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Ending as Beginning: Chinese Translations of
Edward Bellamy’s Utopian Novel Looking
Backward: 2000-1887

Abstract The Chinese translation of Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward:
2000-1887 (1887y at the turn of the twentieth century has been little studied, in
spite of Bellamy’s obvious influence on Chinese intellectuals and reformist thinkers.
Enthusiastically embraced by the intelligentsia as a gospel of social change, the
utopian fiction has inspired subsequent Chinese writings of science fantasy in
popular fiction. Bellamy’s tale centers on the adventure of time-traveler Julian
West, a young Bostonian who is put into a hypnotic sleep in the late nineteenth
century and awakens in the year 2000 in a socialist utopia. He discovers an ideally
realized vision of the future, one unthinkable in his own century. This article
argues that Chinese translators, in their conventional form of storytelling, have
intentionally converted Bellamy’s original religious prophesy into a vision of a new
and modernized state that is in line with the Chinese evolutionary historical
imagination. It discusses the problematic of imagining the future by delineating the
relationships of utopianism, social modernity, and temporality as the novel was
written by an engaged American writer and then rendered into various Chinese
versions by Western missionaries, Chinese intellectuals, and popular writers.

Keywords apocalyptic fiction, dream, Edward Bellamy, Evolutionism, fantastic,
futuristic world, translation, utopia

By its own definition utopia, as a perfect society and ideal social situation in an
imaginary land of nowhere, is more a spatial than a temporal construct. A utopian
society is imagined to coexist somewhere in contradistinction to our own limited

and imperfect social realities. The idea of utopianism, arising from deep frustrations
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with the status quo and motivated by a desire for a better world, is always a
political and historical issue. The critical expression of utopianism in literary fiction
has to be examined against the cultural and historical conditions favorable for the
conception and reception of utopian fiction. In Europe, Thomas More’s Utopia
(1516y was written not only as a treatise on a more accountable polity and society,
but also as a veiled critique of the English and French autocracies of the time.' It is
in “moments of crisis,” Douwe Fokkema notes, that utopian writers “resort to
inventing and sketching a better society, or what they consider as such ... when
dominant ideologies can no longer answer the needs of the day.”

The critical consciousness of utopia as a projection in time, which presents an
imaginative vision of the tefos, or futurity at which social life aims, did not take
place in the West until the Age of Enlightenment when the idea of historical
progression gradually took hold of intellectual thinking. In China, it was at the
turn of the twentieth century that the idea of progress was imported from the West
through the backdoor of translation. The conceptions of evolutionism and
historical progress were most noticeably introduced by Yan Fu fif8 (1854-1921,
in his translations of Thomas Henry Huxley’s Evolution and Ethics (1895-98y and
Herbert Spencer’s The Study of Sociology (1873y. Notably, the basics of Social
Darwinism were conveyed through the translations of the more popularized
writings of Huxley and Spencer instead of Charles Darwin’s 7he Origin of Species
(1859y. It was similarly at the moment of radical historical changes in the late Qing
that the crisis of the nation was profoundly felt by Chinese literati. The call for
political reform was translated into enticing visions of the future when Liang
Qichao ZHGHE (1873—-1929) published his novel, The Future of New China (Xin
Zhongguo weitlal ji FrHBA G, 1902). In the same year, Liang’s close reformist
ally, Kang Youwei Rif57y (1858-1927), presented the Book of Great Unity
(Datong shu K[F)Z, 1902y to prophesize a well-regulated and egalitarian world by
blending Chinese Confucianism and Buddhism with Western utopian
philosophy.”> More pragmatically, the exploits of Western science and technology
found inroads in the realms of popular science fiction and pictorial journals.* The

historical flourishing of Chinese utopianism and its literary expressions—in what

' Douwe Fokkema, Perfect Worlds: Utopian Fiction in China and the West, 31.

? Ibid., 16.
® Ibid., 278-80.
* See Feng-ying Ming, “Baoyu in Wonderland: Technological Utopia in the Early Modern

Chinese Science Fiction Novel.”
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Henry Zhao calls “utopia with a historicity””—poses a generically historical
question regarding the rise of the futuristic novel in twentieth-century China.

The Chinese translation of Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward: 2000-18587
(1887 at the turn of the twentieth century has been little studied, in spite of
Bellamy’s obvious influence on Chinese intellectuals and reformist thinkers and the
recently revived interest in utopia in modern Chinese literature.’ Enthusiastically
embraced by the intelligentsia as a gospel of social change, the utopian fiction
inspired subsequent writings of science fantasy in popular Chinese fiction.” This
article examines the complex process of translation by which the Chinese came to
perceive and receive this American futuristic novel. In order to analyze the several
stages that took place in the translation of Looking Backward, 1 will look at
passages from three different texts. The first is the original novel, the second is
Timothy Richard’s (1845—-1919y abridged translation into classical Chinese, titled
A Sleep of One Hundred Years (Bainian yijiao 194 ‘%),8 and the third is a more
complete vernacular version, titled Looking Backward (Huitou kan 9|97,
which was serialized in a middlebrow Shanghai journal called the ustrated Novel
(Xiuxiang xiaoshuo 15/ in 1904.

The two Chinese renditions differ markedly in terms of length, narrative style,
and intended audience. Richard’s synopsis employs an elegant style of classical
Chinese to appeal to high officials and the elite. It is not so much a translation as an
abridged summary of the original text, attempting to grasp the essential

> Henry Y. H. Zhao, “A Fearful Symmetry: The Novel of the Future in Twentieth-Century
China,” 456. Difterent from Henry Zhao’s understanding of modern Chinese utopia as a
historical concept, Longxi Zhang argues that utopias are represented as secularized paradises in
Chinese literature, as faraway, timeless communities free from tyrannical rule in Chinese history.
Longxi Zhang, Allegoresis: Reading Canonical Literature East and West, 165-238.

% See Geng Chuanming, Laizi bieyi shijie de qishi: Xiandai Zhongguo wenxue zhong de
wutuobang yu wutuobang xintai; Zhou Liyan, “Wu you” zhiyi: Minguo shiqi de wutuobang
X1angxiang.

7 For a discussion of the genre of science fantasy in late nineteenth-century China, see David
Der-wei Wang, Fin-de-siécle Splendor: Repressed Modernities of Late Qing Fiction,
1849-1911, 252-312.

® A reform-minded British missionary, Richard introduced and translated Bellamy’s work into
classical Chinese in an abridged version originally serialized in Shanghai’s Review of the Times
(Wanguo gongbao JiBlA#,) between 1891 and 1892, only four years after the novel’s initial
publication. The original title published in Review of the Times was Huitou kan jiliie [F[SH% 4
% [Looking backward: An abridged version]. In 1894, the translation was published in book
form by the Guangxue hui J# % ¢ |[Society for the diffusion of Christian and general

knowledge| under the title Bainian yijiao [A sleep of one hundred years].
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themes—moral, social, and political—of Bellamy’s work at the expense of its plot
and artistic qualities. The vernacular version is a more complete translation written
in popular fiction style, displaying frequent references to conventional Chinese
narrative techniques and rhetorical features in the service of a much greater
number of urban readers.”

Translation is a creative practice that inevitably involves a refashioning of the
original text. Lydia Liu has alerted us to the misleading idea of translation’s fidelity
between the source-language text and target-language text, proposing translation
as a “translingual practice” and as the site of ideological maneuvering of new
meanings in the host language’s encounter with the guest-language text.'’ From a
historical perspective, the fact that the translating agent singles out a specific foreign
text from a vast body of literature and puts it in a particular publication constitutes
a means of cultural production and reception with significant ideological purposes.
My analysis reconsiders translation’s pivotal role in the cultural discourse of
Chinese modernity, with fresh insights offered to the burgeoning field of
translation studies in late Qing and early Republican China.

In his study of Lin Shu’s #k&F (1852—1924y collaborative translation of Western
literature, Michael Gibbs Hill conceives of translation as the collective labor of
promoters, collaborators, translation assistants, editors, and publishers who are
occupied with the reproduction of texts from one language to another. '
Following Hill’s elevation of translation’s role in modern Chinese intellectual
discourse, the present paper views translators as cultural and linguistic go-betweens,
and focuses on the translational practices embedded in Shanghai’s print media as a
cultural tactic for the Chinese public to anticipate and negotiate China’s reception
of Western modernity.

What follows delineates the relationships of utopianism, evolutionary thinking,
and temporality in utopian fictional narratives as they were written by an engaged
American writer and then rendered into various Chinese literary versions by
Western missionaries and Chinese translators. Catherine Vance Yeh highlights
Bellamy’s Looking Backward as an exemplar of the genre of the political novel,
and indicates the utopian fiction’s immense appeals to Chinese, Japanese, and
European readers alike through a presentation of a new era in accordance with the

? The seralization in Hlustrated Novel condensed Bellamy’s Looking Backward, originally in 28
chapters, into 14 Aui [A] (sections or chapters), each containing a brief couplet or parallel verse as a
chapter heading to illustrate the content—a notable feature of conventional Chinese storytelling.

' Lydia H. Liu, Translingual Practice: Literature, National Culture, and Translted Modernity,
26-27.

1 Michael Gibbs Hill, Lin Shu, Inc.: Translation and the Making of Modern Chinese Culture,

8-15.
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principles of evolution.'” In his study of developmental thinking in modern
Chinese literary and popular culture, Andrew Jones cites Bellamy’s work as an
inspiration for subsequent Chinese utopian works, such as Wu Jianren’s S A
(1866—1910y New Story of the Stone (Xin shitou ji FiA UL, 1905-8). But Jones
cautions that Chinese writers’ desire to jumpstart the future in utopian speculative
fiction involves an inevitable narrative dilemma and the question of historical
agency—namely, how can writers and thinkers overcome the vast rift in historical
time and imagine a future initiated from a gradual and self-directed transformation
of Chinese society?”’ Drawing on these critiques of evolutionary thinking and
Chinese narrative, my analysis underscores the paradigmatic difference between
Richard’s translated text, which primarily served to enlist the support of
intellectuals and statesmen for social reform, and the subsequent vernacular
translation, which was intended to both enlighten and entertain the populace.
With respect to the latter translation, I argue that Chinese translators, in their
adoption of a specific mode of storytelling, converted Bellamy’s original religious
prophesy into a vision of a new and modernized state, at once embracing and
questioning a futuristic historical imagination. A close inspection of the original
text and its Chinese renditions reveals the interventions of translation—including
intentional additions, omissions, summaries, and distortions—and its creative
agency in opening up an intellectual space for rethinking the entry into modernity
as it is reconfigured in interaction with local Chinese circumstances.

Beginnings: The Telling and Translation of Utopia

Edward Bellamy (1850-98y was born at Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts, in 1850,
into the family of a Baptist minister. He started his career as a lawyer in Springfield,
Massachusetts, but soon quit the profession. At the age of twenty-two he went to
New York City to be a freelance journalist, and later began publishing short stories
and novels. The characters created by Bellamy in his prose fiction were generally
not highly individualized people, but rather they are better understood as average
social actors with common lives. Bellamy’s motive for writing was chiefly to
express the relationship between humans and the natural universe, and to reflect on
how men and women might respond to unexpected perilous situations, should
they arise. Like the strange encounters described in Bellamy’s stories, Looking

12 Catherine Vance Yeh, The Chinese Political Novel- Migration of 2 World Genre, 38—41. For
a study of Bellamy’s global impact, see Sylvia E. Bowman, Edward Bellamy Abroad. An
American Prophet’s Influence.

1 See Andrew F. Jones, Developmental Fairy Tales: Evolutionary Thinking and Modern
Chinese Culture, 30—62.
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Backward pioneers a futuristic vision of a world into which the central character
has been thrown after a hypnotic trance. Written during a period of economic
depression and high unemployment, Bellamy intrigued his readers by depicting an
idealized state of social equality and tolerance, which made his novel not only an
instant best-seller in the United States but also a global phenomenon.*

Critics have argued that Bellamy’s ambition rests less with creating an
international brand of utopian writing than with composing a social treatise—a
Biblically inspired call for nationalistic solidarity in the aftermath of the Civil War
(1861-65)."° In the US, the success of Looking Backward led Bellamy to devote
himself not only to utopian narratives and journalistic publications, but also to
public speaking to propagate the ideas imagined in his future-oriented novel. In
1889, in collaboration with other journalists, Bellamy founded the Boston Bellamy
Club and founded new journals to champion the cause of nationalism. As a result,
Bellamy Clubs sprang up around the country, and a Nationalist Party was formed
to advocate Bellamy’s socialist principles.'® For the rest of his life, Bellamy was a
journalist, a writer, and a socialist activist. He wrote his second utopian novel,
Equality (1897), providing information on how to achieve the ideal state as a
response to earlier criticisms of Looking Backward for not giving concrete advice
on how to effect social change. Bellamy’s readers have largely ignored this latter
work, and Looking Backward has remained his best-known novel.

Published in 1887 in Boston, Looking Backward narrates the romance and
adventure of a young Bostonian, Julian West. Born into a well-to-do family,
Julian is engaged to Edith Bartlett, who comes from another wealthy family. The
young couple is dealt a hard blow in their plan for marriage, however, as
continuing labor strikes delay the completion of their new house. This personal
setback allows the narrator to reveal the hidden social reality of class conflict and
the fear of anarchism. The growth of social adversity is increasingly felt by Julian,
who begins to suffer from insomnia and finally seeks a cure from an expert in
animal magnetism. In 1887, the male protagonist falls into a hypnotically induced
unconcious state, retiring into a sealed sleeping chamber underground, when a fire
then breaks out and destroys the house. No one realizes that Julian is unharmed by
the fire in his mesmeric sleep, and he survives for 130 years. He is awakened one
day in the year 2000, only to find himself in a perfectly organized socialist society
in which capitalism has been abolished, criminality diminished, human rights
respected, and universal education spread to every citizen.

' For a study of Bellamy’s worldwide effect, see Sylvia E. Bowman, Edward Bellamy Abroad:
An American Prophet’s Influence.

5 Douwe Fokkema, Perfect Worlds, 256.

'S For a biography of Bellamy, see Sylvia E. Bowman, Edward Bellamy, 1-25.
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Bellamy’s futuristic vision was rendered into classical Chinese by Timothy
Richard and his translation assistants. The British missionary lived in China for
forty-five years, having close relationships with many high officials and political
leaders, and introducing them to Western intellectual traditions through his many
translations. In 1890, he was invited by the Viceroy Li Hongzhang Z=5% to
become an editor for Shrbao j#, a Chinese-language daily in Tianjin. Richard
regarded the appointment as most providential, and learned to use the print media
as a means to propagate his agenda of political reform. One year later, he went to
Shanghai to assume leadership of the Society for the Diftusion of Christian and
General Knowledge (S. D. K.), and utilized the printing press as the primary
vehicle for his business of enlightenment.'” It was there that his translation of
Looking Backward appeared as a society publication in 1894. Like his and Cai
Erkang’s %@k translation of Robert Mackenzie’s The Nineteenth Century: A
History (1880y, which was published by the S. D. K. under the title 7aix7 xinshi
lanyao VG HEE in 1895, Richard’s version of Looking Backwardwas part of
what Andrew Jones has called a “knowledge text,” which Richard assumed would
be beneficial for China’s reform. "

As Richard remarked in his memoir, Forty-five Years in China (1916, his
translation of Looking Backward could be seen as a part of his

sympathetic efforts made to guide the spiritual leaders of China to vision of
the Kingdom of God .... These efforts have meant the uplifting of China in
various ways, through better religion, better science, better means of
communication, better international commerce, the institution of modern
schools and colleges, the founding of a modern Press, the establishment of
new industries and manufactures over a country as large as the whole of

19
Europe.

Richard adopted Bellamy’s fiction with the motivation of solving China’s
pressing problems. Running no more than fifty pages, Richard’s translated text was
actually a summarized account of Bellamy’s ideal society, serving more as a social
treatise for China’s high officials and the intelligentsia at the time. The missionary’s
selection and translation relate to what Patrick Hanan has described as one of “the

7 William E. Soothill, Timothy Richard of China, 173-80. Patrick Hanan, Chinese Fiction of
the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries, 76=77.

'8 Andrew F. Jones, Developmental Fairy Tales: Evolutionary Thinking and Modern Chinese
Culture, 43.

Y Timothy Richard, Forty-Five Years in China, 7-8.
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principle interventions by westerners” in the modern Chinese novel.” Some
westerners were so convinced of the persuasive power of fiction in their own
countries that they sought to promote their social agendas by translating western
fiction into Chinese.

Yet, it was not until 1904, ten years after Richard’s initial translation of Looking
Backward, that a vernacular translation was serialized in the popular journal,
Hlustrated Novel, produced by the Commercial Press in Shanghai, and began to
attract a wide readership among urban middlebrow readership in Chinese cities.
The popularity of Looking Backward is reflected in the frequency of its
republications: there was a reprint of the vernacular translation of the novel by the
Commercial Press in 1913, a second edition in 1914 and later this translation is said
to have circulated widely among Chinese readers in the form of plagiarized copies
during the ferment of reformist thinking in the aftermath of the Anti-Japanese
War.”! Whereas Richard’s early rendition marked the advent of Western utopian
fiction in late nineteenth-century China as first introduced by westerners, at a
linguistic level it was only readily accessible to educated Chinese elites and
statesmen. However, the novel’s second translation, into the vernacular, testifies to
the growing popularity of the genre of utopian fiction and science fantasy among
Chinese urban readers following the translation of the works of Jules Verne and H.
G. Wells into Chinese. I argue that Chinese readers of the vernacular translation
did not approach Bellamy’s story merely as a political treatise or social text per se;
rather, it is the novel’s depiction of the futuristic fantasy of a modern society that
interested Chinese translators and attracted readers most. While Richard’s text and
the later vernacularized version have constituted an early part of the novel’s
translational history in China, the two renditions reveal distinct narrative
components and ethical concerns because of their difterent target readers, which I
shall discuss below.

Let me begin by comparing the opening of the original text and the vernacular

version.

I first saw the light in the city of Boston in the year 1857. “What!” you say,
“eighteen fifty-seven? That is an odd slip. He means nineteen fifty-seven, of
course.” I beg pardon, but there is no mistake. It was about four in the
afternoon of December the 26th, one day after Christmas, in the year 1857,
not 1957, that I first breathed the east wind of Boston, which, I assure the
reader, was at that remote period marked by the same penetrating quality

2 Patrick Hanan, Chinese Fiction of the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries, 3.

2 1bid., 76.
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characterizing it in the present year of grace, 2000.
Looking Backward, Chapter 17

Bellamy’s story begins with a statement by the first-person narrator, the
protagonist Julian West, who reminds his postulated readers of the time gap
between the year 2000, when the narrative begins, and the year 1857, when the
narrator was born. The dialogic narrative device that implicates both narrator and
reader functions to set up the lapse between future and present, ideality and reality.
By first legitimizing the existence of his future-oriented city, Bellamy can persuade
his readers to look back at their own imperfect society and ponder how people
could have given up not only their moral obligation to pursue a just society, but
also their desire to imagine one. In terms of narrative voice, Looking Backward
deploys a favorite device of Western utopian literature, adopting what Northrop
Frye calls a “Socratic dialogue between guide and narrator,” in the fashion of
Plato’s Republic.> The first-person narrator enters the utopia and is shown
around by a sort of tour guide, who explains the structure of the society and
thereby the significance of the behavior being observed. In Looking Backward, it
is Dr. Leete who serves as the guide, answering Julian’s questions about how the
egalitarian and technologically advanced society works. Dr. Leete first makes the
acquaintance of Julian West in Chapter 4 and their dialogic revelation of the utopia
continues through much of the rest of the novel.

Hence, in Chapter 1, the digressive storytelling and dialogic interaction between
the first-person narrator and the imagined reader are all the more significant. Not
only does the narrator set up the contrastive time frame of present and future in the
story, he also divulges his Julian West’sy moral qualms about living a life of leisure
in inhumane society. Struck by a guilty conscience, the narrator confesses to his
imagined reader (in the year 2000y that he had possessed all the elements of
happiness enjoyed by the most fortunate in that past society of immemorial class
division: “Living in luxury, and occupied only with the pursuit of the pleasures
and refinements of life, I derived the means of my support from the labor of
others.” What is more, the author hereby implies that his actual readers (Bellamy’s
contemporariesy bear no less of a moral burden for giving their silent consent to the
unfair social conditions of the late nineteenth century without giving thought to
change.

*2 Citations of Bellamy’s novel are derived from the Geoffrey Sauer online edition in Fiction:
The Eserver Collection, itself based on the 1917 edition by Emma S. Bellamy. Hereafter,
chapter references are cited in the text as readers are expected to have easy access to the online
text.

2 Northrup Frye, “Varieties of Literary Utopias,” 324.
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In the original American text, Bellamy’s first-person narrator at times addresses
his reader in a satirical and morally admonishing tone. In the expanded Chinese
vernacular rendition, which differs markedly from Richard’s condensed and
religiously didactic translation, contemporary Chinese readers would have
encountered the familiar setup of an intruding Chinese storyteller, who refers to
himself as “Weishi” Jgi+: (thatis, Mr. Westy:

FE R L, L@ A . R H, B—T/NA\E A TLE. B HEAR
BEAH, WEERAS—EHET . AER—TLEETLER! &y, HE%E.
g Ess, RAeHMMRE—TN\EHTBET A T NH FEDue:sE, m
—HIE e K,

[Translation of the Chinese back into English:]

My humble surname is Weishi. I was born in Boston in the United States.
My date of birth is 1857. Hat Ha! The honorable audience (kanguan &),
unaware of the facts, may laugh at my bad memory; it must be 1957 rather
than 1857. Honorable audience, hold on. No, I don’t have a bad memory. I
was actually born on December 26, 1857, at four in the afternoon, exactly
one day after Christmas.

The narrator occasionally digresses from the story (and sometimes from the
original English text as welly into colloquies with the imaginary audience. As the
narrator articulates how his family has acquired great fortune through the
investments of his ancestors, he asks his reader another rhetorical question: “But
how could I live without service to the world? you ask. Why should the world
have supported in utter idleness one who was able to render service?”® By
preserving the simulated storytelling context, the vernacular rendition retains the
critical voice of Bellamy’s narrator. To explain why the past society had developed
into such a state of tyranny and exploitation, the narrator compares it to an
expensive coach that only the privileged few could ride, while the masses of
humanity were harnessed to it and forced to drag it along a steep, hilly road. He
accuses the rich of apathy towards the poor: “But did they think only of themselves?
you ask. Was not their very luxury rendered intolerable to them by comparison
with the lot of their brothers and sisters in the harness, and the knowledge that
their own weight added to their toil? Had they no compassion for fellow beings

**" Huitou kan, Chapter 1, 25: 1. Citations are based on the serialized publication in Hlustrated
Novel 1904y with reference to the chapter, journal series, and page numbers.

*> The Chinese translation reads: “FI|fir, W41 B 2T BEA RS, (8T LL2AR AT H 72 %
fHEE R E, ATDARE I A AW ?”  Huitou kan, Chapter 1, 25: 2.



Chinese Translations of Edward Bellamy’s Utopian Novel Looking Backward: 2000-1887 19

from whom fortune only distinguished them?”

Meanwhile, the vernacular rendition freely adds characteristic features of
Chinese storytelling at points where the translator seems to have found it
appropriate. For instance, Bellamy’s narrator cautions against the lucky and the
advantaged, who have shared the singular hallucination that they belong to a
higher order of human species and have hence lost feeling for the toiling masses of
humanity. The advantaged firmly believe that there is no other way in which
society (the coachy could move along. Here the Chinese translator inserts
statements such as: “Don’t you find this way of thinking bizarre? ... Those who
don’t believe me will say that I am exaggerating. You know what? There is a case

»% In this way, the

even more bizarre. You will understand once I tell you.
translator invents statements and colloquies to capture the audience and help them
to digest the philosophical significance of human compassion.

The story begins with the birth of Julian West, a prophet and middleman who
can testify to the transformation from the old world to the new. While Richard’s
earlier rendition attempts to convey Bellamy’s strong religious message, the
omission of the mention of the term /ght (which carries distinct biblical
connotations in the original: “Let there be light”y reduces the religious sentiment
of the work.

Comparing the two translations of the beginning passages in Looking Backward,
it is illuminating to see how the alien religious ideas play out in Richard’s synoptic
@and freey rendition. The following passage from the first chapter of Richard’s
translation, for instance, is a summary and commentary on the original text:

B EwAEAARR M, BF W, WS, R A SRR
ﬁiféﬁ‘%; Pral KR 2 e, aRUARAT RIESEE, M B w55, S HI
HH,

[Translation of the Chinese back into English:]

It turned out that God (shangdi %7y created humankind as a single body of
people. The rich and the poor were all born equal. Why do the wealthy
people, who occupy a high position in society, not sympathize with the poor?
How could this time be called the era of the grand commonwealth (datong
zhishi KRz ty? It is because no good laws with positive intentions are
being enforced to allow the rich and the poor to enjoy an equal share of
wealth.

% The Chinese translation reads: “JfEAR, FIA AR Bereeer W B AN [, e
RIEEIE Sy . A, EA MR, SREFIN, a7, 7 Ibid, 3.

* Wanguo gongbao, 35: 15. Cited with reference to the serial and page numbers.
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Although Richard’s rendition is highly condensed, it does not omit the
reference to God (shangdiy, and also adds references to “brothers and sisters”
(dixiong zimei 3 Y4tk and “salvation” (jiushi $ity.” In the final chapter of
Richard’s text, when the protagonist realizes that his return to the nineteenth
century has been but a dream and his presence in the twentieth century is the
reality, he is so grateful that “he kneels down and thanks God for achieving the
world’s salvation.”* In a subsequent episode, when Julian West understands that
he has been a selfish sinner of the nineteenth century and is not worthy of living in
the golden twentieth century, he is filled with shame and remorse, and “so he
kneels before God to confess his sins.”"

As demonstrated by the translated passage above, Richard’s text is supplemented
by the overt wording of God’s salvation. Meanwhile, the Western notion of utopia
in Richard’s understanding is subtly associated with the Chinese/Confucian
concept of the “grand commonwealth” (datong zhishi). As Chang-fang Chen
remarks, Richard’s rendition downplays the novel’s plot and is more interested in
outlining Bellamy’s vision of utopian society for educated Chinese elites.”’
Richard’s text describes an ideal world where all citizens have an equal share in the
economic fruits of society, visualized as a world-state in which all enterprises are
effectively centralized under nationalist governance and technology; all young
people receive education and serve in an industrial army, while adults enjoy equal
economic and political rights. Richard’s personal remarks and his choices of
phrasing are telling too. In the preface, the narrator speaks about his appreciation
for Bellamy’s work and its utilitarian function of delineating “new methods to
cultivate the people” (yangmin xinfa 3% E#ii%),” a notion that would have surely
appealed to progressive thinkers and reformers of that time. Chang-fang Chen
asserts that Richard’s presentation must have provoked Kang Youwei and Liang
Qichao in composing their versions of an idealistic Chinese society, and notes,

“The Chinese synopsis of Bellamy’s novel made available, perhaps for the first time
5’33

)

utopian concepts derived from Western tradition.
The expanded vernacular translation can clearly be distinguished from Richard’s

% Ibid., 16.

* The Chinese translation reads: “#8% It 4 B i et 132l A Mefe it k2. 7 Wanguo gongbao,
39:17.

% The Chinese translation reads: & ke Eanizase. 7 Ibid., 18.

3 Chang-fang Chen, “Barbarian Paradise: Chinese Views of the United States, 1784-1911,”
372-73.

** Wanguo gongbao, 35: 15.

» Chang-fang Chen, “Barbarian Paradise: Chinese Views of the United States, 1784-1911,”
381.
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synopsis in terms of length, narrative style, readership, and ethical appeal. Although
salient features of conventional Chinese storytelling—such as the use of parallel
verses as chapter headings—are deployed in the vernacular rendition to
accommodate the Chinese reading habits, its use of the first-person narrator in the
translation should be considered as a significantly innovative technique. This
innovation is of no less importance than the other stylistic breakthroughs
undertaken by late Qing fiction writers in turn-of-the-century Chinese literature.
For example, Patrick Hanan has brought attention to Wu Jianren’s choice of
restricted narration, regardless of whether it is first or third person, in his writing of
experimental works of social exposé or utopian fantasy. Hanan claims that Wu
abandons the old authoritative storyteller, commonly found in traditional novels,
in favor of the individual subjectivity of a single character, as demonstrated in his
New Story of the Stone and Strange Things Observed over the Past Twenty Years
(Ershinian mudu zhi guaixianzhuang — % H W 2 B IVIR, 1903-10y. The
subjective voice of Wu’s narrator-hero hence “invites the reader to experience the
national and cultural crisis through the mind and experience of an individual
subjectivity.”?*

Drawing on Hanan’s insight, I have attempted to present the (reycreative agency
of the vernacular rendition of Looking Backward as it transforms Bellamy’s
first-person narrator into a playful but critically observant Chinese counterpart
who presents the reader with the myriad spectacles of the technological utopia.
The status of the first-person narrator in the translation is complex, as he proceeds
by way of self-referential rhetorical questions, imaginary colloquies with his
audience, and digressions interpolated into the story. Acknowledging the influence
of Looking Backward on a subsequent surge of utopian novels, including those by
Liang Qichao and Wu Jianren, Andrew Jones argues that “Bellamy provided a
narrative mode through which ‘history’ might become an object of self-conscious
fictional representation.”” Jones’s analysis, however, focuses on Bellamy’s text
and not the vernacular Chinese translation, which presumably was more influential.
What follows is an analysis of a few selected passages from the vernacular rendition
of Looking Backward, with a particular focus on the final episodes of the novel. I
address the notion of how this translated Chinese narrative assimilates Bellamy’s
futuristic mode of writing into Chinese narrative paradigms and showecases
methods for “rendering the future narratable” (Jones).

* Patrick Hanan, Chinese Fiction of the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries, 180. For
Hanan’s discussion of Wu Jianren’s unconventional use of the narrator, see 162—82.

* Andrew F. Jones, Developmental Fairy Tales: Evolutionary Thinking and Modern Chinese
Culture, 44.
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Ending: Narrative Dilemmas of Utopia

The conclusion, as retold in Richard’s rendition ostensibly as an addition, narrates
that utopia can only be achieved through moral redemption and divine salvation. It
is rather typical of the religious impulse in Western literature, as argued by Frank
Kermode in The Sense of an Ending. “The Bible is a familiar model of history,”
claims Kermode, as “[i]t begins at the beginning (‘In the beginning ...’y and ends
with a vision at the end.”® Kermode’s thesis concerns temporality and the ways in
which literary narrative deals with the problem of how things end. As Hayden
White explicates Kermode’s philosophy of time, “The hope that everything will
come out all right in the end is a delusion which fosters such myths as the

Apocalypse, the Millennium, Utopia, the Return to the Promised Land ....”"" 1

n
real life, things end messily, if not badly; the world ends not with a bang, but a
whimper. The idea that everything will “light up” with meaning when the end
comes is an illusion in itself.

It is in light of Kermode’s sense of an ending that I seek to read the last chapter
of Bellamy’s novel and ponder the difference between the two Chinese renditions.
The novel’s climax incorporates a most bizarre “dreaming the dream” sequence,
which characterizes how the utopian narrative problematically connects disparate
time intervals of present and future, as well as the apocalyptical destruction of the
old world as an eschatological promise of utopia. In Chapter 28 of Looking
Backward, readers are confronted with eccentric episodes that chronicle the
protagonist’s nightmare of returning to 1887 Boston. In the context of the social
harmony he has witnessed with Dr. Leete, just as Julian West is about to enjoy a
romantic union with Edith, he is suddenly awakened by his former servant to the
“reality” of the nineteenth century. He returns with the readers to familiar scenes,
such as reading the newspaper with breakfast. Readers are brought back down to
earth, to a social reality that is a complete microcosm of the miserable conditions of
the “old world,” filled with human arrogance and feverish ambition, with wars,
burglaries, shootings, and murders. Julian West realizes that the ideal Boston of the
year 2000 is nothing more than a figment of his imagination. He wanders about
old Boston’s working-class district, and reflects upon the urban squalor and the
faces of his suffering fellow citizens:

No more did I look upon the woeful dwellers in this Inferno with a callous
curiosity as creature scarcely human. I saw in them my brothers and sisters,
my parent [szc] my children, flesh of my flesh, blood of my blood .... As I

** Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction, 6.
*" Hayden White, “Historical Fictions: Kermode’s Idea of History,” 43.



Chinese Translations of Edward Bellamy’s Utopian Novel Looking Backward: 2000-1887 23

looked, horror struck, from one death’s head to another, I was affected by a
singular hallucination.

As Looking Backward progresses toward the end, the protagonist’s vision of
human degradation in the urban “Wasteland” turns out to be a nightmare, another
dream episode within the whole narrative web of dreaming and awakening. But
the fantastic setup poses an epistemological challenge to the reader as to wherein
social reality lies. Here is Bellamy hesitating to represent utopia as no less fictive
than the sordid society in Julian West’s hallucination? It is through this powerful
mise en abyme, along with the recurring interplay of dream and reality, that the
utopian tale achieves the doubling effect of foreground the contrast of the utopian
with the preutopian or dystopian world.

The sense of uncertainty created by this doubling effect is akin to what Tzvetan
Todorov describes as the “fantastic”; that it is not a genre, but rather a literary
effect upon the mind of the reader. Todorov tells us that the very heart of the
fantastic consists in “an uncertainty experienced by the protagonist who stumbles
into a strange world.””® With the notion of the fantastic implying a certain degree
of ambiguity, we are advised to look at Julian West’s ventures in new ways.
Readers who experience the fantastic event as Julian West does must opt for one of
two possible interpretations: Should we take his revisit of old Boston as a
hallucination, or indeed his adventure to new Boston in the year 2000 as wishful
thinking? Which version is the extraordinary event in itself, or are both simply a
product of the protagonist’s wild imagination? Will the laws of society stand, or
will utopia emerge and be governed by laws unknown to us? By reminding readers
repeatedly that “it was but a dream,” Bellamy reveals the oneiric logic of utopia.
Jean Pfaelzer underscores the tension between the fantastic and a mimetic mode of
depiction built into Bellamy’s utopian fiction. Looking Backward presents the
character Julian West as a symbolic figure whose indeterminacy challenges the
reader to be mindful of the space between reality and possibility.*

Yet, judging from the selective translation of relevant passages in the original
novel, the Chinese translator of the vernacular rendition seems to have been much
less interested in Julian West’s identity crisis and insoluble dilemma. In other words,
the Chinese vernacular text includes few of the “fantastic” effects or
epistemological crises described in the context of utopia above. Rather, the
“mimetic” narrative of the American novel, which deals with social planning in
the utopian and modern society, is what appears to have primarily attracted the

* Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, 25.

: . . . . »
* Jean Pfaclzer, “Immanence, Indeterminance, and the Utopian Pun in Looking Backward,
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Chinese translator and readers alike. The vernacular translation can been read as an
expression of a longing for Western modernity for the Chinese readership.

In many instances, the vernacular rendition has simply dismissed chunks of
narrative prose about the protagonist’s identity crisis and introspective reflection on
reality. There is a long passage depicting the protagonist’s growing confusion,
loneliness, and psychic devastation, after he first walks around the new Boston in
the year 2000; this, for example, escapes the Chinese translator’s attention. Much
earlier in the novel, as Julian West is awakened to the future world, he feels
puzzled by the confused horizons of reality:

There are no words for the mental torture I endured during this helpless,
eyeless groping for myself in a boundless void. No other experience of the
mind gives probably anything like the sense of absolute intellectual arrest from
the loss of a mental fulcrum, a starting point of thought, which comes during
such a momentary obscuration of the sense of one’s identity. I trust I may
never know what it is again.

Looking Backward, Chapter 8

RUIWEAR, 5 7RG AR EXP TR, 27— 70, R R
s e, PEEEETO SR R ILIAD, MREAE A O, BURORIR, AR
T

[Translation of the Chinese back into English:]

When I wake up at dawn, I feel completely relaxed. I close my eyes and rest
in bed for a while. I have forgotten what happened when I woke up yesterday,
and feel as if I was still sleeping in the subterranean chamber in the nineteenth
century. I seem to vaguely recall things from the past.

The Chinese translation literally records the protagonist’s confusion when he
wakes up after an experience of “time travel,” and fails to render the protagonist’s

EEINT3

sense of “mental torture,” “absolute intellectual arrest,” and “loss of a mental
fulcrum,” as depicted in Bellamy’s original text.

As John L. Thomas argues, Looking Backward is a “religious fable”: “an
account of the triumph of the sacred over the secular forces of evil.”"

Significantly, the task of the Chinese translation consists not in finding the

" Huitou kan, Chapter 4, 27: 16.

* John L. Thomas, Alternative America: Henry George, Edward Bellamy, Henry Demarest
Lioyd, and the Adversary Tradition, 237. Thomas emphasizes that Bellamy was less an engineer
of society than a prophet of a spiritualized society of the future, see 260-61.
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originally religious implications of Bellamy’s utopia, but in intentionally
converting the foreignness of the American text into something more
comprehensible: the imagination of the future, new, modern state. As evident in
the vernacular text, Chinese readers were interested not so much in the urban
scenes of human wretchedness or the protagonist’s moral conflicts in the “old
world” as they were in what Bellamy foretells of the “new world,” of Boston in
the golden twentieth century, which is characterized by material abundance and
moral elevation.

For instance, by describing Julian West’s visit to the urban utopia in an early part
of Looking Backward, Bellamy presents a detailed description of the glorious new
Boston with its gorgeous public palaces. Here the vernacular translation has
managed to convey quite faithfully the spectacle of the future modern city.

It was the first interior of a twentieth—century public building that I had ever
beheld, and the spectacle naturally impressed me deeply. I was in a vast hall
tull of light, received not alone from the windows on all sides, but from the
dome, the point of which was a hundred feet above. Beneath it, in the center
of the hall, a magnificent fountain played, cooling the atmosphere to a
delicious freshness with its spray. The walls and ceiling were frescoed in
mellow tints, calculated to soften without absorbing the light which flooded
the interior. Around the fountain was a space occupied with chairs and sofas,
on which many persons were seated conversing.

Looking Backward, Chapter 10

T2 — VOEME ARSI A KB/, AL PIRT, AT APt
A, HLZRZ, WE TR, BB A, RUECREMEEARN. ERE
REA— A2 N RE N, 2R o — K, AMELFE, mH
TN Py TR, HE R R, AEASEAEDERIH, AR R . WK
WRDUTH, A RAR, T EIARKI A AR D,

This elaborate Chinese rendition of the utopian shopping arcade functions as a
keyhole through which the Chinese could peep at the material abundance of a
Western city in the modern era. Still, Bellamy’s description of the arcade should be
taken as an imagined urban scene of late-twentieth-century America, given that
the country was actually in an economic depression at the end of the nineteenth
century when the novel was written. In the translated text, we are following
through Julian West’s perspective to experience modern material life thus shaped
and mediated by the spectacles of consumer culture: “That was the first time I

2 Huitou kan, Chapter 5, 28: 23.
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walked into the public warehouse of the twentieth century. What I saw was so

”® The Chinese translation indeed emphasizes

weird and completely different.
the protagonist’s act of seeing by adding “I look up” in the above description.**
Like Julian West, Chinese readers are also filled with a sense of wonder at
Bellamy’s detailed descriptions of the wealthy American society represented by its
inexhaustible centralized “department stores”—translated into Chinese as “public
warehouses” (gongjia huozhan K #5). Bellamy’s technological utopia is well
illustrated by another scene in Chapter 26, in which Julian West attends an
enlightening Sunday sermon in a modern, private “music room” in his house,
which is acoustically connected to all kinds of public functions in the public space.
Thanks to modern technology, the protagonist is able to hear the sermon, which
later culminates in his moral crisis and redemption.

As much as Bellamy’s utopian fiction is a hybrid product of the fantastic and the
realistic, the vernacular translation is a freely appropriated text characterized by
disjunctions: with willful omissions from the original and intentional additions
made by the translator. In Chapter 4 of Bellamy’s novel, in his dialogue with Dr.
Leete (who wakes him from his sleep), Julian West expresses his amazement at the
rapid historical transition that he has witnessed. Profoundly awed, West says, “If
you had told me ... that a thousand years instead of a hundred had elapsed since I
last looked on the city, I should now believe you.” Dr. Leete answers that “only a
century has passed,” but “many a millennium in the world’s history has seen
changes less extraordinary.” As Andrew Jones notes, Bellamy’s utopian narration
has to overcome the uncanny rupture between past and present implied by the
gradual process of historical change, and solve the narrative dilemma of “how you
get from one historical moment to the other without accounting for the
evolutionary time-lapse in between.”* The great leap forward to futurity asks for
an equally extraordinary imagination, conveyed as a temporal gap of a thousand
years that amazes the protagonist. In the Chinese vernacular passage, this historical
imagination is domesticated with the explanation of an invented digression of the
storyteller to the reader:

S, BRSBTS OIS ‘flf&ﬁi, IATAS
%{%E’Jﬁﬂ”}ﬁ’ﬂw&%f@ﬂﬁ IR, 2ARE) TR ERAE o R AR R,
EERC S HMARE, TR ORI P, TSR IR AN IS A, BRI

* The Chinese translation reads: “fSﬂBEﬁ}égf HASET A RPN S AR, PRSI,
fih I, 99 e Toid.

44 “FUE Z. ” Ibid.

* Andrew F. Jones, Developmental Fairy Tales: Evolutionary Thinking and Modern Chinese
Culture, 44.
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[Translation of the Chinese back into English:]

Honorable audience (Zewer %1fify, try to imagine this from my position. A
man is awakened to find, all of a sudden, his person in another world. How
could he not be frightened? Honorable audience, please put yourself in my
place. In the blink of an eye you are suddenly moved to another planet.
‘When you open your eyes, will you long for your hometown (guxzang {§4¥),
or will you be captured by the new world (xin shzie H 5ty and entirely
forget home? To be frank, honorable audience, I was scared out of my wits at
that time, forgetting what it was all about, and failing to remember my home.

Such digressive storytelling is a salient feature of traditional Chinese vernacular
fiction. It also shows the typical Chinese reception of the rapid transition to
modernity, which is often articulated as the difference between the “hometown”
(guxiangy and the “new world” (xin shijie); another familiar Chinese expression is
the “civilized world” (wenming shijie X1 5t). The historical contrast that
Julian West finds between “the Boston of today” and ‘“the Boston of the
nineteenth century” in Chapter 8 is translated as the difference between the
“hometown” (guxiang) and the “foreign country” (waiguo #p[E])." Chinese
readers must have been more fascinated with the strange land of the “new world” in
the twentieth century than with the alienated city of Boston in the nineteenth
century that leads Julian West to undergo his spiritual ordeal at the close of the novel.

In dealing with the several awakenings of the protagonist, the translator of the
vernacular edition of Looking Backward underplays the religious tone of Julian
West’s moral condemnation of human vice and his prophesy of redemption. He or
she skips most of the details of social inequality in the city, leaving out the
descriptions of the character’s feelings, his moral repulsion, and his compassion for
the suftering of his fellow citizens.” The translator, however, remains concerned
about the pathos of dream as the quintessence of human life and the changing
world. As West perceives that the utopia is but a figment of his imagination, he
says, “All that about the twentieth century had been a dream. I had but dreamed of
that enlightened and care-free race of men and their ingeniously simple institutions,
of the glorious new Boston with its domes and pinnacles, its gardens and fountains,
and its universal reign of comfort” (Looking Backward, Chapter 28y. The sense of
cognitive estrangement defamiliarizes the utopian world and so allows us to look
back at our present society in new ways. As a dual vision of society perplexes the

" Huitou kan, Chapter 2, 26: 8.
Y Huitou kan, Chapter 4, 27: 17.
8 Huitou kan, Chapter 2, 26; 5-9.
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protagonist, he can only resort to moral stamina and individual conversion as the
fundamentals of utopia. As Julian West reflects, “And yet, all the while I knew well
that it was I who had changed, and not my contemporaries. I had dreamed of a city
whose people fared all alike as children of one family and were one another’s
keepers in all things” (Looking Backward, Chapter 28). Here Bellamy makes it
clear that utopia depends not only upon technological and industrial advancements
of the society, but is also based on the aggregate morality that in turn relies on the
education of the mind and heart of the people.*

After wandering through old Boston and seeing the woetul dwellers, Julian West
comes back to the luxurious home of his fiancée. Struck by the disparity between the
sumptuous meal served and his new perception of poverty, he makes a stirring
speech about the future world sanctified by economic and social justice, and
maintained by brotherhood. After finishing, however, he is thrown out of the house.

With fervency I spoke of that new world, blessed with plenty, purified by
justice and sweetened by brotherly kindness, the world of which I had indeed
but dreamed, but which might so easily be made real. But when I had
expected now surely the faces around me to light up with emotions alien to
mine, they grew ever more dark, angry, and scornful. Instead of enthusiasm,
the ladies showed only aversion and dread, while the men interrupted me
with shouts of reprobation and contempt. “Madman!” “Pestilent fellow!”
“Fanatic!” “Enemy of society!” were some of their cries ....

“Put the fellow out!” exclaimed the father of my betrothed, and at the signal
the men sprang from their chairs and advanced upon me.
Looking Backward, Chapter 28

AR TIEES, LA A I AR . ISR, KR H A
IR T, A AR AL I, 9% KEL. W88, gttt A EAR
BT EEON, BURAE . MBI AGH, R %, KFE bRk
TRIBIE O KT L, e Akt vk, e T . >

[Translation of the Chinese back into English:]

After I made the remarks, I expected that everyone would surely concur with
my views. Who would have guessed that they would all look back at me in
anger? Some said he was crazy; some said he was the vermin of society. Chaos

* For a discussion of the religious messages in Looking Backward, see Sylvia E. Bowman,
Edward Bellamy, 82-92.
" Huitou kan, Chapter 14, 36: 73-74.
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ensued. “Ha! Ha!”—a voice was heard, saying he was obsessed with the
strange stories that there would be no more poor people in the world. “Drive
him out!” exclaimed the master of the house. At the signal all the men in the
house sprang from their chairs. [I was so agitated that] my heart burned like
fire, as if it would almost have dissolved the icebergs in the Arctic Ocean.

The vernacular translation freely shifts the implied subject position of Julian
West between “I” and “he” in the above Chinese passage, a smooth transition in
accordance with the Chinese reading habits. Meanwhile, it renders more explicitly
the reason for the confrontation between West and the people in the house, in that
“he was obsessed with the strange stories that there would be no more poor people
in the world.” Instead, the Chinese rendition presents West as an active subject
expressing his pent-up feelings against the people’s apathy towards social injustice
and their violence targeted at him (“my heart burned like fire”y. If the protagonist’s
return to the past grants him the moment of epiphany, then the vernacular version
recreates him as a moral figure with his prompt action for an honest appreciation of
Chinese readers:

Although despairing, I could not give over. Still I strove with them. Tears
poured from my eyes. In my vehemence I became inarticulate; I panted, I
sobbed, I groaned, and immediately afterward found myself sitting upright in
bed in my room in Dr. Leete’s house ... I realized that my return to the
nineteenth century had been the dream, and my presence in the twentieth
was the reality.

Looking Backward, Chapter 28

Bellamy’s novel appears to end on a happy note, when Julian West awakes from
a bad dream and finds himself in his own bed. But does this sound credible for the
readers? How would Chinese readers and writers have digested the wast
imaginative leap of “many a millennium in the world’s history” and
comprehended the immense difference required for such material prosperity to be
realized in society? Bellamy’s mixing of dream and reality—and as the text is
rendered into Chinese (“I realized that my return to the nineteenth century had
been the dream, and my presence in the twentieth was the reality”)51—w0uld have
easily reminded Chinese writers and readers of Cao Xueqin’s #2 4 (1715-63)
The Dream of the Red Chamber (Hong lou meng #1135, 1790y, the great

eighteenth-century Chinese classic novel presenting the philosophical theme that

*' The Chinese translation reads: “3t 5 4 i IS [ IULtHAL 0, 02—, & e, B
). > Huitou kan, Chapter 14, 36: 74.
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life is but a dream. Indeed, critics have observed that Wu Jianren’s New Story of
the Stone—an imaginative rewriting of Cao’s novel (also known as Story of the
Stone (Shitou ji A1¥AzCy—simultaneously and significantly drew on Bellamy’s

oneiric narrative structure at the close of the novel, in which the Chinese

protagonist Jia Baoyu dreams of a truly civilized and modernized China—a utopia

both excelling at the Western achievements of industrialization and applied science,
and restoring the heritages of Confucian morality and traditional Chinese learning.

Patrick Hanan claims that Wu’s utopia is both anti-West and super-West,

showecasing that China has caught up with the developmental trends of the modern

world.”> Andrew Jones argues that Wu’s borrowed dream narrative contains its

own seed of internal conflict, as Baoyu i1s finally awakened to face the reality of the

present, an ironic narrative scheme reminiscent of Julian West’s oneiric return to

the sordid realities of nineteenth-century Boston in Looking Backward™ Wu

ends up unable to transform his Chinese hero into a trustee of the future in New
Story of the Stone, implying the immense difficulty for China to overcome the

past in creating a modern future.

‘With a comparative insight, the fact that Bellamy writes in the novel’s dramatic
conclusion an abrupt transformation from the present back to futurity bespeaks the
problematic nature of imagining the future. The ending of Looking Backward,
with its doubled dream framing, is designed to foretell not the end of the world
dmagined as fin-de-siécle Bostony but an end that is at the same time a fulfillment
of a historical telos—that is, a purpose-driven history tending toward the utopian
end in itself. In the process of West’s time travel, as a means of solving the narrative
dilemma of utopia, the optimism embedded in futuristic thinking overrides the fear
hidden when humans are forced to encounter the social realities. When Julian
West realizes that the future century s reality, he kneels down in tears and says, “I
confessed with tears how little was my worth to breathe the air of this golden
century.” Bellamy’s utopia is more effectively dramatized as the journey of Julian
West, the prophet of futurity, whose moral ordeal and salvation retrospectively
endow the beginning and middle of his life with meaning. Utopia cannot but
assume the character of destiny when its narration is predetermined.

Coda: The Stakes of Imagining the Future

As Bellamy remarks in the “Postscript” of Looking Backward (titled “The Rate of
the World’s Progress”™, “Looking Backward was written in the belief that the

32 Patrick Hanan, Chinese Fiction of the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries, 174-76.
> Andrew F. Jones, Developmental Fairy Tales: Evolutionary Thinking and Modern Chinese
Culture, 60—62.
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Golden Age lies before us and not behind us, and is not far away.” Informed by his
Christian vision of evolution and his ideas of progress, Bellamy envisions a
redemptive act of socialist revolution that would somehow reconcile modern
technological progress and a morally fulfilling community. The religious spirit of
Bellamy’s utopianism can be aptly explained by Matei Calinescu’s concept of
modernity, which “did not succeed in suppressing man’s religious need and
imagination,” but gave rise to “an untold flourishing of heterodoxies in religion
proper, in morals, in social and political thinking, and in aesthetics.””* No doubt
such speed and efficiency in the change of history as prophesied by Bellamy
impressed Chinese intellectuals, who were eager to devalue the darkness of their
own nineteenth century (marked by a series of defeats by foreign powers,
particularly by Japan in 1895y and welcome the twentieth century as an epoch of
unbounded possibilities for a new China.

Bellamy’s historical dilemma is suggested by the title of his novel and is manifest
in Julian West’s fantastic traveling experience—looking backward from an
imaginary future point to an imperfect present, in the hope of looking forward to
an ideal future from the actual nineteenth century.” On one hand, the “future” is
the only way out of the “nightmare of history,” with the present becoming
increasingly intolerable; on the other hand, the future as projected in Looking
Backward could paradoxically be Bellamy’s nostalgic imagination of a
pre-industrial, perfect society. Bellamy may well have imagined Boston in the year
2000 along lines consistent with his prejudice against the triumph of industrial
society and privilege over American small-town structures and values based on the
pre-industrialized world of Chicopee, his hometown.”® His futuristic Boston
amounts to an amalgamation of technological advance and communal virtues in
the rural world, an ideal state held up against the tyranny of urban society with all
its detrimental prospects.

Chinese readers might have taken little note of the intrinsic contradictions of
Bellamy’s utopianism. Rather, they embraced the American’s anticipation of a
swift improvement in technology and wealth. Bellamy’s utopian narrative came to
China at the height of the late nineteenth-century reform movement, when social
Darwinist ideas and a growing nationalism drove intellectuals to search for a
cultural rebirth from the ashes of their past. It historically echoed favorably with

> Calinescu, Faces of Modernity, 62—63.

> David Wang examines literary utopias in the late Qing from the literary angle of the “future
perfect” mode of narration. See his “Translating Modernity.”

%% In “The Backward Look of Bellamy’s Socialism,” Milton Cantor traces Bellamy’s nostalgia for
a vanishing world of rural harmony, leisure, and class equality to his memories of his childhood

home. It is a de facto “politics of nostalgia.”
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the Chinese imagination of the future. The perfected society as seen in Looking
Backward—which not only offers better railways, motor carriages, air-cars,
telephones, and TV, but also leads to improvements in morality—must have also
captured the attention of common readers. Bellamy’s allegory of a strong state that
effectively governs and organizes all walks of life would have captured the
imagination of Chinese intellectuals, who were looking for a blueprint for their
ideal nation and polity.

In this article, I have examined diverse ways in which Western and Chinese
translators adapted Bellamy’s novel and transformed it into a progressive notion of
history in their strategic forms of storytelling. I have undertaken a close reading of
Bellamy’s novel and the two Chinese renditions by focusing on the literary
attributes of the original and translated texts. Taking translation as a dynamic
process of intercultural negotiation and meaning making, I have also considered
the creative agency of translators as cultural in-betweens. Such translingual
practices have spurred us to rethink the encounters between China and the West,
and to contest Western claims of futurity by thinking through their promises and
dilemmas.

It is through translating foreign novels that late Qing literati propagated new
knowledge by renovating conventional modes of storytelling, fusing hybrid literary
genres with modern Western ideas as a means to envision the future or provide
literary solutions to China’s social crisis.”” The translation of Looking Backward
exemplifies the phenomenon that America has often seemed to be a model of the
future in China’s quest for modernization.® The two strong American traditions
manifest in Bellamy’s utopia—the fantastic one of unknown future worlds, and the
practical one of organizing a brave new world—were repeatedly rewritten and
turned into many later popular and science fantasy narratives in China, and
indelibly inscribed in the Chinese imagination.

Significantly, Bellamy’s utopian text underwent at least two more translations in
Republican China and the PRC, titled /n Retrospect (Huigu |rlfi, 1935y and In
Retrospect: 2000-1887 (Huigu: Gongyuan 20001887 |nlj: /y7t 2000-1887,
1963y. How did the Chinese perceive these new translations in the 1930s and
1960s respectively? For instance, would the socialist society in the American novel

37 Chinese writers in this period also adapted science fiction, published magazines and pictorials
to popularize new fantasy worlds as a profound and utopian source of liberation from China’s
tradition. See Feng-ying Ming, “Baoyu in Wonderland,” 154-55; Pingyuan Chen, “From
Popular Science to Science Fiction: An Investigation of ‘Flying Machines.””

* For the Chinese receptions of America during this period, see R. David Arkush and Leo
Ou-fan Lee, trans. and eds., Zand without Ghosts: Chinese Impressions of America from the

Mid-Nineteenth Century to the Present.
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have become more appealing for New China’s cultural leaders because of his
critique of human selfishness and class inequality and his championing of a
centralized nationalist power? The subsequent translations are worth further study
in order to ponder how the notion of futurity changed in various periods of
modern China. As Henry Zhao argues, from the 1920s onwards, as Marxism
became the dominant ideology, the novel of the future disappeared completely: no
speculation was tolerated once the future was predetermined. Futurity becomes a
matter of social praxis, with no space for imagining any other social alternatives.”
It is also instructive to see the rise of the revolutionary historical novel from the
1930s on ¢n the model of Mao Duny, in which a teleological vision of historical
development and Marxist ideology replaced the desire for utopia in literary
narratives.

Utopia is otherness in time, a good place whence the audience is allowed to
imagine its beginning, by gazing retrospectively from the future at the current
society and reexamining it through the lens of futurity. My critical interest,
however, goes beyond how Chinese intellectuals sought to appropriate Western
knowledge through translation, paving the way for modernity. Rather, it concerns
how the discovery of the unknown in another culture reflects upon the
problematic of self~understanding and the anxiety of imagining the future—what

"% We can speculate about

Jameson calls “our incapacity to imagine the future.
what kind of political constitutions or technological inventions would take history
off the ground, but we cannot predict what utopian life is like or how history will
be predetermined as society and humanity evolve in time. Indeed, utopia confronts
us with our inability to even think about the future, and with our anxiety of losing
the ground of historicity—the past—when futurity is preordained. We cannot
imagine the future with absolute certainty, just as our understanding of history is
equally impoverished in that there is never an absolute story to tell us how the

present emerges from the past or how it will lead to the future.

Acknowledgements [ wish to thank the two anonymous reviewers of this article for their
insightful comments and suggestions, and deliver a belated note in memory of the late Professor
Patrick Hanan (1927-2014), who told me about the importance of Edward Bellamy and the

translation of his work in twentieth-century China back in 2000.

> Henry Zhao, “A Fearful Symmetry,” 457.
" Discussing mid-century American science fiction as literary utopia, Jameson remarks: “What
is indeed authentic about it, as a mode of narrative and a form of knowledge, is not at all its
capacity to keep the future alive, even in imagination. On the contrary, its deepest vocation is
over and over again to demonstrate and to dramatize our incapacity to imagine the future.” See

his “Progress Versus Utopia, Or, Can We Imagine the Future,” 288—89.
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