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Utopian Fiction:
Structural Writings in Late Qing Literature

Guan Kean-fung*

Abstract

Alongside the voices revealing and condemning social ills present in late
Qing fiction, there were also sounds of hope to be heard, which would later shape
a Utopian vision in the modern novel. By tracking down and gathering together
a large volume of original materials, this study attempts to explore a deceptively
thorny issue: just how was it that Utopian concepts and writings came to
be present in late Qing cultural circles, New Fiction, and art and literature
publications? To resolve this question, this study embarks on a conceptual
journey, tracing the history of how the term “Utopia” was translated, and
discovering the specific ideas and connotations attached to it by missionaries and
Chinese intellectuals due to their different philosophies. This study then adopts
a narrative performance perspective to explore how late Qing writers summoned
together and further developed a “Utopian family” of concepts in their fictional
narratives, such as the Golden World :FE[[ & 1] fi, Great Harmony [ﬁj, Pure
Lands 54l i, and Huaxu % }?, drawn from a variety of contexts. By further
incorporating key themes such as nation-saving, adventure, and science, and
emphasizing beliefs in sovereign dignity and civilizing progress, these writers

pointed to a distant new China that could reverse the real difficulties the country

* Guan Kean-fung is an assistant professor in the Department of Chinese Literature at National

Tsing Hua University, Hsinchu.
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was in, so restoring creative opportunities to this ideal vision. Thirdly, this paper
summarizes Utopianism in late Qing fiction by examining the substance of the
writings themselves, the forms of space and time employed therein, and their
intrinsic value. I then attempt to make sense of the literary context, investigating
the ways in which this specifically late Qing era structural vision occurs and
is formulated in the literary situation, and indicating how the Utopian vision
is reflected in the political, scientific, idealist, and social subgenres of fiction.
Finally, the significance of late Qing Utopian writing in literary history is re-
evaluated, concluding that Utopian writing, which found its way into various
publishing houses, newspapers, periodicals, and writers’ groups, was better able
to respond to the expectations of a new fictional genre, and so should receive a

great deal more attention.
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