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Full Abstract

This essay seeks to analyze the contested conditions of modern and contemporary Chinese utopia, as a
political treatise, a literary genre, and a social imaginary. It starts with a review of utopian fiction in the late
Qing and early Republican era, followed by a critique of select political and intellectual utopian
proclamations as a “literature of persuasion” in modern China. It concludes with an exploration of the new
millennium where utopian political discourse coexists with dystopian literature.

In particular, I call attention to the tension between Panglossianism and “dark consciousness™ arising from
the contemporary debate over the future of China. By Panglossianism, | refer to the \oltairean critique of
the optimism that seeks to justify the history of both the past and future in terms of “all is for the best in the
best of all possible worlds.” By “dark consciousness,” | refer to Professor Chang Hao’s engagement with
the polemics of crisis and contingency in Chinese thought.

It is my contention that, precisely because utopia is generating public debate in post-socialist China, a
critical reflection on its historical lineage as well as literary underpinning is in order. One must look into
the spectrum of utopian imaginary of our time, and ask whether the utopian discourse as proffered by the
political machine and the dystopian fiction prevailing in the literary sphere represent the dialogical
potential of Chinese reality, or more polemically, its disavowal.
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