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Introduction

This book argues that China’s intellectual history cannot be understood apart from its
media history. From the bureaucratic demands that spurred paper’s early adoption in
the Han to the pamphlet wars and newspaper publics of the Republican era, the
production, circulation, and storage of texts shaped what ideas could be thought, who
could voice them, and how authority could be challenged. The pages that follow trace
the long interplay between information technologies and scholarly culture, showing
how writing, textbooks, and dissenting essays not only reflected social change but
mobilized it. Rather than treating “thought” as immaterial and “print” as merely its
container, we examine their co-constitution: the ways material forms—bindings,
blocks, fonts, formats—channeled attention, standardized knowledge, and created
publics.

Our narrative moves chronologically while pausing for thematic cross-sections. The
invention and diffusion of paper under the Han reframed administrative practice and
record-keeping, making possible a scale of governance and commentary that earlier
bamboo and silk media constrained. The expansion of scriptoria, the compilation of
canons, and the discipline of commentary created an enduring architecture for
authority: what counted as “classical,” who could dispute it, and how dissent might be
legible. With the rise of woodblock printing in the Song, text escaped the narrow
corridor of scribal reproduction and entered commercial streets and domestic spaces,
enlivening academies, bookshops, and private libraries. Examinations translated this
proliferating print world into a national regime of credentialing, at once democratizing
aspiration and narrowing orthodoxy through standardized curricula and textbook
compendia.

Yet print has never been neutral. Literary inquisitions, banned catalogues, and textual
policing reveal the political stakes of the page. At the same time, heterodox voices
found genres and niches—miscellanies, “strange tales,” proselytizing tracts—where
critique could travel. Religious communities mastered the technologies of persuasion
and piety: Buddhist canons carved into blocks, Daoist liturgical collections, and moral
literature for lay readers. Gendered geographies of literacy emerged as women
authored, compiled, and circulated texts within families and salons, subtly reforming
the public through the private. These dynamics remind us that “public opinion” in late
imperial China grew not only in courts and academies but also in kitchens, courtyards,
and temples.

The early modern period brought new technigues and new networks. Experiments with
movable type and, later, lithography interacted with evolving infrastructures—courier
systems, postal routes, and eventually telegraph lines—compressing time and space
for ideas. Treaty-port capitalism and missionary presses altered both the economics
and the aesthetics of the page; translation remapped the textbook, introducing
scientific taxonomies and argumentative styles that recalibrated what counted as
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evidence. As reformers and revolutionaries learned to weaponize formats—editorials,
open letters, serialized novels, and polemical essays—print transformed from
repository to engine: a means to recruit, coordinate, and pressure.

Because this is both a primer on key thinkers and a study of media ecologies,
individual chapters interleave intellectual portraits with institutional histories. Readers
will meet figures such as Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming, whose curricular visions linked
pedagogy to governance; Gu Yanwu and Dai Zhen, whose philological rigor redefined
the criteria of truth; and Liang Qichao, Lu Xun, Hu Shi, and Chen Duxiu, whose essays
recast morality and politics for a vernacular age. But these actors stand within
networks—academies and societies, publishers and booksellers, translators and
censors—whose collective labors made ideas actionable. By following the thread from
manuscript to marketplace, from examination hall to classroom, from salon to street
protest, we illuminate how print culture structured possibility.

A central claim of this book is that information technologies do not merely transmit
thought; they reorganize social relations. Standardized textbooks manufacture
common sense; catalogues and indices restructure memory; formats such as the eight-
legged essay and the modern editorial naturalize ways of arguing; subscription models
and reading rooms create publics with obligations and leverage. When states sought
to consolidate power, they sought to control paper—licenses, quotas, bans—and when
movements sought to contest power, they turned to the same medium—petitions,
pamphlets, periodicals. The struggle over curricula and access to the page was, in
effect, a struggle over the constitution of the polity.

Finally, our scope—Han to Republican China—allows us to see both continuities and
ruptures. Continuities include the authority of commentary, the pedagogy of moral
cultivation, and the political utility of examination and credentialing, even as the
institutional forms mutated. Ruptures appear when media ecologies shifted: the
commercialization of print in the Song, the global entanglements of the nineteenth
century, the vernacular explosion of the Republican era. Each shift recalibrated who
could speak, what counted as credible, and how fast emotion and argument could
circulate. The legacies of these transformations extend beyond 1949, but our narrative
pauses at the threshold where Republican experiments with media and education had
already remade Chinese thought and mobilization.

Paper, print, and power: these are the three coordinates by which we plot this
intellectual history. To read along them is to watch a civilization argue with itself
across centuries, to see a sheet of paper become a bureaucratic tool, a sacred vehicle,
a credentialing gate, a revolutionary spark. The chapters ahead offer guideposts
through that terrain. They invite the reader to consider how a curriculum becomes a
constitution, how a footnote can unsettle an empire, and how, time and again, the
page turns—and with it, the nation.
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CHAPTER ONE: Paper and Empire: The Han Invention
and Bureaucratic Knowledge

The story of paper in China is not merely the tale of an ingenious invention; it is the
genesis narrative of a civilization obsessed with records, administration, and the
written word. Before paper, Chinese scribes faced a decidedly thorny problem: how to
record the burgeoning complexities of an expanding empire. Early texts etched onto
oracle bones, cast in bronze, or brushed onto bamboo slips and silk presented
formidable challenges. Oracle bones, used for divination, were inherently limited in
their capacity for extended narrative or administrative detail. Bronze inscriptions,
though durable, were reserved for monumental pronouncements and ritualistic acts.

Bamboo and wood slips, strung together with cords, served as the primary medium for
official documents and scholarly works for centuries. Imagine a library filled with these
weighty tomes: each "book" a cumbersome roll that had to be unfurled and re-rolled,
prone to breakage and decay, and demanding significant storage space. A single legal
code, a comprehensive history, or a philosophical treatise would have required carts to
transport and entire rooms to house. Silk, while more elegant and pliable, was
prohibitively expensive, reserved for elite correspondence, maps, and special artistic
endeavors. The sheer material cost and logistical nightmare of these early media
placed inherent limits on the scale of knowledge production and bureaucratic reach.

The Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE), a period of immense territorial expansion,
administrative sophistication, and intellectual ferment, brought these limitations into
sharp focus. As the empire grew, so too did the demand for efficient record-keeping.
Census data, tax rolls, legal statutes, military dispatches, philosophical commentaries,
and historical annals all cried out for a more manageable and affordable medium. This
pressing need, rather than a sudden flash of genius, likely spurred the incremental
innovations that led to the development of paper. It wasn't just about writing things
down; it was about managing an empire that stretched from the Korean peninsula to
Central Asia.

Tradition credits Cai Lun, a eunuch official in the Eastern Han court, with the invention
of paper in 105 CE. The Book of the Later Han (Hou Hanshu) states that Cai Lun
"invented the making of paper from tree bark, hemp, old rags, and fishing nets." While
Cai Lun undoubtedly played a pivotal role in standardizing and promoting its use,
archaeological evidence suggests that rudimentary forms of paper existed even before
his official presentation to Emperor He. Fragments of paper made from hemp fibers,
dating back to the Western Han dynasty (206 BCE-9 CE), have been unearthed in
various sites, indicating a longer evolutionary process. Cai Lun's contribution was
likely in refining the manufacturing process, making paper more widely available and
suitable for bureaucratic applications.

The ingredients Cai Lun and his predecessors utilized were humble: tree bark, often
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mulberry or rattan; hemp waste, readily available from textile production; old fishing
nets, providing strong fibers; and discarded cloth rags. These materials were beaten
into a pulp, mixed with water, and then spread thinly onto a fine-mesh screen. As the
water drained away, a matted sheet of fibers remained, which, once dried, became a
flexible and relatively durable surface for writing. The ingenuity lay in transforming
readily available, often waste, materials into a valuable information technology. The
process was labor-intensive, but far more efficient than carving slips or weaving silk.

The immediate impact of paper's widespread adoption was revolutionary for the Han
bureaucracy. Suddenly, records could be compiled, copied, and stored with
unprecedented ease. The sheer volume of official documents that could be produced
exploded. Imagine the central archives, once overflowing with unwieldy bamboo
scrolls, now accommodating countless reams of paper. This wasn't merely a shift in
material; it was a fundamental change in the capacity for governance. More detailed
reports could be filed, more comprehensive laws enacted, and more elaborate
censuses undertaken. The empire could, quite literally, write itself into existence with
greater precision and scope.

Paper facilitated the rise of what might be termed "bureaucratic knowledge." With a
cheaper and more abundant writing surface, the compilation of comprehensive
administrative handbooks, legal codes, and historical records became a more
achievable goal. Scribes and officials, previously constrained by the limitations of
bamboo, could now commit more information to permanent record. This accumulation
of codified knowledge strengthened the central government's ability to exert control
over vast territories, standardizing practices and disseminating directives more
effectively. The very act of writing on paper helped to solidify the abstract entity of the
state.

Beyond mere record-keeping, paper played a crucial role in the dissemination of
imperial decrees and educational materials. Copies of official pronouncements could
be dispatched to regional administrators with greater speed and consistency. Schools
and academies, which were becoming increasingly important for training future
officials, could now equip their students with a wider array of texts. While the
examination system as we know it would fully blossom in later dynasties, the Han
already placed a premium on literary proficiency and knowledge of the classics. Paper
made the preparation for such roles more accessible, albeit still primarily to the elite.

The invention also fostered a new culture of commentary and scholarship. With
existing texts more easily copied and circulated, scholars could engage in more
extensive textual analysis and debate. The proliferation of philosophical works,
historical accounts, and literary anthologies became possible on a scale unimaginable
with earlier media. This wasn't just about passive reception; it was about active
engagement. Scholars could annotate, collate, and re-interpret canonical works,
fostering intellectual networks that transcended immediate geographic boundaries.
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The fluidity of paper allowed for a more dynamic intellectual landscape.

Consider the role of official histories during the Han. Sima Qian's monumental Records
of the Grand Historian (Shiji), initiated before the widespread adoption of paper, would
have been an even more colossal undertaking on bamboo slips. While he may have
primarily used slips, the subsequent copying and transmission of his work, and the
work of later historians like Ban Gu who compiled the Book of Han (Hanshu), benefited
immensely from the emerging paper technology. These historical accounts were not
just narratives; they were carefully curated repositories of knowledge, intended to
legitimize dynastic rule and provide moral exemplars for future generations. Paper
made such grand narratives practicable.

The material characteristics of paper also subtly influenced intellectual practices.
Unlike cumbersome bamboo slips that dictated a linear, sequential reading, paper
pages offered greater flexibility. One could flip through a scroll of paper more easily,
compare different sections, and even physically cut and paste (or more accurately, re-
copy and re-arrange) passages with greater facility. This likely encouraged a more
comparative and analytical approach to texts, fostering cross-referencing and the
development of indexes and catalogues—essential tools for navigating an increasingly
complex textual world.

The early use of paper wasn't confined solely to government and elite scholarship.
While not immediately ubiquitous for the common person, its affordability compared
to silk meant that it gradually began to penetrate other spheres. Some archaeological
finds indicate its use for personal letters, receipts, and even rudimentary maps. This
broader, though still limited, diffusion laid the groundwork for the more widespread
"reading publics" that would emerge in later centuries with the advent of woodblock
printing. For now, however, the primary driver and beneficiary remained the imperial
state.

The spread of paper technology beyond the Han borders is another testament to its
transformative power. By the 3rd and 4th centuries CE, paper-making techniques had
traveled to Korea and Vietnam, and by the 7th century, to Japan. The Silk Road, that
ancient network of trade routes, became a conduit not just for goods, but for
knowledge and technology. Paper, in its journey westward, would eventually reach the
Islamic world and then Europe, fundamentally altering global intellectual and
administrative landscapes. But its origins, and its initial profound impact, were firmly
rooted in the bureaucratic demands of early imperial China.

The invention of paper was not a singular event but a continuous process of
refinement and adaptation driven by practical needs. From the early, somewhat
coarse hemp papers to the more refined grades that emerged in the later Han, the
technology evolved in response to user requirements. The desire for a smoother
writing surface, greater durability, and resistance to insect damage pushed artisans to
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experiment with different fibers, sizing agents, and processing techniques. This
iterative development underscores the practical, problem-solving ingenuity that
characterized much of early Chinese technological innovation.

In essence, the Han dynasty's embrace of paper marked a pivotal moment in Chinese
intellectual history. It transformed the very infrastructure of knowledge. No longer was
the empire shackled by the weight and cost of earlier writing materials. Paper enabled
a new scale of administrative efficiency, a deeper engagement with classical texts,
and a more expansive vision for historical record-keeping. It was the silent, humble
enabler of an imperial dream—a dream of governing a vast realm through the power
of the written word, meticulously recorded and endlessly copied. The "paper tiger," in
this initial incarnation, was a formidable beast indeed, shaping the contours of power
and thought for millennia to come.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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