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On Machine Writings in Novels of the Late Qing and Early Republican Period
Zhang Yi

Abstract: In the late Qing Dynasty and early Republican period, machines became an important subject in novels. During this pe-
riod, novels depicted the effects of machine usage, machine creation and manufacturing, as well as human—machine integration. These
depictions drove significant formal changes in novels, including in vocabulary, spatial representation, and temporal framing. While ful-
filling social functions such as disseminating scientific knowledge and fostering national consciousness, novels also continued the tradi-
tional ideological threads of “applying learning to practical needs” , “seeking Dao through instruments” , and “the unity of Dao and in-
struments” . The unique portrayal of machines in novels of this era preserved Chinese people’ s initial experiences with machines. More-
over, Chinese novelists’ attempts to engage with machines reflected the cultural strategy of Chinese intellectuals—adapting foreign con-
cepts to meet China’ s specific cultural needs and manage cultural tensions. This provides a potential model for the integration of ma-
chines and literature, as well as foreign knowledge and local culture, in the present day.

Key words : machine writings ; novels of the late Qing and early Republican period; cultural adaptation
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