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Anyone fluent in the Chinese language and its
etymological roots is likely to be familiar with the character
< (wén) and its many layered meanings. From its original
definition denoting decorative patterns in nature, it has
evolved over the centuries to encompass writing, culture,
and literature.

For Prof David Der-Wei Wang, wén represents a lifelong
inquiry into how language shapes our understanding of the
world, a journey that has established him as one of the
world’s leading scholars of Chinese literature.

Born in Taipei to parents who relocated to Taiwan after
1949, Prof Wang was raised in a family steeped in education
and civic engagement. His father, a former college
president, and his mother, an educator, instilled in him a
deep respect for education, literature and the strong belief in

the power of stories to our understanding of the world.

Though initially aspiring to become a historian or a
journalist, he ultimately found his calling in literature,
which felt like a “natural path” to him. After completing
high school, he went on to obtain a Bachelor of Arts in
literature and foreign languages from National Taiwan
University. Then, like many of his generation, he decided to
broaden his horizons and went to the United States to
pursue his Master of Arts and PhD in comparative literature
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

For a young scholar from a small island, the move was
both “liberating and transformative”, as it was in
Wisconsin’s libraries where he first discovered the vast trove
of modern Chinese literature—works that had been largely
unavailable in Taiwan at that time.

After receiving his PhD, Prof Wang returned to Taiwan
and taught at National Taiwan University, his alma mater,
for four years. The lure of going back to the United States,
however, proved irresistible when he received the
opportunity to join Harvard University as a professor of
modern Chinese literature. This personal journey to the
West marked a turning point in his academic career.

Yet the elite atmosphere at Harvard back then did not
sit well with him, and East Asian studies remained a
marginal, non-canonical discipline. After four years, he
accepted an invitation from Prof C. T. Hsia, the legendary
Chinese literary critic, to join Columbia University, where
he embarked on his path to becoming a leading scholar of
modern Chinese literature, known for his interdisciplinary
approach and theoretical innovation. He flourished for 15
years there, eventually chairing the Department of East
Asian Languages and Cultures.
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In a full-circle moment, he returned to Harvard in 2004
as the Edward C. Henderson Professor of Chinese
Literature, finding a transformed environment that was
more cosmopolitan and more embracing. He has remained
at Harvard ever since. Over the years, he has received
numerous accolades, including election as an Academician
of Academia Sinica (2004), the Changjiang Scholar Award
(2008), and membership in the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences (2020). He has been a Senior Visiting Fellow at
the HKUST Jockey Club Institute for Advanced Study since
2019 and has been an International Fellow in the British
Academy since 2023.

At Harvard, Prof Wang’s research interests span
modern and contemporary Chinese literature, late Qing
fiction and drama, comparative literary theory, colonial and
modern Taiwanese fiction, the literature of the Chinese
diaspora, and Sinophone studies. His prolific publications
include books on Taiwan during the Japanese colonial era
and the globalization of Chinese literature, and the edited
volume A New Literary History of Modern China.

His latest monograph, Why Fiction Matters in
Contemporary China, explores how fiction mirrors societal
changes and provides a space for critiquing contemporary
issues. In his lectures, Prof Wang examines what makes a
story “good”, and who gets to decide, highlighting the
dialogic and layered nature of stories that resist simplistic
interpretations.

Prof Wang is also intrigued by literature’s evolution
beyond the printed page. Even though he has not fully
immersed himself in the world of internet literature and
digital storytelling, he believes this is a vibrant era for
literature, in both digital and print terms. “Language
remains powerful,” he asserts, it is a kind of upbringing and
culture, a manifestation of civilization, and the key to
understanding both the world and human nature.

Having first visited Hong Kong in 1988, Prof Wang has
developed a special affinity for the city and its literary voices.
He feels honored to have been selected for an Honorary
Fellowship by HKUST and will use it as a reminder that he
should do more to cover Chinese literature in Hong Kong in
his future work.

In honoring Prof David Wang Der-Wei, HKUST is
celebrating not just a distinguished scholar but also a
devoted seeker to trace the patterns of wén across the
Sinophone world, cultures and generations. His journey
illustrates that literature, in all its forms, remains a vital
force for understanding and shaping a meaningful world
through language, relationships, and imagination.
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