encapsulating the local color of life
experiences. The literary "local experience" is associated on one hand with human spirit, emotions, and
fate, and on the other hand with local customs, atmospheres, and cultural forms. "Local language," or
dialect, is the most direct manifestation of local color [13]. Jin Yucheng’s success with "Blossoms" is
inseparable from his use of dialect, a local cultural form. The most notable aspect of this novel is its
preservation of old Shanghai memories through authentic Shanghainese, vividly bringing to life
Shanghai’s social customs and shaping the image of its citizens in a way that mimics the rhythmic tones
of the Jiangnan dialect [16]. Dialect writing allows voices infused with local charm and life experiences
to truly enter the city. "Blossoms" establishes the subjectivity of the dialect itself, providing a strong
counterpoint and enlightenment to the increasingly expressive and appealing Mandarin-based literary
language. Similarly, Ye Zhaoyan and Chi Zijian also pay attention to using local vernacular and dialect
vocabulary in their writing, thereby strengthening the regional characteristics and expressive capacity of
literary language in their works.

The aforementioned writings that integrate local experiences, through alternating narratives of
history and reality, unearth the city's deeply embedded cultural connotations and unique characteristics.
As scholars have stated, "By using cultural memory to depict or interpret the past and present of the city,
the spirit of the city continues to thrive endlessly" [17]. These creations of the city are imbued with
romantic colors and an effect of estrangement, which are highly attractive to readers already weary of
the uniform face of urban life in reality. These signs suggest that local experience is a successful
direction for achieving a localized breakthrough in urban literature. As towns expand and confront the
processes of globalization, the space for local regional culture is further squeezed, threatening the
diversity of aesthetic differences and life experiences. This leads to a conceptual trend in literary
creation, "interpreting Chinese issues from the perspective of Western theories during the process of
modernization, forming some universal views" [13]. Specifically, new century urban literature shows a
dichotomy and imbalance in urban-rural narratives, as well as an overexposure of desires and alienation
bred by consumerism. Facing these issues, writers like Ye Zhaoyan, Chi Zijian, and Jin Yucheng choose
cities with rich historical and cultural backgrounds such as Nanjing, Harbin, and Shanghai as their
subjects, digging internally for the diversity of local real life to combat the uniformity brought by
globalization and urbanization. Their urban writings first abandon the utilitarian goals of modern
narrative, no longer aiming to use the city to discern social realities and historical trends. Instead, the
city transforms from an elevated object loaded with ideologies into a subject narrating local experience;
secondly, replacing the previously general, holistic urban experience with specific, localized
experiences, ensuring that the city appears not as uniform public image but as one with a unique life and
expressions.

Sinking into history enriches urban writing, yet the purpose of penetrating history is not for the sake
of history itself but to better touch upon reality. As Fredric Jameson stated, "For whatever special
reasons, we are doomed to seek our history through our own popular images and clichés about the past,
which itself is forever unreachable" [18]. Therefore, urban literary writing and research should not
indulge in the past. They should "bridge the gap between the linguistic city and the real city, penetrating
the veils of vanity and lies set up," thus "directly reaching the essence of the urban spirit" [19].

Regarding the relationship between history and reality, although our writers do not hide the facts of
rapid urban development when examining the same city under the contexts of history and reality, they
avoid addressing how history and tradition should adapt and participate in the urbanization process,
67




Abait amvinoazvr Kas¥I1Y Xabapwwvicol « Dunonocus viavimoapuly cepusicol, Nel (91), 2025 onc.

making it a part of the city's new everyday life. Moreover, in terms of the relationship between the
specific and the general, historical narratives effectively restart local experiences, greatly enriching the
cultural implications of urban appearances.

In summary, the article explores the ways urbanization has reshaped Chinese literature by reflecting
changes in social structures, cultural identity, and perceptions of urban environments. This
transformation presents both challenges and opportunities for contemporary literary practices, offering a
new paradigm for interpreting urban narratives

The analysis of urban literary texts from the early 2000s reveals several emerging trends in the
depiction of urban life. Firstly, the narratives increasingly incorporate themes of alienation and identity
crises, which reflect the fragmented experiences of individuals living in rapidly expanding urban spaces.
Writers such as Jia Pingwa and Wang Anyi have shifted their focus from rural-urban dichotomies to
more intricate explorations of urban solitude and consumerism.

Furthermore, our study uncovered a growing tendency towards "localization" in urban literature. This
is evident in works that juxtapose historical and modern urban experiences, particularly in cities like
Shanghai, where writers use historical settings to critique contemporary urban life. Our findings also
show a clear trend towards incorporating global themes, with an emphasis on cultural identity and
technological progress. This has given rise to futuristic urban visions that explore the intersection of
technological advancements and human experience.

These results offer a new understanding of how literary works serve as a mirror to societal change,
especially in the context of globalization and urbanization. The novelty of our study lies in the focus on
urban literature as a reflection of broader social dynamics, offering new paradigms for interpreting
literary developments in a rapidly changing world.

In this study, we explored the transformation of urban literary paradigms in China since the new
millennium. Our results highlight significant shifts in narrative focus and literary styles, shaped by rapid
urbanization and technological advancements. This evolution reflects broader societal changes,
particularly the interactions between rural and urban environments.

One of the core discoveries is that modern Chinese urban literature has diverged from traditional
rural narratives, embracing new themes that explore the psychological and emotional impact of urban
life. These findings align with previous literature emphasizing the influence of globalization and
urbanization on cultural expression in China. However, our research contributes novel insights into how
these paradigms reflect the complexities of modern urban identity.

The practical significance of these findings is twofold: first, they provide a framework for
understanding how urbanization transforms literary expression; second, they offer writers and
researchers a basis for further exploration into local urban experiences amid globalization. This study
also underscores the need for a deeper examination of technological influence on literary formats,
particularly in digital publishing environments, where new narrative styles are rapidly emerging

Conclusion. Over the past forty years, China has undergone an urbanization process that took
Western countries two centuries to achieve. The astonishing speed of development, coupled with a
foundation emerging from an agricultural civilization, has meant that our urbanization has been in a
state of transition for a long time. Writers, who exist in a parallel historical context due to a lack of
urban experience and outdated theoretical resources, have only been able to offer a reality metaphor that
is primarily imaginative for the unclear prospects of the city, keeping urban literature itself in a
transitional state as well. However, it is foreseeable that as the direction of urbanization becomes
clearer, the new era of urban development will inevitably demand literary forms that match it. Clearly,
the current urban experience narratives are far from meeting these demands and compared to other art
forms, literature has been left far behind.

Considering the above situation, we can say that since the new century, urban writing concepts and
capabilities have had many deficiencies and have not been able to effectively keep up with the profound
changes China's urban development is undergoing. On the other hand, this also means that future urban
writing still has many deep-rooted and vibrant points of growth. Meng Fanhua aptly summarized:
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"Contemporary Chinese urban literature, like the ongoing modernization projects, is characterized by its
uncertainty. Thus, writing in contemporary Chinese urban literature is also an 'unfinished project™ [20].
Facing this "unfinished project" of urban literature, it is difficult to predict its developmental directions
or what it will ultimately become. However, what is certain is that the path of urban literature, adapting
to the tides of the times, will only become broader and will inevitably nourish and revise our cities and
eras. What we anticipate is urban literature that integrates urban and rural experiences, emphasizing the
equality of urban and rural values, the universal connection and continuity of their spirits and life values,
and using a kind of spiritual quality and personality that transcends urban-rural boundaries to highlight
the positive communal values in the urbanization process. We expect a departure from consumerist
thinking, an artistic presentation of the texture of urban life and diverse life situations that both resonate
with the spirit of the age and soothe the soul. We hope for urban experience narratives that possess both
local cultural character and a global aesthetic identity, that highlight the uniqueness of our national
cultural identity while standing up to universal values. We call not only for urban literature that takes the
city as its subject but also as its method.
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