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Paper Worlds: The Late Qing Utopian Novel and
the Question of the “Utopian” Genre

The last decade of the Manchu empire saw the emergence of a peculiar “strand” of

xiaoshuo, which has been later described and labelled in a variety of similar ways along the lines of
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“governmental fiction”, “utopian fiction”, “idealistic fiction”, “science fiction”, or “science fantasy”.
Indeed those novels published between the years 1902 and 1910 by writers such as Wu Jianren, Lu
Shi’e, Bihe Guan Zhuren, Chen Tianhua and Xu Zhiyan present many similarities in style and
content, and these similarities may lead us to think of these texts as a coherent literary genre.

Yet — we claim — this simple criterion of similarity is not sufficient to define a literary genre, and
especially so within the eccentric literary landscape of the late Qing period, because such a critical
category would be in the end redundant, tautological and useless for the comprehension of the

ideological subtext upon which these texts take form.
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Is it useful then to talk about these texts in the terms of a coherent literary genre? And if so,
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how can such a category (the “utopian novel”) help us to understand the significance and the role
of these texts in the creation of the Chinese literary modernity at the margins of the classical
tradition and before the May Fourth revolution? With this paper, we will try construct the
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category of the “utopian novel” as useful heuristic tool for the understanding of the early

modernity of Chinese novel.
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