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Abstract  This article examines Liu Cixin’s “The Western Ocean” (Xiyang), a 
story in which Liu satirizes Zheng He’s voyages into the Indian Ocean and 
presents an alternate history of China from the fifteenth century to the present. 
The combination of China’s imagined future and the historical memory of its past 
provides a political and social commentary on the Chinese narrative of “peaceful 
rise.” “The Western Ocean” is also a good example of how the subgenre of 
alternate history can become a tool for Chinese writers to tactfully express their 
concerns and criticism of contemporary world politics while strict restrictions on 
the media and internet, as well as self-censorship among PRC intellectuals in 
general, still prevail in the country. 
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“What if?” is one of the favorite questions posed by science fiction writers. “What 
if the Germans and the Japanese had won World War II? In Philip K. Dicks’ The 
Man in the High Castle they had.”1 What if the Chinese Ming explorer Zheng 
He 郑和 (1371–1433) had navigated further to the Cape of Good Hope and 
beyond in his voyage into the Indian Ocean? In some contemporary Chinese 
narratives of alternative history, these sorts of events do indeed come to pass.  
  As one species of speculative literature, science fiction usually offers the reader a 
cognitively plausible future. However, as Darko Suvin has indicated, many science 
fiction narratives also deal with the present and the past as special cases of a possible 
                                                               
1 Brian Stableford, “Parallel Worlds and Alternate Histories,” 53. 
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historical sequence. “From an estranged point of view, any empirical historical 
point or flow can be thought as one realization among practically innumerable 
possibilities.”2 Those innumerable historical possibilities that were not realized in 
the empirical world become the subject matter of many science fiction narratives. 
In essence, the alternate histories are more about the present than the past because 
they open up speculations about the contemporary world and cast a retrospective 
light on the socio-political order of the present day.  
  In the West, an early collection of alternate histories was J. C. Squire’s If It Had 
Happened Otherwise (1931), in which authors “speculate about key events having 
different outcomes and consequences.”3 The serious attempts to describe alternate 
histories appeared after the World War II with such works as Sarban’s The Sound 
of His Horn (1952), Ward Moore’s Bring the Jubilee (1953), Philip K. Dick’s The 
Man in the High Castle (1962), and Frederick Mullaly’s Hitler Has Won (1975).4 
These works are “rather narrowly confined” to the hypotheses that “the allies were 
defeated in World War II”5 and “the persistence of the Byzantine or Roman 
empires and the American Civil War.”6 Since the 1980s, diversified kinds of 
alternate history were developed. For example, the “‘steampunk’ describes its 
projection of a cyberpunk ethos back in time to the Victorian period” with such 
representative works as William Gibson and Bruce Sterling’s The Difference 
Engineer (1990) and Paul Di Filippo’s Steampunk Trilogy (1995).7  
  As part of world science fiction, Chinese science fiction has also developed the 
subgenre of alternate histories. During the last two and half decades, Chinese 
science fiction has witnessed the biggest boom since its emergence in the early 
twentieth century. These contemporary science fiction narratives have been 
expressed and understood as a more complex mechanism than earlier Chinese 
science fiction narratives, which were either written in support of radical social 
change and nationwide modernization during the late Qing (1895–1911) and the 
Republican Era (1912–49), or else written to popularize science and technology 
while brimming with optimism about the communist revolution during the Mao 

                                                               
2 Darko Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary 
Genre, 21. 
3 David Seed, Science Fiction: A Very Short Introduction, 110. 
4 Sarban is the pseudonym name of the senior British author and diplomat John William Wall 
(1910–89). 
5 Brian Stableford, “Parallel Worlds and Alternate Histories,” 51. 
6 David Seed, Science Fiction: A Very Short Introduction, 111. 
7 Ibid., 112–13. 
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era (1949–76).8 They are also different from the science fiction written during the 
post-Mao thaw, which echoed across the mainstream literary scene while 
contributing to the heightened role of science and technology in the Four 
Modernizations. This is because contemporary science fiction narratives provide 
socio-political commentary on contemporary Chinese society and international 
affairs. Aside from the subgenres of critical utopia and hard science fiction, many 
narratives have also dealt with the historical past and alternate histories of China or 
the world by means of parody, analogy, pastiche, and calque, among other formal 
devices. One major hypothesis of contemporary Chinese alternate histories is that 
China replaces or mirrors the US as a global superpower, such as in Liu Cixin’s 刘
慈欣 (b. 1963) “The Western Ocean” (Xiyang 西洋, 1998) and Han Song’s Mars 
over America: Random Sketches on a Journey to the West in 2066 (Huoxing 
zhaoyao Meiguo: 2066 nian zhi xixing manji 火星照耀美国：2066 年之西行漫记). 
Other Chinese narratives of alternate history deal with the Arab-Israeli conflict, 
such as Wang Jinkang’s 王晋康 (b. 1948) “Sinai Nightmare” (Xi’nai emeng 西奈

噩梦, 1996) and Liu Cixin’s “Butterfly Effect” (Hundun hudie 混沌蝴蝶, 2001).  
  This article examines Liu Cixin’s “The Western Ocean,” a story in which Liu 
satirizes Zheng He’s voyages into the Indian Ocean and presents an alternate 
history of China from the fifteenth century to the present.9 The combination of 
China’s imagined future and the historical memory of its past provides a political 
and social commentary on the Chinese narrative of “peaceful rise.”     
  For twenty-five years Liu Cixin’s day job had been that of senior computer 
engineer in Shanxi province’s Niangziguan Electric Power Plant, until the plant 
closed for environmental reasons. Liu inaugurated his creative writing career in the 
late 1980s, though his works were not published until the late 1990s. He published 
his first science fiction short story, “Whale Ballad” (Jing ge 鲸歌), in 1999. During 
that same year, he won first place in the Milky Way Award competition—China’s 
most prestigious science fiction award—with the story “Travel with Her Eyes” 
(Daishang tade yanjing 带上她的眼睛, 1999). However, Liu modestly commented 
                                                               
8 For a brief history of Chinese science fiction and an episodic introduction to Chinese science 
fiction writers, see Yan Wu’s “Great Wall Planet: Introducing Chinese Science Fiction,” and 
Han Song’s “Chinese Science Fiction: A Response to Modernization.” For a more detailed 
account of the development of Chinese science fiction during the Mao era, see Rudolf G. 
Wagner’s “Lobbying Literature: The Archaeology and Present Functions of Science Fiction in 
China.” In addition, Zheng Jun has written a wide-ranging history of Chinese science fiction 
entitled A Brief History of Chinese Science Fiction (Zhongguo kehuan xiaoshuo jianshi). It has 
circulated on the internet. 
9 Liu Cixin, “Xiyang,” 13–28. 
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that “these two works were nothing more than a forced compromise with the 
dictates of the market.”10 Since then, he has definitely been China’s most prolific 
and popular science fiction writer, with his numerous short stories, novellas, and 
full-length novels.  
  “The Western Ocean” is a parody of Zheng He’s expeditionary voyages into 
the Western Ocean (Indian Ocean). The story recounts that instead of returning to 
China during his maritime voyage of 1420, Zheng decided to sail further west 
around the Cape of Good Hope. Eventually, his fleet arrived in Europe, 
conquered the continent, discovered the Americas, and went on to conquer the 
rest of the world. By analyzing the story in the framework of alternate history, I 
shall demonstrate how Liu dramatizes the fictional divergence of Zheng He’s 
westward voyage to the Indian Ocean and the historical consequences of this 
divergence. I shall also argue that metaphorically Liu is a cartographer, and that the 
story makes an alternate world map by placing China in the center of the world. 
The alternate history and alternate world map in “The Western Ocean” have both 
a political subtext and an allegorical dimension. 

Historical Divergence: Zheng He and China’s Imagined Future 

Many literary critics and scholars such as Darko Suvin, David Seed, Brian 
Stableford, Carl Freedman, and Andy Duncan have discussed the subgenre of 
alternate histories in their studies of science fiction. They all emphasize two key 
narrative elements of alternate history: the moment of divergence and its 
consequences. Andy Duncan has noted, “Often an alternate history dramatizes the 
moment of divergence from the historical record, as well as the consequences of 
that divergence.”11 Normally, the point of divergence is a simple event such as a 
battle, the birth of an important person, or an insignificant decision; but this simple 
event channels the flow of history in a very different direction.12 Some narratives 
of alternate histories start with the dramatic moments of divergence. Other stories 
or novels begin many years after that moment has occurred. In the latter situation, 
the reader is immediately confronted with an unfamiliar situation, and must engage 
in a lot of guesswork about the narrative past and how it unfolded.13 In both 
situations, the points of divergence lead to an alternate historical and social 
consequence. The history that we have known has thus been rewritten for 

                                                               
10 Liu Cixin, “Beyond Narcissism: What Science Fiction Can Offer Literature,” 23. 
11 Andy Duncan, “Alternate History,” 209. 
12 David Seed, Science Fiction: A Very Short Introduction, 111. 
13 Andy Duncan, “Alternate History,” 210. 
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“dramatic” and “ironic effect.” 14  Therefore, a narrative of alternate history 
presents an alternate or fictional timeline, which contrasts strongly with a plain 
historical timeline. Sometimes a fictional timeline is “self-contained,” and 
“intersect[s] with ours only in the reader’s mind … rely[ing] little if at all on overt 
elements of science fiction or fantasy.”15 Sometimes, many alternate histories 
“make explicit the comparisons between real and fictional timelines by intersecting 
one with another through some SF mechanisms,” such as time travel, a time loop, 
or a time gap.16 These alternate time streams provide a retrospective time loop and 
eventually converge on the reader’s present.17 In this way, they present the reader 
with speculative historical possibilities, and inspire the reader to ponder the cultural 
and social values that have been shaped by the actual events of history.18 This 
strong concern of the present is the purpose of alternate histories. 
  In the following paragraphs, I will examine the divergent point and its historical 
consequence in “The Western Ocean,” and reveal how it casts a retrospective light 
on contemporary Chinese and world politics. The story begins with the moment 
of divergence of Zheng He’s exploration in the Indian Ocean. The novel at first 
seems to be a work of traditional historical fiction because the character Zheng He 
and his voyages were woven into the known tapestry of history. However, the 
divergent point announces itself quickly just in the first few lines. Zheng He and 
his fleet arrive at Mogadishu, Somalia—their planned destination. After three days’ 
celebration with the local tribes, Zheng He’s assistant, General Wang Jinghong, 
reminds him that it is time to return on account of the fact that the expedition did 
not find any evidence that the former emperor Jianwen was hiding somewhere 
overseas (one of the hypothesis of the motivation of Zheng He’s voyages); they had 
also collected enough treasure for the Yongle emperor. General Wang Jinghong’s 
words reveal the purposes of Zheng’s voyages, which are identical with historical 
records. However, Zheng He decides to navigate further in spite of opposition 
from his crew. On 10 June 1420, Zheng He and his fleet sailed toward the Cape of 
Good Hope. This dramatized point of historical divergence lays foundation for the 
rest of the narrative.  
  In reality, we know about Zheng He’s seven voyages mainly from the accounts 
of Overall Survey of the Ocean’s Shores (Yingya shenglan 瀛涯胜览, 1433) and 
the Overall Survey of the Star Raft (Xingcha shenglan 星槎胜览, 1436) by 
Zheng’s two translators Ma Huan 马欢 and Fei Xin 费信, the Official History of 

                                                               
14 Ibid., 209. 
15 Ibid., 211. 
16 Ibid., 213. 
17 David Seed, Science Fiction: A Very Short Introduction, 111. 
18 Robert Scholes and Eric S. Rabkin, Science Fiction: History, Science, Vision, 177. 
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the Ming Dynasty (Mingshi 明史) published in 1739 under the succeeding Qing 
dynasty, “A Record of Taizong” (Taizong shilu 太宗实录) in the History of Ming 
(Mingshilu 明史录), Zheng He’s “Liujiagang and Changle inscriptions” of 1431, 
as well as in the “Down to the Western Ocean” (Xia xiyang 下西洋) included in 
the miscellany of A Record of Things Once Heard (Qianwenji 前闻记) by Zhu 
Yunming 祝允明 (1461–1527). The purpose of Zheng’s voyages is revealed in the 
records in the Official History of the Ming Dynasty. The first reason for 
undertaking these maritime voyages is that the former Emperor Jianwen “fled 
beyond the sea” after his uncle Yongle (Chengzu) usurped the throne from 
Jianwen. So part of Zheng He’s mission on his first maritime voyage might have 
been to seek information of Jianwen’s possible whereabouts overseas. The second 
and major reason for the voyage, as stated in Zheng He’s biography in Mingshi, is 
that Yongle “wanted to display his soldiers in strange lands in order to make 
manifest the wealth and power of the Middle Kingdom.”19 In other words, the 
voyages were partly designed to extend the Chinese tributary system to more 
so-called “vassal” states throughout the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean. 
Therefore, Zheng He’s fleet “went in succession to the various foreign countries, 
proclaiming the edicts of the Son of Heaven and giving gifts to their rulers and 
chieftains. Those who did not submit were pacified by force.”20   
  In Dreyer’s book Zheng He: China and the Oceans in the Early Ming Dynasty, 
he argues that Zheng He’s seven voyages were designed for Ming China’s “power 
projection by sea,” rather than exploration per se. Evidence indicates that 
“Chinese merchant ships had been sailing in the Indian Ocean for centuries” prior 
to Zheng He’s voyages, and that “after the Mongol conquest of China, 
government fleets made expeditions to Java and Ceylon.”21 Zheng He’s fleet thus 
sailed along long-established trade routes and operated almost entirely within the 
equatorial and subtropical waters of the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean. 
His seven voyages from 1405 to 1433 all took his fleet through the South China 
Sea and into the Indian Ocean to Ceylon and southern India; only his last three 
voyages reached the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea, and the eastern coast of Africa.22  
  In “The Western Ocean,” Liu magnifies Ming’s power projection by sea, and 
the historical divergence takes place in 1420. This fictional voyage takes place 

                                                               
19 I am using Edward L. Dreyer’s translation of Zheng He’s biography in the Official History of 
the Ming Dynasty (Mingshi). See Edward L. Dreyer, Zheng He: China and the Oceans in the 
Early Ming Dynasty, 1405–1433, 187.  
20 Ibid., 187–88. 
21 Edward L. Dreyer, Zheng He: China and the Oceans in the Early Ming Dynasty, 1405–1433, 
1, 30. 
22 Ibid., 35. 
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between Zheng He’s fifth (1417–19) and sixth (1421–22) historical voyages. In 
reality, “It is only on the fifth voyage (1417–19) that exploration seems to be 
taking place: the fleet sails as far as Aden on the southern coast of the Arabian 
peninsula and visits four locations in Africa: Mogadishu, Brava, Zhubu on the Juba 
River, and Malindi.”23 Zheng He’s fleet never really navigated beyond the Cape 
of Good Hope. In his story, however, Liu Cixin portrays Zheng He as sailing west 
and north past the Cape of Good Hope, eventually reaching Europe and even 
crossing the Atlantic to discover the Americas.24  
  Why did Liu Cixin write this alternate history of Zheng He’s voyages? Zheng 
He’s voyages represent a historical precedent for China’s power projection on the 
sea and its peaceful rise in the world. However, Zheng He’s voyages have been 
viewed and valued differently in various historical periods. After Zheng He died in 
1433, his voyages were regarded by the elite of civil officialdom as having had little 
significance other than as a negative example of imperial waste and extravagance. 
Zheng He even became the central protagonist of Luo Maodeng’s 罗懋登 (ca.16th 
century) picaresque novel of 1597, the Grand Eunuch of the Three Treasures 
Heads out to the Western Ocean (Sanbao taijian xiyangji tongsu yanyi 三宝太监西

                                                               
23 The locations of the first three places are indicated clearly with precision in the Official 
History of the Ming Dynasty. The fourth location of Malindi is in present Kenya. It is only 
vaguely stated as “a long way from China” in the Official History of the Ming Dynasty. Dreyer 
argues that this ambiguity makes people “wonder if any of Zheng He’s ships actually sailed that 
far.” Edward L. Dreyer, Zheng He: China and the Oceans in the Early Ming Dynasty, 
1405–1433, 31–32. 
24 Liu’s fictional rendition of Zheng He’s voyage coincides with similar conjectures by the 
British popular author and retired naval officer Gavin Menzies, who also believes that fanciful 
legends about the so-called sunken continent of Atlantis are credible accounts of what really 
happened. In his book 1421: The Year China Discovered America, Menzies hypothesizes that at 
least part of Zheng’s fleet on the sixth voyage in 1421–22 sailed southwest from northern 
Sumatra, crossed the Indian Ocean, and passed south of Madagascar. Without marshaling any 
credible evidence, Menzies claims that Zheng He then rounded the Cape of Good Hope, 
continued across the South Atlantic, and passed nearer to Antarctica than to Cape Horn. Zheng 
supposedly continued to sail north up the western coast of South America before returning to 
China by sailing westward across the Pacific along the line of the equator. Though Menzies 
believes that he had found evidence to back up his points, professional historians have classified 
Menzies’ books about Zheng He as unfounded pseudo-history. Liu Cixin’s avowedly fictional 
account owes nothing to Menzies’ conjectures, because “The Western Ocean” was written in 
1998—five years before Menzies published his first book about Zheng He’s voyages. Nor is it 
likely that Menzies read Liu’s novel before writing his own book, for “The Western Ocean” has 
not yet been translated into English, and was only available on the Internet prior to 2014. 
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洋记通录演义). In Luo’s novel, the basic plot of the fleets and their voyages is 
spiced up with supernatural episodes such as a visit to the underground realm of 
the dead.25 Zheng He was almost entirely forgotten in China until early in the 
twentieth century, when Liang Qichao’s 梁启超 (1873–1929) biographical essay 
about Zheng He revived Chinese interest in his voyages; Western scholarship on 
Zheng He soon followed Liang Qichao’s lead. Western scholarship on Zheng He 
is represented by such authors as Joseph Needham, J. J. L. Duyvendak, and 
Edward L. Dreyer. They emphasize that Zheng He’s achievements “gave Chinese 
history a place in the oceanic narrative of exploration, trade, colonization, and 
exercise of sea power.”26  
  In 1905 Liang Qichao compiled a joint biography of eight great national heroes 
in Chinese history, such as Zhang Qian 张骞 (195–114 BCE), Ban Zhao 班昭 
(ca. 45–116), and the adventurous Ming navigator Zheng He. When Liang wrote 
the essays on these national heroes, his intellectual life was undergoing a transition 
from traditional Chinese culturalism to modern Chinese nationalism.27 Liang was 
also deeply involved in early twentieth-century debates about how and to what 
extent China needed to Westernize. Liang published the article “Zheng He: A 
Great Navigator of Our Mother Country” (Zuguo da hanghaijia Zheng He zhuan 
祖国大航海家郑和传) in the influential journal New Citizen (Xinmin congbao 新
民丛报), which he had founded.28 Not knowing much about Zheng He, Liang’s 
approach was to compare Zheng to Columbus as an explorer. In the essay,  
 

Liang lamented the fact that after Columbus and Vasco da Gama came many 
other great Western sailors, but there had never been a second Cheng Ho 
[Zheng He], and he pointed up the disgrace of Western domination over 
countries largely settled by yellow races. Chinese had broken the ground for 
colonization, and now they were only as “oxen and horses.”29  

 
Levenson points out that there are two themes in Liang Qichao’s essay about 
Zheng He: pride and exhortation.30 Zheng’s seven voyages can be seen as a 
vehicle for modern Chinese nationalist pride in Chinese achievements. Liang also 
praised Zheng as having set an example for all maritime explorers, including those 

                                                               
25 Edward L. Dreyer, Zheng He: China and the Oceans in the Early Ming Dynasty, 1405–1433, 
7. 
26 Ibid., 165. 
27 Joseph R. Levenson, Liang Ch’i-Ch’ao and the Mind of Modern China, 109–28. 
28 Liang Qichao, “Zuguo da hanghaijia Zheng He zhuan,” 1–12. 
29 Joseph R. Levenson, Liang Ch’i-Ch’ao and the Mind of Modern China, 124. 
30 Ibid., 123. 



Hua LI 192

of the West. Aside from national pride and praise for the example Zheng set as a 
maritime explorer, I believe the third theme of Liang’s essay is to call upon China 
to revive its former status as a maritime power. Liang’s essay is especially associated 
with China’s humiliating defeat by Japan in 1895. In the first Anti-Japanese War 
(1894–95), the new Imperial Japanese Navy destroyed much of China’s Beiyang 
Fleet and surprised most foreign naval observers, who had expected a much better 
performance from China’s numerically superior fleet (in terms of tonnage). This 
shocking defeat deprived China of Taiwan and what was left of her influence in 
Korea, and exerted a huge impact on Chinese domestic politics. Zheng He’s proud 
achievements thus stand in sharp contrast with the misery and humiliation that 
China experienced around the turn of the twentieth century. 
  When Liu wrote the story in 1998, the Chinese economy had been growing at a 
blistering annual rate of close to ten percent for several years already. China had 
also become considerably more influential in international diplomacy. The upswell 
of patriotic sentiments and nationalism among young Chinese resulted in part from 
their government’s management of rapid economic growth and increasing 
international influence. At such an historical juncture, there was no need for Liu to 
pump up national pride and praise for Zheng He as an exemplary Chinese patriot. 
“Since Zheng He’s voyages were peaceful and did not result in the building of a 
Chinese colonial empire, China’s neighbors have nothing to fear from the rise of 
contemporary China’s economic and military power—or so the Chinese 
leadership argues.”31 Zheng He thus became a positive diplomatic symbol of 
China’s rise.  
  In “The Western Ocean,” Zheng He’s voyages are not as peaceful as often 
claimed in history. Some historians have emphasized what they see as the moral 
dimension of Zheng He’s exploration, emphasizing the mostly peaceful nature of 
Zheng He’s voyages. For example, the historian Edward Dreyer wrote: “The 
Chinese fleets supposedly paid peaceful visits to other countries, in contrast to the 
death and destruction meted out by Spanish and Portuguese conquistadores.”32 
Consequently, “the concept of Zheng He’s voyages as peaceful and as exploration 
fits into a long tradition of sentimentalizing Chinese history to create a preferred 
alternative to some aspect of European history.”33 Similarly, in Joseph Needham’s 
Science and Civilization in China, Needham praises Zheng He’s fleets for having 
had mostly harmonious relations with local rulers, many of whom helped him 

                                                               
31 Edward L. Dreyer, Zheng He: China and the Oceans in the Early Ming Dynasty, 1405–1433, 
28. 
32 Ibid., xii. 
33 Ibid. 
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repair or caulk his ships.34 He favorably contrasts Zheng He’s voyages with the 
sometimes predatory behavior of later Portuguese explorers. He writes that Zheng 
He’s exploration “is an extraordinary one, for while the entire Chinese operations 
were those of navy paying friendly visits to foreign ports, the Portuguese east of 
Suez engaged themselves in total war.”35 This is a serious exaggeration by 
Needham, since Portugal was far too small and weak a country to engage in “total 
war,” and depended almost entirely on its relatively advanced ships, navigational 
skills, and shipboard cannon to engage in the lucrative spice trade in various tiny 
port colonies it established in Asia. Portugal’s contemporary maritime enterprise 
was above all a moneymaking venture that sought to bypass Arabic and Venetian 
middlemen and corner the market of Asian spices and other luxury goods, which 
were in high demand in Europe at the time. The Portuguese had to make all sorts 
of compromises in order to accommodate the needs of powerful existing 
continental empires in Asia, such as India’s Mughals and China’s Ming. Portuguese 
were subsequently marginalized in Asia by more powerful European powers, 
especially the Dutch and the British.36  
  In actuality, Zheng’s fleets indeed fought against foreigners on three occasions 
during his seven voyages. Two such classes were in Sumatra, and “in both cases the 
Chinese were the attackers. On the other occasion, in Ceylon, the Chinese were 
attacked after landing forces to coerce a ruler who had been difficult on a previous 
voyage.” 37  However, these three instances of violence do not necessarily 
undermine the claim that the voyages were generally peaceful, particularly in 
contrast with later imperialistic expeditions from the nineteenth century, the 
heyday of colonialism in Asia. 
  In “The Western Ocean,” the mostly peaceful voyages turn violent after an 
historical divergence. In the story, when the Ming fleet lands in Calais, they 
encounter resistance from the allied troops of Britain, France, and other European 
countries. Fierce battles between Ming sailors and the allied European troops ensue. 
This episode is reminiscent of the Eight-Nation Alliance, which intervened in 
China during the Boxer Uprising and broke the Siege of the International 
Legations in Beijing during the summer of 1900. Afterwards, the forces of the 
Eight-Nation Alliance occupied Beijing, with many troops engaging in looting 
and rape of the local people. Liu parodies the history of the Eight-Nation Alliance 
by portraying the success of Ming sailors in defeating one hundred thousand 
European troops and then conquering Europe.   

                                                               
34 Joseph Needham and Colin A. Ronan, The Shorter Science and Civilization in China, 142. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Rhoads Murphey and Kristin Staleton, A History of Asia, 246–47. 
37 Ibid., 28–29. 
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  In the story, Zheng He and his fleet subsequently sail west through the Atlantic 
Ocean and discover the Americas; hence, the Americas are colonized by East 
Asians instead of by Europeans. With the expansion of its power, the Ming dynasty 
becomes the empire on which the sun never sets. 

Historical Consequences: Cultural Triumph 

Aside from providing an alternative version of exploration in Zheng He’s voyages, 
the story also casts a critical light on what would likely happen if China were to 
become the top superpower. In the story, China’s rise is the consequence of the 
historical divergence in Zheng He’s voyages. After the dramatic divergence, the 
narrative immediately shifts from what happened in 1420 to the narrative present 
of 1997. The events of the nearly six centuries between 1420 and 1997 are only 
told episodically and by a minor character—a former ambassador’s son, who is also 
an admirer of Zheng He. At a metaphorical level, the author Liu Cixin becomes a 
cartographer and remakes the world map after the year 1420. In his cartographic 
representation, Liu observes two sets of general social rules: the “rule of 
ethnocentricity” and “rules of social order.”38 In his essay “Deconstructing the 
Map,” J. B. Harley argues that “the history of ethnocentric rule does not match in 
step with the ‘scientific’ history of map making,” and this rule has “helped to 
codify, to legitimate, and to promote the world-views which are prevalent in 
different periods and places.”39 As for the “rules of social order,” Harley argues 
that a map can be read as “a commentary on the social structure of a particular 
nation or place” because mapmakers often record the “contours of feudalism, the 
shape of a religious hierarchy, or the steps in the tiers of social class.”40 Therefore, 
“Maps become a mechanism ‘for defining social relations, sustaining social rules, 
and strengthening social values.’”41 By writing an alternate history of China since 
Zheng He’s voyages, Liu Cixin dismantles our everyday map of the world, 
replacing it with a fictionalized version of his own. He “reverses the imposed 
tapestry in order to expose in all its unglamorously disheveled tangle the threads 
constituting the well-heeled image it presents to the world.”42 In Liu’s map, he 
situates China within the very center of world power, and draws different contours 
of China in comparison to contemporary cartography.   
  According to the story’s scenario, by 1997 the world’s political power structure 
                                                               
38 John Brian Harley, The New Nature of Maps: Essays of the History of Cartography, 156–57. 
39 Ibid., 157. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid., 158. 
42 Ibid., 159. 
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has become an inversion of today’s actual world: all countries in Asia and Africa 
have highly developed economies, while Europe is part of the impoverished 
undeveloped nations and China reigns alone as the world’s top superpower. The 
first moon landing was achieved by China’s Confucius Spaceflight in 1965. 
Chinese culture and arts have become the measure of all things around the world. 
On 1 July 1997, Northern Ireland is handed over to the UK after a 
one-hundred-year lease by China. Naturally, this is a mirror image of Hong 
Kong’s actual handover from the UK to China that same year. The former 
ambassador to Northern Ireland, who is the first-person narrator, departs Northern 
Ireland and gets transferred to New York to work in the United Nations. In New 
York, the former ambassador and his son see Zheng He’s statue standing in the 
middle of New York harbor to commemorate Zheng He’s discovery of the 
continent of America. Beijing’s Forbidden City has been duplicated in New York, 
which had been honored by two visits from Ming emperors. However, the Ming 
dynasty was soon overthrown in the new continents of the Western Hemisphere. 
Afterwards, the new continents experienced the modernization of a May 
Fourth-type New Culture Movement, and this has led Chinese civilization to 
move forward. The new continent has thus long overshadowed the old China in 
Asia. Meanwhile, radical young people in New York protest and the new 
continent to declare independence from their motherland of China.  
  In this story, Liu’s depiction of China alludes to many important historical 
events in our actual world, such as Columbus’ discovery of New World in 1492, 
America’s Independence from Britain in 1776, the New Culture Movement 
advocated by the likes of Hu Shi and Chen Duxiu in the late 1910s, and America’s 
first moon landing in 1969. In the story, Liu not only makes China the world’s 
major player in these historical events, but also makes many of the historical events 
take place earlier than what happened in historical actuality. Liu also makes an 
unusual comparison between the status of Northern Ireland and that of Hong 
Kong. Liu’s story was written in 1998 when the “Belfast Good Friday Agreement” 
was signed, hence ending the ethno-religious conflict that had embroiled the 
region since the late 1960s. In Liu’s story, Northern Ireland’s return to a condition 
of peace as part of the UK also alludes to this historical moment. 
  In “The Western Ocean,” Zheng’s voyages help the Ming emperor colonize 
most of the world’s territory; what happens afterwards reveals how China’s cultural 
aggrandizement marginalizes the cultures of other nations. In the story, the 
Forbidden City in New York has become a museum for showcasing Chinese art, 
and thus symbolizes China’s culture superiority in the world. Chinese painting 
styles and techniques are studied by artists from all over the world. Hundreds and 
thousands of young European men and women flock to America in an attempt to 
live the Chinese dream or to study Asian art. This echoes both the scenes in Liang 
Qichao’s Future of New China (Xin Zhongguo weilai ji 新中国未来记, 1902) and 
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Han Song’s Mars over America, where thousands of foreign students come to 
China to study the language and sciences and China sends a team of Go players to 
the US to show China’s cultural superiority. The fictional scenario is also a mirror 
image of what has happened in actual world. Many young Chinese artists, 
including Ai Weiwei and Chen Danqing, moved to New York in the 1980s and 
1990s to study Western art, and at an early stage in their careers they made a living 
by drawing portraits in subways or on street corners, just as the British girl does in 
the story. 
  In the story, the former ambassador and his son encounter a British girl in New 
York. The girl’s father is a miner in Birmingham. Since it is too difficult to get a 
visa to China, she comes to New York to study Chinese art and makes a living in 
the streets by drawing portraits for tourists there. She tells them that Eastern arts 
have dominated the European art market, and that very few European artists value 
their own culture heritage. She also tells them how important it is to learn Chinese 
drawing skills in order to make a living in Europe. The former ambassador and his 
son have a different attitude towards the girl. The son complains that these 
European immigrants come to the US and compete for jobs with Americans, but 
the girl says that they are just paid the minimum wage and take jobs that Americans 
do not want, anyway. Naturally, this conversation alludes to the actual situation of 
immigrants in the US. While the son reveals his chauvinism and contempt for the 
girl, the father reveals his sympathy and deep understanding. The father apologizes 
to the girl for his son’s rudeness. He also tells the girl that the sentiment of extreme 
nationalism is expanding among the young people in the old continent (of China). 
This sentiment reflects a modern social menace—the father’s comments are 
reminiscent of fenqing 愤青 , a slang term for fanatic young nationalists in 
contemporary China.  
  Later, the father takes the girl to the Museum of the Forbidden City. In the 
museum, they not only look at Chinese art, but also take in an exhibition of the 
manuscripts of Homer’s epics, Euclid’s Elements, Aristotle’s Physics, Plato’s The 
Republic, and Dante’s The Divine Comedy. The former ambassador encourages 
the girl to appreciate and value her own national culture. He points out that Zheng 
He ordered scholars to translate these Western classics so that he could read them. 
Zheng He learned a lot from these books. He also indicates that if Zheng He had 
not learned about nautical charts and other basic scientific knowledge from the 
West, he could not have sailed so far to the West and discovered the new 
continents. In this way, the narrator confirms the value of both Western and 
Eastern culture and science. At the end of the story, the ambassador tells both the 
girl and his son that returning to one’s homeland was what Zheng He most wanted 
to do at the end of his life; according to the narrative, Zheng He becomes very 
homesick for China. In order to take a shorter route to return home, Zheng He 
sails further west across the Atlantic Ocean and accidentally discovers the New 
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World. In this way, Liu Cixin reminds young people that the homeland and our 
national culture are the root of our existence.  

This episode in New York reveals Liu’s various concerns about cultural 
aggrandizement by a superpower: one dominant culture overshadows and 
potentially brings about a decline in other national cultures, and nationalistic 
chauvinism pervades the populace of the superpower. His descriptions allude to 
how American pop culture has influenced contemporary Chinese pop culture and 
young people. When Liu Cixin wrote this story in 1998, the concept of soft 
power—the ability for “one country to get other countries to want what it wants” 
through the influence of its culture, political values, and foreign policies—had just 
been articulated by Harvard professor Joseph Nye, but had not yet been widely 
applied in international affairs.43 However, Liu already foresaw the importance of 
cultural influence abroad. In “The Western Ocean” Liu has already started to 
ponder what would happen when China becomes a cultural superpower, and how 
Chinese culture would influence the world. Therefore, by writing an alternate 
history of Zheng He’s voyages in “The Western Ocean,” Liu’s vision of China 
becoming a superpower and a major player in international affairs worldwide is 
reminiscent of both early science fiction works, such as Liang Qichao’s The Future 
of New China, and more recent narratives, such as Han Song’s Mars over America 
(2012). The literary critic Mingwei Song has noted the reappearance of utopian 
science fiction narratives in China during the last two decades. He identifies three 
major utopian motifs revealed in the works of China’s “Big Three” science fiction 
writers—Han Song (b. 1969), Wang Jinkang (b. 1948), and Liu Cixin—the rise of 
China, the country’s development in various aspects, and scientific and 
technological advances.44 However, these old utopian motifs have been satirized, 
parodied, and even transformed in the recent Chinese narratives. Liu’s “The 
Western Ocean” illustrates Song’s argument that 

 
Deeply entangled with the politics of a changing China, science fiction today 
both strengthens and complicates the utopian vision of a new and powerful 
China: it mingles nationalism with utopianism and dystopianism, mixes sharp 
social criticism with an acute awareness of China’s potential for further reform, 
and wraps political consciousness in scientific discourses about the powers of 
technology and the technologies of power.45 

 
  The earliest work to deal with this theme of China’s rise is Liang Qichao’s The 

                                                               
43 Joseph S. Nye, “Soft Power,” 166. 
44 Mingwei Song, “Variations on Utopia in Contemporary Chinese Science Fiction,” 86–96. 
45 Ibid., 87. 
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Future of New China, the acclaimed inaugural Chinese utopian science fiction 
narrative (1902). The first four chapters of Liang Qichao’s The Future of New 
China were published in installments in New Fiction from 1902 to 1903. Later 
these four chapters with the fifth chapter were included in the Collected Works 
and Essays from the Ice-Drinker’s Studio (Yinbingshi heji 饮冰室合集) in 1936.46 
The scenario of The Future of New China suggests direct influence from Edward 
Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888). The Future of New China starts out by 
providing a visionary picture of China in 1962, sixty years after the author’s own 
time. It prophetically anticipates the World Expo in Shanghai in 1962, which 
really took place in 2010. In the novel, the countries with constitutional 
monarchies—such as Britain, Japan, Russia, the Philippines, and Hungary—all 
send their queens to China to celebrate this great event. Liang also imagines that 
1962 is the year when China hosts Ten Thousand Countries Peace Conference in 
Nanjing, and world leaders all come to Nanjing and sign a peace agreement. In 
addition, because of China’s leading position in various industries and academic 
disciplines, foreign countries have dispatched their finest students to China to study 
the Chinese language and other sciences. Chinese becomes a lingua franca at the 
visionary Conference and World Expo. This kind of cultural superiority is also 
revisited in Liu’s “The Western Ocean.” Liang’s utopian future is intended to 
strengthen his political ideal that constitutional monarchy would lead China to a 
beautiful future.47  
  Themes of China becoming a superpower and helping restore peace in the 
world continue to be primary concerns in contemporary works of Chinese science 
fiction. Han Song’s Mars over America revisits such theme, but in an ironic 
manner. The temporal setting of Han’s novel is in 2006 when  
 

                                                               
46 The narrative style of the work has also been influenced by three Japanese works of political 
fiction: Shiba Shirō’s (1852–1922) Strange Encounters with Beautiful Women (Kajin no Kigū), 
Yano Ry kei’s (1851ū –1931) Admirable Tales of Statecraft (Keikoku bidan, 1883–84), and 
Suehiro Tetch ’s (1849ō –96) Plum Blossoms in Snow (Setch baiū , 1886). Kou Zhenfeng, “Xin 
Zhongguo weilaiji zhong de Riben Mingzhi zhengzhi xiaoshuo de yinsu.”  
47 After its visionary utopian depiction of China at the beginning, The Future of New China 
becomes more of a guided tour than a narrative, as is commonplace among works of political 
fiction. The first three chapters focus on the political debates between Huang Keqiang and his 
friend Li Qubing, while the fourth and fifth chapters focus on what the two main characters have 
witnessed and experienced in Russian-controlled Northeast China and cosmopolitan Shanghai. 
Liang integrated his political blueprint into the debates, and tried to prove that his political 
blueprint is in demand when measured by the standards of the year of 1962. Liang Qichao, Xin 
Zhongguo weilai ji, 1–57. 
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China’s experience as a “weak nation” repeatedly invaded and manipulated 
by “strong powers” since the late Qing has been decisively erased: China and 
the West have reversed their roles in world politics and the Chinese are finally 
triumphant. Under China’s global leadership, a new world order is being 
formalized and humanity enters a period of prosperity and peace.48  

 
The irony of the novel lies in the fact that Chinese people submit to the control of 
a massively powerful artificial intelligence network named Amanduo, and indulge 
themselves in joyful dreams—a new “harmonious society” created by Amanduo. 
In contrast, the Americans refuse to submit to Amanduo’s manipulation and soon 
witness their country’s downfall. Mingwei Song points out that the situation 
alludes to “Jeffrey Wasserstrom’s description of contemporary Chinese politics as 
Huxley’s ‘soft’ vision of authoritarianism that stresses ‘the depoliticizing effort of 
keeping people apart and providing them with distracting forms of activity and 
entertainment.’”49 Aside from what Song points out, I think the episode is also 
reminiscent of H. G. Well’s short story “The Time Machine,” in which the Elois, 
an ethnic group of effeminate fruit-eating people, live in utter tranquility and yet 
under exploitative rule by the technologically advanced and yet brutish Morlocks. 
In this way, “the novel presents a paradoxical vision that combines a futuristic 
showcase of national pride—China’s destined triumph over America—with a 
strong sense of self-reflection supporting modern intellectual criticisms of China’s 
long tradition of authoritarian politics and culture.”50  

If we can argue that Han Song offers a poignant criticism by making Chinese 
people’s minds manipulated by a super A. I. program in Mars over America, then 
Liu Cixin provides a more subtle and sober reflection on China’s national pride 
brought about by China’s rise in “The Western Ocean.” This reflection is revealed 
through the first-person narrator’s deep concerns about China’s apparent cultural 
superiority and the upswell of national pride among Chinese young people. The 
story’s first-person narrator also overlaps with the implied author, who has been a 
sober observer of all the historical changes. 

Conclusion 

“The Western Ocean” is a good example of how the subgenre of alternate history 
can become a tool for Chinese writers to tactfully express their concerns of 
                                                               
48 Mingwei Song, “Variations on Utopia in Contemporary Chinese Science Fiction,” 86. 
49 Ibid., 88; citing Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom, China in the 21st Century: What Everyone Needs to 
Know, 100. 
50 Mingwei Song, “Variations on Utopia in Contemporary Chinese Science Fiction,” 88. 
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contemporary China and world politics while self-censorship among PRC 
intellectuals in general still prevail in the country. “The Western Ocean” was 
written in 1998; it merely circulated on the internet until 2014, when the novella 
was first printed in book form. In my article “The Political Imagination in Liu 
Cixin’s Critical Utopia: China 2185,” I explain two major reasons for the low 
profile of this work: political factors and Liu’s predilection for hard science 
fiction.51 As an icon of contemporary Chinese science fiction, Liu Cixin is deeply 
concerned with the development of Chinese science fiction. Liu is best known for 
his hard science fiction works, such as The Wandering Earth (Liulang diqiu 流浪

地球, 2000), Ball Lightning (Qiuzhuang shandian 球状闪电, 2005), and the trilogy 
The Three-Body Problem (San ti 三体, 2006, 2007 and 2010).52 However, he 
has also written a group of science fiction works that is set in the future and yet 
haunted by the swirl of recent events in Chinese and world politics. These works 
include the critical utopian novel China 2185 (Zhongguo 2185 中国 2185, 1989), 
the novella “Mirror” (Jingzi 镜子, 2004), and his alternate histories—the short 
stories “The Western Ocean,” and “Butterfly Effect” (Hundun hudie, 2001). 
These works were written throughout various stages of Liu’s career, and they bear 
a key unifying characteristic: a focus on the impact of science and technology on 
human behavior and social systems. However, these works have not been listed 
among Liu’s representative works, and have seldom been discussed by critics and 
readers for Liu’s predilection for hard science fiction.  

Though alternate history is not Liu’s favorite subgenre, he does write about his 
understanding of this genre in his essay “Unusual Works in Recent American 
Science Fiction.” In the essay, he distinguishes two kinds of alternate history: 
historical divergence that changes the course of history, and historical divergence 
that does not change the course of history. He writes:  

 
There have been a few unique works that have emerged in recent mainstream 
American science fiction. These works are neither hard science fiction nor 
fiction of fantasy and the supernatural. Most of these works deal with 
historical events. They look like alternate history, but are slightly different. 
Alternate history is a fictional alteration of history. However, these works 
only focus on one small obscure historical point and fictionalize it, but these 

                                                               
51 Hua Li, “The Political Imagination in Liu Cixin’s Critical Utopia: China 2185,” 522–23.  
52 In his essay “Beyond Narcissism: What Science Fiction Can Offer Literature,” Liu reviews 
the three phases of his career as a creative writer: initially pure science fiction, then humanity’s 
relationship with the natural world, and finally social experimentation. For more details, see Liu 
Cixin, “Beyond Narcissism: What Science Fiction Can Offer Literature,” 22–32.  
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fictional historical divergences do not really change history.53  
 

Liu Cixin has written both types of alternate history. The historical divergence of 
Zheng He’s voyages changes the course of history in “The Western Ocean.” In 
contrast, in his short story “Butterfly Effect,” the fictional historical moment does 
not change the course of history. The story features a Yugoslavian meteorologist as 
the protagonist. By manipulating the moisture content in the air, he tries to create 
rainy days in order to prevent the Allied Forces from bombing his home city of 
Belgrade. All his efforts fail, however. Both his wife and daughter die in the air raid, 
and he commits suicide.  

The literary critic Yan Wu identifies three main features that are unique to 
Chinese science fiction: “the frequent exploration of themes of liberation and 
release from old cultural, political, and institutional systems … reactions of Chinese 
writers to Western science and culture in their pursuit of themes of liberation … 
[and] its concern for the future of China and Chinese culture.”54 Liu Cixin’s 
numerous science fiction narratives address all these different thematic concerns. 
His alternate history of Zheng He specifically reveals the third feature of Chinese 
science fiction: concern for the future of China and Chinese culture. Liu envisions 
the possible consequences of China’s “peaceful rise” and reminds readers to be 
cautious about heated outpourings of nationalism. Meanwhile, by providing a 
mirror image in the story Liu also expresses his concern about recent Western 
cultural pre-eminence and the relative decline in the standing of Chinese culture. 
In this way, the imagined future and its memory of historical past have been 
connected. Liu’s alternate history of China sheds a revealing light on contemporary 
Chinese promotion of “the Chinese Dream” as a slogan for China’s present-day 
and future development. 
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