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Abstract 

Since the advent of the 1990s, the ascendancy of mass culture, buoyed by the burgeoning market 

economy, has engendered a discernible transformative trajectory in Chinese literature. Mass culture 

has given rise to a fissure in the value judgment and authoritative definition of literary works, a change 

that not only responds to the stimulus of the market, but also conforms to the expectation of the masses 

for revelry under specific historical conditions. This paper looks back at the social background, takes 

Bakhtin’s theory of carnival as a guide, and explains the literary phenomenon and writings of the 1990s 

in the context of mass culture, pointing out that the subversion of value and the deconstruction of 

authority are the prominent features of “carnivalized” writing in this period. 
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1. Introduction 

Mass culture is a cultural phenomenon that uses the mass media as a means and operates according to 

the laws of commodities, aiming to enable the public to obtain daily sensual pleasurable experiences. 

(Wang, 2015) In the 1990s, the sudden changes in the world economy and politics provided a brand 

new creative environment and cultural context for the Chinese society, and the Chinese culture went 

through a transformation and fission. “Leaping from being discriminated against and neglected to 

becoming a force that influences the dominance of the culture” (Xing, 2020) the popularity of mass 

culture not only induced and changed the overall cultural interest of Chinese society, but also gave birth 

to new literary discourse. 

Domestic and international scholars often draw upon Bakhtin’s theory of carnivalization in their 

analysis and critique of mass culture. John Fisk’s research affirms the pivotal role of the masses in 

media and cultural dissemination, with Bakhtin’s theory of carnivalization serving as one of his 
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foundational frameworks. He posits that the carnivalization of mass culture possesses a deconstructive 

nature, wherein the festive celebration of offending bodies and senses serves as a non-mainstream 

avenue for challenging established “truths”. (John, 2006) The occurrence and characteristics of 

literature in China’s transitional period were once a hotly debated cultural phenomenon. Liu Kang 

argues that Bakhtin’s theory of carnivalization resonates with the cultural phenomena at the turn of the 

century in China. The cacophonous polyphony of diverse discourses characterizing the literature of the 

1990s within the context of mass culture reflects a narrative of “private discourse”. This phenomenon is 

rooted in a critical reflection and deconstruction of the “grand narrative” prevalent in elite culture 

during the 1980s. (Liu, 1995) Liang Hong traces the generation mechanism of the literary field in the 

1990s and elevates the “carnival” narrative to an aesthetic position consistent with the spirit of 

skepticism and subversion. (Liang, 2009) Despite scholars’ differing emphases on this cultural 

phenomenon, they commonly employ terms such as “carnival”, “subversion”, and “deconstruction” in 

their textual interpretations of literary writing within the context of mass culture during the transitional 

period. 

 

2. China’s Mass Culture and Literature in Transition in the 1990s 

To many intellectuals, the 1990s were undoubtedly shrouded in a layer of darkness. In the context of 

mass culture, the literary confidence and dignity established in the 80s could hardly be maintained, the 

value enlightenment with the main theme of elite culture entered a bottleneck, and literature gradually 

faded out of the social attention field and became marginalized. In addition, the increasingly diversified 

cultural symbols and aesthetic preferences have given rise to many market-oriented entertainment 

books, and these popular works no longer dwell on grand historical themes or ideological narratives. 

The identity of intellectuals was forced to be downgraded from cultural guardians to cultural 

entertainers, and the original clear-cut boundary between the elegant and the vulgar in their works was 

also broken. Most of the writers who found it difficult to reconcile themselves with the contradiction 

between elegance and vulgarity chose to create works that conformed to the aesthetic interests of the 

public in a compromising way, consciously taking over the “baton” of recording the history of people’s 

daily lives, and paying more attention to the social changes and people’s emotional needs in their 

creations. Literature is no longer a refined and elitist art, but has evolved into a more approachable and 

inclusive art form, a common medium reflecting the life of the masses. Amidst a medley of discourse 

and tonal shifts, alternating between reality and illusion, and interwoven with the juxtaposition of the 

mundane and the fantastical, the carnival of popular arts descends. 

In China, the spread of the term “carnival” began with the easternization of the Western carnival, which 

initially existed as a foreign festival. The term “carnivalization” as a term of cultural studies was first 

used in the translations of the literary theorist Bakhtin. When Bakhtin studied the literary works of 

Dostoevsky and Rabelais, he exported the carnival rituals and unique feelings into the literary language, 

“When the carnival style turns to the literary language, carnivalization is formed, and carnivalized 
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literature is produced” (Wang, 2019). According to Bakhtin, both works were produced during the 

period of cultural transition, and it was the unstable factors in the era that created “carnivalized 

literature”. Similarly, China’s economy became marketized in the late 1980s and largely opened up in 

the 1990s, and the economic transformation became the driving force behind the cultural 

transformation; the “dislocation” of the social environment in the 1990s prompted writers to learn how 

to engage in literature in an economic era (Feng, 1993), the mission, function, and way of literature 

needed to be renegotiated. 

In the realm of mass culture, readers’ expectations of literary texts often stem from their desire for 

revelry, a longing rooted in the accumulated psychological residue of a national culture long suppressed. 

By the 1990s, secular desires began to gain acceptance, as the proliferation of the market economy 

endorsed a value system that prioritizes pleasure and reinforces both the determination to reconstruct 

public values and a spirit of skepticism. As elucidated in Bakhtin’s theory of carnival, there exists an 

innate confidence in the revelatory truth of humor, emancipating the populace from solemn and rigid 

constraints, thereby facilitating the continual renewal of enjoyment. This anticipatory revelry imbues 

the literary works of writers in the 1990s, fostering a blurring of boundaries between literature and life, 

the exploration of the value of individual life experiences, and the intensification of writing demands 

predicated on personal narratives. 

 

3. Main Features of the “Carnivalized” Writing of Literary Transformation 

The literary writings of the 1990s epitomize mass culture, reflecting the masses’ anticipation of revelry. 

During this period, many writers actively embraced the zeitgeist, stimulating popular psyche through 

distinctive narrative strategies, thus accomplishing a “carnival on paper” within everyday writing. 

Generally speaking, within the context of mass culture, the literature of the 1990s demonstrates two 

major characteristics: the subversion of value and the deconstruction of authority. 

3.1 The Subversion of Value 

3.1.1 Subversion of Traditional Narrative Language 

Influenced by the historiographical orthodoxy and the background of the times, it was basically 

impossible for personalized writing to become the mainstream narrative discourse in the revolutionary 

era. From the clarion call for enlightenment and salvation sounded at the end of the last century to the 

revolutionary hymns of the seventeen years of literature to the echoes of “reflection” in the new period, 

the “grand narrative” representing the mainstream culture has always existed in literary works. In terms 

of narrative style, works before the 1990s were inevitably colored by realism, politics and utility. 

Mass culture provided a public platform for people of different classes to carry out equal dialogues, 

which made the literature of the transition period in the 1990s possessed the obvious characteristics of 

depoliticized private language, and literary narratives became “one’s own voice”. This also fits 

Bakhtin’s analysis of Rabelais’s novels’ tendency towards carnivalization. According to him, the 

carnivalesque writing in Rabelais’s novels breaks free from the serious and tidy stylistic shackles of 
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Gothic literature, and focuses on the individual senses and the feelings of the whole people, so that the 

people can “feel themselves to be members of the masses of the people, who are always growing and 

renewing themselves”. (Bakhtin, 2004) The personalized narrative style of literary works in the 1990s 

greatly challenged the traditional narrative style with political color and collective nature, making the 

wholeness of the “grand narrative” unprecedentedly subverted, and the individual’s emotional desires, 

character destiny, and cultural motives evolved into the fundamental basis of literary narratives in this 

period. Bakhtin’s theory embodies an inclination towards anti-systematicity and the celebration of 

individuality. The carnivalized writing transcends ideology, aptly demonstrating literature’s universal 

concern for the existential predicaments of human life. Under the microscope of “Carnival”, everyone’s 

unfinished nature is infinitely enlarged, and even some readers with low cultural level and limited 

appreciation ability can get due respect from the market. It can be said that literature in the transition 

period really breaks free from the shackles of literature for political service, subverts the significant 

historical mission that literature has shouldered, and allows literature to return to itself to pay attention 

to the colorful life of “human beings” in the context of a specific era. The theme-first “big epic” no 

longer exists, replaced by the noisy “tiny story” - the literature of the 1990s fully embodies the parody 

of personalized narratives to the grand historical narratives. 

With the loosening of political regulations amidst the tide of market economy, the narrative language of 

literature during the transitional period has become much more down-to-earth. Writers often employ a 

cacophony of narrative techniques such as parody, irony, and repetition to subvert the seriousness of 

elite discourse. These works often feature language that is satirical, vulgar, and explicit, permeated with 

a decrowned and disenchanted spirit. The carnival-like language employed is essentially a form of 

“public square language”, liberating itself from the constraints of rules, hierarchies, and various norms 

of ordinary language. This linguistic environment has nurtured a group of writers who are uninhibited, 

candid, and unconstrained in their literary expression, including figures such as Wang Shuo, Li Er, and 

Liu Zhenyun. 

Using Wang Shuo as an exemplar, his exploration of the “utter lack of seriousness” carnivalized 

language epitomizes the characteristic “public square language”. Wang Shuo’s novel titles have 

consistently been attention-grabbing and highly individualistic, such as Die Satisfied, Please Don’t Call 

Me Human, Playing for Thrills among others. Simply considering these unfamiliar titles can evoke a 

sense of subversive spirit. Wang Shuo’s novel language tends strongly towards debasement and 

mockery. A rich array of discourse types including jargon, slang, vulgar language, and colloquial 

speech, complemented by elegant and fluent literary language as well as solemn and resonant political 

slogans, are strategically placed by the author within appropriate rhetorical contexts. His irreverent 

writing stance offers readers a novel reading experience, expressing the long-suppressed genuine 

demands of the masses with a disenchanted attitude. For instance, in the novel Utter Lack of 

Seriousness, Bao Kang, describing himself as a “unemployed wanderer who enjoys the breeze and 

moonlight”, says: “My ancestors were idle, catching birds with cages and composing poetry while 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/assc         Advances in Social Science and Culture                 Vol. 6 No. 2, 2024 

104 
Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

admiring the moon. As for my generation, we’re even worse, indulging in eating, drinking, gambling, 

and debauchery...” (Wang, 2004) In this sentence, what appears together with the mocking tone is not 

the concise and direct vernacular, but the half-literary and half-white elegant words, and the alternative 

mixture of the novel’s language with its context and semantics deepens the humorous qualities of the 

novel’s characters. 

3.1.2 Subversion of Traditional Aesthetic Principles 

Traditionally, “beauty” is often noble and pleasant, and it seems difficult to associate it with the silly, 

ugly, crippled and even disgusting contents of reality. But as Victor Hugo said, “ugliness” and “beauty” 

coincide with each other, and vulgarity lurks behind the sublime, coexisting and co-existing. 

Bakhtin’s theory of carnivalization clearly puts forward that the shaping of fictional disabled physical 

organs and parts has a metaphorical rhetorical significance for the content and contextual construction 

of literary works, such as blind eyes, lame legs, broken hands, etc. in novels play a subversive role in 

the tradition of aesthetics. The comedic social context constituted by “ugly” characters and things is an 

effective form of subverting traditional values and dissolving mainstream aesthetic norms. In other 

words, the “ugly” people, events, and things portrayed in literary works are more capable of reflecting 

the spiritual core of “carnival aesthetics”, and are more likely to liberate readers from some heavy and 

serious discourse. 

“The grotesque image of a cut-up body is the basis for this carnivalesque kitchen dissection.” [8] 

Novelists of the 1990s deliberately let comic characters such as clowns, fools, and liars play the roles 

of narrators, witnesses, or pro-lifers in their works. By creating exaggerated, deformed or dislocated 

“ugly” imagery, the writers more intensely reconstructed the historical reality, and created many 

impressive images of the “lower part of the body”. For example, Mo Yan employs debased characters 

and vulgar scenes to underpin the reality of revelry and violence, subverting the familiar aesthetic 

standards held by people. The world in the eyes of Zhao Xiaojia, the silly butcher in Sandalwood Death, 

is deformed and horrifying, and the strong and powerful man sees everyone around him as primitive 

animals: “Dad’s true nature is a black panther, the magistrate Qian Ding’s true nature is a white tiger, 

my wife’s true nature is a large white snake, Sun Bing’s true nature is a large black bear, and I turn out 

to be an old goat with a long beard.” (Mo, 2012) The illusory world in the eyes of the fool actually 

coincides with the real world, which emphasizes the absurdity of the real world. The “meat kernel” 

made by Mr. Luo Han in Red Sorghum, the “twitching” hand of Grandma Ma in Ergu is on Her Way, 

the yellow urine of Ding Hu’er in The Public of Wine, and the ugly man mating with a donkey in Red 

Locusts are all examples of Mo Yan’s writing. Mo Yan writes about everyday and perverse history, and 

his novels are full of scenes of shit and urine, even reflecting a nearly paranoid “ugly” quality. His 

perverted depiction of torture and unrestrained eroticism permeate the “folk spirit” of carnivalization 

theory. As Mo Yan said in one of his speeches, “... looks ugly, but in fact it contains a great charm, what 

looks ugly and nasty actually has many meanings, like the mixture of lowliness and nobility, the 

mixture of death and birth, it is a kind of life force, a kind of maternal power.” (Mo, 2010) In addition, 
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the works of writers such as Jia Pingwa, Yu Hua, and Wang Xiaobo in the same period are also full of 

straightforward writing about “ugliness”. These vulgarized and carnivalized writings make people’s 

value judgments accumulated in the traditional cultural context lose their use, and the traditional 

aesthetic principles of the public are faced with subversion and reconstruction. 

3.1.3 Subversion of Traditional Social Ethics 

Meng Fanhua points out that the abundance of material life since the 1990s has inevitably led to the 

decline of social morality, prompting the occurrence of literary transformation. (Meng, 2003) Money 

and desire exuded a fascinating power, and behaviors such as consumption, indulgence, and hedonism, 

which were recognized as of low character ten years ago, were sought after, and even became the 

outward manifestation of the zeitgeist of the 1990s for a time. 

Traditional moral values are centered around collectivism, where sacrificing the self for the greater 

good is considered just and proper. However, the writers of the 1990s were influenced by mass culture, 

and their works were often characterized by egoism and individualism. For example, in Utter Lack of 

Seriousness, writer Wang Shuo takes on collectivism in a flirtatious tone: “So what if I don’t do that? 

Come to think of it, is it a trend to call on everyone to give and let yourself suffer. How can I take 

advantage?” The rhetoric of irony challenges the traditional moral order and puts individual interests 

and private desires in their rightful place. 

In addition, some literary works in the 1990s began to have the function of “reproducing the realities of 

desirous existence” (Wang, 2005). The destructive private desires and impetuous social atmosphere 

challenge the traditional social moral norms and ethical order. Taboo words such as bouncing, looking 

for a lady, taking drugs, extramarital affairs, homosexuality and so on appear in the text of the novels, 

and the protagonists of the writers lose themselves in materialistic desires, indulge themselves in erotic 

desires, obey the bestiality, believe in impulses, and form the horrible group self-consciousness guided 

by the desires. Bakhtin regarded the “lower part of the body” as a “small universe” that can be 

perceived and touched, and through instinctive external stimulation, people can master the “universe” 

from the inside out in the body. “Man experiences the universe in himself (Bakhtin, 1998).” We can get 

a glimpse of this in the works of the new generation of writers, such as Wei Hui, Mian Mian and Chen 

Jiaqiao, who appeared at the end of the 1990s. Their carnivalesque writing treads the drumbeat of the 

rhythm of urban life, full of physiological tension and sensual vertigo, and “these materialized sexual 

relationships have both subverted the traditionally established morality and ethics and dismantled the 

authoritative significance of life” (Zhang & Ma, 2022). 

The theory of carnivalization holds that the human body can only reveal its essence, the element of 

constant growth and constant transcendence of its own boundaries, through such actions as coitus, 

pregnancy, and childbirth. Although writers like Wei Hui try to put a cultural veneer on naked desires, 

labeling them with international brands such as Chanel, Gucci, CK, etc., it is very difficult for their 

characters to realize their so-called “essence” in the true sense, and to realize the ideals of growing up 

and transcending one’s own boundaries. In the short term, this kind of work can indeed stimulate the 
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reader’s senses and inspire reading interest. However, the narrow storytelling and one-dimensional 

characterization of Wei Hui’s works ultimately reduced them to vague and repetitive discourses. 

Though not of a high standard, these “replicas” of desires have successfully charged traditional and 

conservative social ethics with an open and commercial stance, daring us to face the infiltration of 

interests and desires into urban life, rather than remaining reserved and silent. 

3.2 The Deconstruction of Authority 

3.2.1 Deconstruction of Love 

Since the founding of the PRC, the traditional Chinese concept of love has been the Marxist concept of 

love, that is, the belief that love is a noble emotion formed by adoration between a man and a woman 

on the basis of a certain material foundation, based on their common three views and ideals. Such a 

view of love creates an idealized and moralized purely intimate relationship. However, the writers of 

the 90’s obviously wrote about love with the color of opposing the idealization of love and the 

moralization of marriage, filled with the free spirit of decrowning and disenchantment, and they were 

more concerned about the mundane, daily survival of the relationship between the two sexes. These 

works either echo the call of freedom, or drenched in lust. 

Bakhtin regarded the question of flesh as a question of value constitution, and he believed that the 

significance of physical existence originated from the recognition of the Other and the activities 

assigned to the form. In The Golden Age, Wang Xiaobo offensively strips away the false veil of love in 

a particular era and exposes the naked truth to the readers. In the novel, Wang Er and Chen Qingyang 

develop a great revolutionary friendship through a chance conversation, and such “friendship” is based 

on sex. The love between Wang Er and Chen Qingyang stems from the instinctive impulses and carnal 

pleasures between the two sexes, and is the result of their “recognition” of each other. Such a sensual 

experience of flesh-and-blood life deconstructs the conservative and dogmatic concept of love. 

At the same time, the advent of the commodity economy has made the intoxication of the senses, 

titillating sounds and colors, ambiguous emotions, and consumption of sex constitute the real mundane 

side of gender relations, especially the female body, under the modification of “sex”, has become a 

fast-selling product of the Chinese society for a long time. Bataille has used universal economics to 

interpret gender relations, arguing that the purpose of love in a commercial society is not to reproduce, 

but to gain pleasure and satisfy desires. Wei Hui’s Shanghai Darling, a semi-autobiographical account 

of several of my emotional experiences, is a brief history of sex for new women in Shanghai during the 

transition period. The author boldly records the romance and disorientation of this developing modern 

city, customizing the private space for induced hedonism and the hallucinatory time for consumerism 

for the “white-collar class” that emerged in the mid-to-late 1990s, impregnated with the unsettling 

carnivalesque elements of the consumer era. Bataille also points out that women are given out as gifts 

in the business world, and that the unique attraction of a whore stems from her own sex appeal and her 

attributes of consuming and being consumed. Han Dong’s The USD is Harder than the CNY is about 

Hang Xiaohua’s experience of going to a certain place to visit prostitutes at the encouragement of his 
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classmates, and the guilt he feels for visiting prostitutes accidentally saves his and his wife’s faltering 

marriage. In the novel, the loyalty and rationality of the marriage relationship are deliberately dissolved 

by the author. Zhang Min’s short novel Gu Mei’s Story fully exposes the currency exchange thinking 

commonly used by contemporary people in dealing with gender relations, in which the body and love 

are completely reduced to tools for the disadvantaged to exchange for benefits. For the sake of money 

and power, “my” husband and in-laws knowingly acquiesced to my affair with director Jin. 

In addition, the cynical attitude of carnivalized writing towards love can be reflected in the names of 

many novels that appeared in the 1990s, such as Die Satisfied, Apart from Love, Trash or Love, etc. 

Love is broken down into impromptu madness, endless desires, and all the simple accessories such as 

consumption, lovemaking, and games that have nothing to do with love, which confirms the saying in A 

Carefree Journey that “the question of love or not love, which the young people are so keen to talk 

about, has become very direct with me, because the process of love or not love has been omitted”. (Li, 

2008) All kinds of chaotic male-female relationships are both the novelist’s dismemberment of love 

itself and a true portrayal of emotional relationships in modern society where traditional ethics and 

morals are out of order. 

3.2.2 Deconstruction of Patriarchy 

As an authoritative cultural symbol, “patriarchal” civilization has played an important role in the 

evolution of Chinese civilization over thousands of years. Literary works after the founding of the 

People’s Republic of China and before the 1990s followed the traditional aesthetic paradigm of 

patriarchal themes, with “fathers” often portrayed as “heads of families” with greater family status and 

discursive power, and whose status and authority were unquestionable. 

In contemporary times, the traditional concepts of inferiority and superiority, gender, and family have 

been interpreted by modernity, and the patriarchal status has been loosened day by day, and mass 

culture has widely aroused people’s deeper sense of equality, so that the literary transformations of the 

90’s often reveal a critique of the patriarchal discipline. The literature of transition in this period 

uprooted the unshakable sovereignty of fathers in literary works with a deconstructionist scrutinizing 

posture and irrational narrative form, and completely subverted and mocked the image of fathers in 

works. 

In Wang Shuo’s I Am Your Dad, Ma Linsheng is dissatisfied with the rusty father-son relationship 

between himself and his son, so he takes the initiative to call his son his brother. At first, he thinks that 

this method works, but later on, once his son doesn’t need him, Ma Linsheng is “so idle that he has 

insomnia all night long, and he has become so idle that he has become emaciated” (Wang, 2015), even 

needing to use the technique of feigning illness to keep Ma Rui forcefully at home. In Malinsheng’s 

practice of establishing a new order of family relations, the relationship of need and dependence is 

quietly reversed between the two wronged fathers and sons, and the repressive and authoritative 

symbolism behind “father” is dismantled by the writer, reflecting the common ethical dilemmas faced 

by contemporary parenthood. Zhu Wen’s I Love Dollars tells the story of how my father suddenly came 
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to visit me, but I unashamedly talked about sex with him on the street, and took him to drink, watch 

movies, take a sauna, and find escort girls. Watching my father, who is a conservative-minded man, 

show his comical and panic in the face of everything in front of him, “I” actually felt a kind of 

unspeakable superiority, and “my” father’s authority and solemnity were gradually dissolved in the 

absurd plot of the novel. During the period of transition, literature launched a breakthrough against the 

patriarchal fence with the gesture of father-profanity, and the traditional patriarchal power, under the 

developmental logic of modernity and pan-culture, had no place to hide, and gradually shrank to 

become the object of being molested by writers under the language of literary transition. 

3.2.3 Deconstruction of the Hero 

For a long time after the founding of PRC, literary and artistic works were eager to plan red classics 

centered on highlighting positive heroes, creating many melodramatic models that recited exemplary 

heroes. The heroes in these works were almost perfect, a myth to which ordinary people aspired but 

could not reach. In the 90’s, on the stage of carnivalized literature, the traditional heroes no longer 

existed, and in the era of the current of the masses of people wrapped in inaction, heralding the advent 

of the “anti-hero” deconstruction of the era. 

The literature of the transition period has greatly weakened the political ideology of traditional heroic 

narratives. In the portrayal of typical characters, writers often have a clear sense of “anti-hero”, 

consciously responding to the public’s expectation of carnival. The working class is the leading class 

and the representative of advanced productive forces in China, and stories about them have been 

written continuously. In the 1990s, along with the reform and restructuring of state-owned enterprises, 

workers’ stable jobs were at risk of being confiscated at any time, and the mass culture impacted the 

workers’ traditional self-value, and the identity crisis of a class emerged. In the industrial novels of this 

period, the “heroes” who once embodied the trend of the times and boosted the tides of the times 

disappeared, and were replaced by countless confused people, such as Cheng Quan, Zhou Jialin, and 

Lv Jianguo, who remembers the past and doesn’t know what to do now. Of course, anti-heroic 

narratives such as these are not only intuitively embodied in industrial novels, but also in many other 

transformative literature of the 1990s, which essentially reveals this characteristic, completing the 

hero’s decentralization from a high to a low position. Fu Gui in To Live is an old man in the countryside, 

and Fang Qiangqiang in Looks so Beautiful is just a kindergarten child. These images do not satisfy 

people’s traditional imagination of heroes, but they “emphasize the independence of the self and the 

assertion of one’s own nature, thereby exhibiting a strong sense of resistance towards external forces 

that seek to control or suppress the self”. (Lai, 1995) They become more real and reliable 

“marginalized” and “secularized” heroes under the expectation of mass carnival. 

In addition, the change of the times and cultural context in the 1990s led to a shift in the worship of 

heroes to the pursuit of money. The profit-seeking market economy quickly made wealth a totem to be 

worshipped, and an abstract symbol of heroes to be adhered to by the followers of “money worship”. 

Many of He Dun’s works have carefully portrayed people’s fervent worship of wealth and betrayal of 
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their own spiritual home in the age of materialization. He Fu in Life is Innocent originally regarded 

money as dirt, but the huge wealth brought by engaging in trade eventually shook him; Deng Heping in 

Hello, Brother went through the trials and tribulations of life, but ultimately came to the conclusion that 

“knowledge can’t be taken as money”; In as long as you live better than me, “my” girlfriend Tao Tao 

was very innocent and kind at first, but since she went to Shenzhen to do public relations, she was like 

a different person. In short, in the literature of this period, only those who can make money are 

considered to be “heroes”, or wealth itself has become a symbolic “hero”. 

The emergence of a large number of trendy stars in the 1990s also greatly squeezed the living space of 

traditional heroes. The psychology of mass culture brewed by consumerism, such as “commercial 

worship” and “idol effect”, gradually became the collective consciousness of literary authors in the 

transition period: Li Feng became a screenwriter, Wang Shuo invested in film and television, and Zhu 

Wen changed to make movies. In the era of entertainment, people worshipped stars, touted idols, and 

expected carnival, the writers strategically created stars in their works. Thus, the history of individual 

success in literature has replaced the history of collective entrepreneurship. The utilitarian concept of 

“money” is certainly not worth advocating, but behind this phenomenon is also a reflection of the 

encouraging results of China’s reform and opening up in the 1990s. 

 

4. Conclusion 

The mass culture of China’s consumer society in the 1990s created an ambiguous context for the 

carnivalesque qualities of literature in transition, which pulled literature to realize its own renewal and 

transcendence in the carnivalization of writing, in order to meet the needs of the development of the 

material commodity economy and the carnival expectations of the mass mentality. In the current society, 

we should be good “collectors” of the essence and “eliminators” of the dregs of the historical 

experience, so as to imbue Chinese literature in the new era with a thicker cultural undertone, inject a 

richer cultural gene, and establish a broader cultural confidence. 

 

References 

Wang, Y. C. (2015). In Introduction to Popular Culture (p. 8). Beijing: Higher Education Press. 

John, F. et al. (2006). In Understanding Mass Culture (pp. 85-126). Beijing: Central Compilation and 

Translation Press. 

Liu, K. (1995). In The Noise of Dialogue (pp. 224-251). Beijing: China Renmin University Press. 

Liang, H. (2990). Examination of “Carnival” Discourse-The Rise of Mass Culture and the Emergence 

of 1990s Literature. Contemporary Writers’ Review, 2009(5), 11. 

Wang, M. A (Editor) (2019). In Keywords in Cultural Studies (p. 173). Nanjing: Jiangsu People’s 

Publishing House. 

Feng, J. C. (1993). An Era Has Ended. Literary Freedom Talks, 1993(3), 2. 

Bakhtin. (1998). In Complete Works of Bakhtin (Ⅵ): Rabelais Studies (pp. 106+223+389). Hebei: 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/assc         Advances in Social Science and Culture                 Vol. 6 No. 2, 2024 

110 
Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

Hebei Education Press. 

Wang, S. (2004). In Utter Lack of Seriousness (p. 89). Beijing: China Film Press. 

Mo, Y. (2012). In Sandalwood Death (p. 357). Shanghai: Shanghai Literature and Art Publishing 

House. 

Mo, Y. (2010). In New Speech (p. 179). Beijing: Culture and Art Publishing House. 

Meng, F. H. (2003). In Revelry of the Gods-Cultural Phenomena in China at the Turn of the Century (p. 

150). Beijing: Sanlian Bookstore. 

Wang, J. (2005). On the Influence of Popular Culture on the Writing of the New Generation. Journal of 

Yibin University, 77. 

Zhang, H. S., & Ma, G. (2022). Consumer Era: Everydayness, Commodification, and Global 

Expressions-On Urban Literature in the 1990s. Zhejiang Social Sciences, 123. 

Li, S. J. (2005). In A Carefree Journey (p. 118). Hohhot: Distant Publishing House. 

Wang, S. (2015). In I Am Your Dad (p. 113). Beijing: October Literature & Art Publishing House. 

Lai, G. J. (1995). Anti-Heroes: Important Characters in Postmodernist Fiction. Contemporary Foreign 

Literature, 1995(01), 140-146. 

Xing, J. C. (2000). Development of Literary Theory in the 1990s. Literary Journal, 12(05). 

 

Author Profile 

Bojin Zhang (2000-), female, Jiangsu Nanjing, Soochow University, master’s major: Modern and 

Contemporary Chinese literature. 

 


