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WORLDING THE JIANGHU:

LOYALISTS, REVOLUTIONISTS, AND SECRET SOCIETIES

IN LATE QING AND EARLY REPUBLICAN CHINA

HeLENA WU *

ABsTRACT With the volatile dynamics between the old and the new, classical and mod-

ern, China and the rest of the world, late Qing and early Republican China marked
a transitional period of power, value, and subjectivity. Spawned from an abstract yet
circulatable concept, the imaginary space of the jianghu, literally meaning rivers and
lakes, continued to find expression in Qing loyalist literature, discourses of anti-Qing
revolutionary organizations, and popular novels, unfolding the contacts and clashes of
changing identities and different worlds in a transitional society. The paper presents a
symptomatic reading of the response to world literature and the reflection of one’s po-
sitioning in the world as the outward and inward turn at the time. By examining the
shifting of the jianghu imaginary in fictional and historical narratives, this paper will
use the concept of “worlding” to reflect on different degrees of intersections between
history, representation, literary production, and consumption, revealing a multitude
of relationships constellating these overlapping worlds that bridged literature, culture,
and history in the late Qing and early Republican era.
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