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Abstract The imagination of the social form has been an important
theme in the 21™ century Chinese science fictions. The imagination of a
social form on the model of “Elder’s dual vector foil” contains a logical
asymmetry—high-level technology and a primary social form. From the
perspective of historical materialism and dialectics, this imagination and
other imaginations of the social form, such as intelligent algorithms, that
internally dominate or distort the social form through technology, reveal
its flaws and limitations. Compared to the imagination of specific
technology, the imagination of social form emphasizes the entirety and
connection of multiple social factors, and it is hard to thoroughly dispense
the invisible dominance of existing human experience. Marxist theory and
methodology are indispensable to the imagination of social form in
science fiction. Reigniting the Marxist critical imagination of future social
form and activating the aesthetic power of this imagination are the future
directions of the development of science fiction.
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. However, Singer didn’t have the authority to retrieve a dual
vector foil out of the magazine; he had to ask the Elder for approval.
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“l need a dual-vector foil for cleansing.”
“Permission granted,” said the Elder.'

In Liu Cixin’s #[3& science fiction novel The Three-Body Problem Ill:
Death’s End, the Solar System collapses into two dimensions because of
this casual dialogue. Alien wisdom, which is far more civilized than that of
human society, inadvertently wipes the whole Solar System away with a
dual vector foil and almost eliminates mankind. Compared to “Wallfacer
Project” (mianbi jihua FEER #, “dark forest” (hei’an senlin f;{ﬁjﬁ%ﬁ),
“mental seal” (sixiang gangyin RUféH]) and other concepts in the
previous two books of The Three-Body Problem trilogy, the conversation
between Singer and the Elder looks pedestrian, but is a meaningful crux
for the imagination of social form in contemporary Chinese science fiction
including The Three-Body Problem trilogy.

The conversation of Singer and the Elder touches upon the question of
how to grasp the imagination of social form and the imagination of
technological ability. Singer asked the Elder for a dual vector foil, a
weapon with a much higher level of technology than that possessed by
human-beings and Trisolarans (santi ren = ?E! *). A dual vector foil used
objective cosmic law to compress the Solar System into a plane with no
thickness. This narrative showed magnificence of the dual vector foil
imagination. At the point when the theory, capability and effect of a dual
vector foil is described, the identity and status of the two characters
remained unclear. Readers are only informed that Singer was in a low
status and unconditionally obeyed the Elder. Generally, “the Elder” refers
to a senior person or someone who has a high position in a religious
group. In The Three-Body Problem high-ranking monks are called “the
Elder.” In Baoshu’s #ff#f- “Old Stories about the Earth” (Guanyu digiu de
naxie wangshi REHFPISRIVERE=H)), the governing class was called “the
Elder Group” (zhanglaohui ;%JEZ@) in the “Central World” (zhongyang
shijie H1 It #L), which had a more developed civilization than that of
earth. “Presbyterian” (zhanglao tongzhi ;%%Zn’“&ﬁifi) in Chinese rural society
means “father-like” educational authority, which “differs from either
democracy or undemocratic autocracy,” is closely related to tradition and

' Liu Cixin, The Three-Body Problem IlI: Death’s End, 473.
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experience, and “is the norm undoubtedly accepted by the society.”” The
Elder’s presence in the novel is always accompanied with an absolute
power advantage. Certainly, the Elder in the civilization of Singer was
more compelling: He could dig arbitrarily into the minds of individuals of
lower classes and force them to automatically delete certain thoughts.
Considering the information in other plots, readers can learn the social
structure of Singer’s society and the identity information of the Elder
from these descriptions: Technology was overwhelmingly developed;
classes were strictly stratified; power was not derived from election and
powerful individuals could intrude upon the thoughts of the lower classes
and willfully change their thoughts; the basic pattern of existence was to
exterminate other intelligent life.

A strong sense of displacement appears in the form of the dual vector
foil—a weapon that uses cosmic law and the arbitrary social form of the
Elder. If the imagination of the “Elder’s dual vector foil” was matched to
the experience of human history, the scenario would be a tribe leader
commanding slaves to launch cruise missiles. Certainly, this mix of social
form and technology has never appeared.

The social form of Singer’s civilization is never singular. Perhaps
because of the tolerance given to imagination, contemporary science
fiction constantly shows preference for the social form of the “Elder’s
dual vector foil.” The Trisolaran society, where civilization was much more
developed than among humans, also adopted this setting of high
technology and arbitrary social structure. The rebel of the Trisolaran
society, Post 1379, confesses to their leader,

We have nothing in our lives and spirit except the fight for
survival . . . . There’s nothing wrong, of course. Existence is the
premise for everything else. But, Princeps, please examine our lives:
Everything is devoted to survival. To permit the survival of the
civilization as a whole, there is almost no respect for the individual.
Someone who can no longer work is put to death. Trisolaran society
exists under a state of extreme authoritarianism. The law has only
two outcomes: The guilty are put to death, and the not guilty are

* Fei Xiaotong, Xiangtu Zhongguo, shenyu zhidu, 64-68.
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released. For me, the most intolerable aspects are the spiritual
monotony and desiccation. Anything that can lead to spiritual
weakness is declared evil. We have no literature, no art, no pursuit of
beauty and enjoyment. We cannot even speak of love . ... Princeps,
is there meaning to such a life??

The denouncement of listener 1379 adds details to the imagination of the
“Elder’s dual vector foil” social form, and more clearly describes the
understanding of the relationship between social form and technology.
The technology of Trisolaran and Singer civilizations were different, but
their social forms were similar. With the unlimited development of
military power in order to protect the need to survive and technological
advancement merged with a highly arbitrary social ideology, Trisolaran
civilization and Singer civilization are the result of the same imaginative
logic.

Not only The Three-Body Problem trilogy adopts the imagination of the
“Elder’s dual vector foil” social form. We, Together (Yu wu tongzai ?%[ Il
7+) by Wang Jinkang = ?[’%L is also a work of the “Elder’s dual vector
foil” imagination in the sense of representation. In the novel, God in the
eyes of human-beings was an alien from Planet Engo who knew high
technology. However, the civilization of “the God” was a patchwork of
what humans know as slavery and feudalism. Engo civilization was ruled
by a monarchy and lived off the conquest of galaxies with normalized
military status. From the perspective of Engo civilization, parliamentary
democracy was useful in limited special circumstances and was a
luxurious decoration. To suit the military conquests, Engo civilization
adopted a military prostitution system and issued each spaceship military
prostitutes. Even queens were not excluded. Military prostitutes must
take attentive care of Engo soldiers and leave their families behind as
hostages. Engo technology could easily lower the intelligence of mankind
and domesticate humans, but the social form of Engo had an autocratic
or even fascist tinge, with military prostitution and hostage.* The
advanced technology of Engo was born out of this social form. The

3 Liu Cixin, The Three-Body Problem, 353.
* Wang Jinkang, Yu wu tongzai, 183.
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background of an expanding crisis, normalized extermination of other
civilizations, and overwhelmingly powerful technology make The
Three-Body Problem trilogy and We, Together similar in the way they
imagine social form.

Another novel of Wang Jinkang, “The Matriarchal Society in 2127” (2127
nian de muxi shehui 2127 = [y=/ —F%%’T), seems to intentionally revive
matriarchal society in the future. In fact, this novel is a satire of certain
gender politics instead of a serious discussion of social form and
technology. Yesterday (Hou tu ji i+ r:i,r‘[) by Long Zhihui %@Fﬁ'?ﬁ that
combines matriarchal society and high-tech civilization. In the novel, the
alien civilization “MACU,” which used a light screen to lower enemies’
intelligence to exterminate them, was possibly matriarchal: “a ‘mother’ as
god or religious leader, maybe
has a strong ability to learn,” “maybe doesn’t have strong ability to use
and make tools.”” The description of MACU’s social form was vague, but

” o«

“this civilization may be androgynous,

o«

it did not prevent the author from sewing matriarchy and technology
together and exposing the seemingly contradictory plots.

The popularity of the “Elder’s dual vector foil” may be far beyond what
we might imagine. Liu Cixin said that “In the future societies of most
science fiction works, society doesn’t advance with technological
development, but rather falls back to pre-modern forms.”® And this is
enough to bring up the following questions: Is a form of social form based
on autocracy able to independently develop advanced technology like
dual vector foil? Is it possible for the civilization that uses cosmic laws as
weapons to appear arbitrary? How should we imagine the future
relationship between technology and social form? In conclusion, can
primary social form breed, develop and maintain advanced technology? Is
the flexibility of the relationship between technology and social form
limited? The “Elder’s dual vector foil”’ is only one imagining of social form
in science fiction works. Considering diverse narratives of future social
form in other works, such as “Nomad in the Sky” (Liulang canggiong .yl
##7) by Hao Jingfang #[i;1%,, “Foreign Lands” (Yiyu £!43) by He Xi il 47,

> Long Zhihui, Hou tu ji, 341.
® Liu Cixin, “Xuyan,” in Long Yi, Digiu sheng, 1.
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“Earth Province” (Digiu sheng #35~%) by Long Yi #& , “Foreworld”
(Honghuang shijie #3fi] f¥) by Jiang Bo 73, “Miscalculation of the
World: The Perfect Flaw” (Shijie de wusuan: Wanmei quexian i i iUz T
FZ ) by Song Zhao 44|, “The End of the Darkness” (Hei’an de
zhongjie I&'E‘F* [Ui%i#) and “Old Stories about the Earth” by Baoshu #7fif;
Subway (Ditie #4$&), High-Speed Rail (Gaotie ﬁ;@) and “Mars shines on
the USA” (Huoxing zhaoyao Meiguo 'f &Fﬁ@%;ﬁaﬁf) by Han Song §Ef~,
more attention should be paid to the problem raised by the “Elder’s dual
vector foil”: What other imagined social forms are entertained in
contemporary science fiction? What challenges of perception do these
scenarios face? Has contemporary science fiction fallen into the invisible
end of imagination of social form? Where is the future possibility and
vitality of this imagination? How should people imagine future social
forms?

The inquiries mentioned in the previous section contain tacit knowledge
with certain prerequisites. The crux of these prerequisites is that
regardless of what imagination is represented by contemporary science
fiction, it cannot break away from the visible or invisible limitations of
human experience. Fredric Jameson saw this limitation as the ideology
of the time, and utopian desires were described as nostalgia for great
visions repressed by institutions and customs. All history is modern
history and the history of thought. Adapting the theory of Croce and
Collinwood into research on science fiction, all science fiction narratives
can also be thought of as contemporary history and history of thought.
The contemporary history contained in science fiction is still decisive:
“The most typical science fiction doesn’t attempt to imagine the ‘real’
future of our present social system. On the contrary, its different
simulated futures have an extremely different function, which is to turn
our today into the decisive past of something yet to come.”” The

7 Fredric Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science
Fictions, 289.
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imagination of social form in science fiction is always based on the
perception of humanity and social and historical experience. “Only
things included in thought can be thought. You cannot think of things
unrelated to thought.”® No matter if the object of science fiction has
gone beyond rational perception of human-beings, if narratives are
necessary, the route of human experience is inevitable. In other words,
only the narratable can be narrated. The imagination of social form in
science fiction has also proved this opinion.

What imagination of social form can be found in Chinese science fiction
since the late Qing dynasty? “The Future of a New China” (Xin Zhongguo
weilaiji #rilijsl ﬂér:%l) published by Liang Qichao iﬁf?ﬂ,ﬁgﬁ in 1902 is
regarded as the earliest Chinese science fiction. The author expressed his
political ideal in this unfinished work and hoped to create a democratic
republic system in China through reform. This novel of only five chapters
unintentionally gives a glimpse of the social form of this government. New
Age (Xin jiyuan #vi7¢ ) published in 1908 by Biheguan zhuren 7 7= *
is similar. The beginning of this novel announced: “It turned out that
China has now transferred to a constitutional system with the central
parliament, local parliaments and many parties and private societies.”’
The rest of the novel is almost all about the war between China and
Western countries and mentions many weird weapons continuously in the
name of science like the fighting scenes in Investiture of the Gods
(Fengshen yanyi F#iifi#). In what social form the weapon was born into
or why it was born into such social form was beyond the author’s
consideration. “Cat City Stories” (Maocheng ji %’ﬁb%‘?r:?t‘[) by Lao She %%
also continued to express the late Qing intelligentsia’s wish for an
independent, wealthy and powerful nation. The novel used irony to
represent the various abnormalities in semicolonial and semifeudal
society and the metaphors of “Cat City” (maocheng ¥i#%), “lllusionary
Leaf” (miye X% ), “Foreigner supreme” (waiguoren zhishang i * = 1)
and “Everyone-vski” (dajiafusiji ~ % % Zr3l) had clear references.
“Catmen” (maoren 3 *) had no politics or economy but conflicts could
not be avoided. Schools had no education; politicians knew no politics.

® Meng Qiang, “Gaobie kangde shi ruhe keneng de?—Meiyasu lun xiangguan zhuyi,” 60.
9 Biheguan zhuren, Xin jiyuan, 3.
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Humans had no humanity, with faces but no shame.”® This is the quick
sketch of Cat City’s social form. According to recent research, from the
Late Qing dynasty until the founding of People’s Republic of China (PRC),
popularization of science was the mainstream theme of science fiction."
After 1949, popularization of science was still a main characteristic of
Chinese science fiction. “The content and topics of this science-related
fiction are highly limited, that is to say, they exist within the framework of
popularizing scientific knowledge among children and teenagers.” ™
Differently, in the science fiction of this period, the imagination of the
nation’s future was much brighter than during the late Qing and
Republican periods. In “Flying to Sagittarius” (Feixiang Renmazuo 7| *
Fu%) and “Shark Scout” (Shayu zhenchabing . {1 ({4 %) by Zheng
Wenguang £ 5L, “Dead Ray on the Coral Island” (Shanhudao shang de
siguang %J%ﬁﬁfﬁfﬁy“ﬁk) by Tong Enzheng i i~ and other novels,
nationalism and revolutionary ideology were closely connected. However,
in the “Xiaolingtong Roaming to the Future” (Xiaolingtong manyou weilai
/NG I 8 0% K 2R) trilogy, the comfort and convenience provided by
technology was the main setting of life in the future. In the “Future City,”
there were thieves, but few people believed that labor creates value.
Intelligent, urbanized and even delightful scenarios replaced the
depiction of social form and a brand-new look of the nation was on the
horizon.

Imagination of the nation’s destiny and future was ubiquitous in
Chinese science fiction before the new century. Of course, there are other
traces to analyze. Since science fiction shares similarities with utopian
fiction in the construction of idealistic social form, many science fiction
works are seen as utopian narratives. Suvin thought, “SF is at the same
time wider than and at least collaterally descended from utopia; it is, if not a
daughter, yet a niece of utopia—a niece usually ashamed of the family
inheritance but unable to escape her genetic destiny.”” Some research also

'° Lao She, “Maocheng ji,” in Lao She quanji, 255.
" Dong Renwei, ed., Zhongguo bainian kehuan shihua, 2-3.
* Masaya Takeda and Hisayuki Hayashi, trans. Li Chongmin, Zhongguo kexue huanxiang
wenxueshi, vol. 2, 2—4.
B Darko Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary
Genre, 61.
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includes science fiction in the discussion of utopia and its evolution.™
Whether using nationalist or utopian imagination to analyze Chinese
science fiction before the 21° century, social form in the text is like air
current for birds flying in the sky—important but invisible. More often,
social form is hidden between the lines in science fiction imagination and
seems to naturally match the need to progress. However, this does not
mean that it can suit random whims.

Science fiction writers may have their own reasons to wilfully design
social forms. Liu Cixin thinks that the flexibility between technology and
social form is strong enough. “Advanced technology and underdeveloped
social form are not contradictory and can co-exist under certain
circumstances. For instance, this can be proved by the middle-east
empires that live on petroleum and maintain feudalism.”™ External or
internal disasters of human civilization may lead to the coexistence of
high technology and low social forms, such as the entry into space
environment and the rapid development of artificial intelligence. Surely,
the combination of both internal and external factors can raise the
possibility of such a situation. Liu Cixin’s understanding of the relationship
between technology and social form agrees with his description of
Trisolaran civilization and Singer civilization. But it is still uncertain
whether Liu’s opinion is valid for the “Elder’s dual vector foil” imagination
and the freedom to imagine social form in science fiction. “In the
twentieth century SF has moved into the sphere of anthropological and
cosmological thought, becoming a diagnosis, a warning, a «call to
understanding and action, and—most important—a mapping of possible

93 16

alternatives. It is necessary for the humanities to examine the

" Plentiful research has been conducted on this topic, such as “Kehuan xinlangchao yu
wutuobang bianzou” E[ZFHUE "% (The new wave of science fiction and
utopian variation) by Song Mingwei # 4 and Wang Zhen = #%; “Cong ‘xiao taiyang’
dao ‘Zhongguo taiyang’—Dangdai Zhongguo kehuan zhong de Wutuobang shikongti” -
COPNTE A B PRSI S 2 (From “little sun” to “Chinese

-t

sun”—The utopian temporality in contemporary Chinese science fiction) by Wang Yao =

B
% Liu, “Xuyan,” 4-5.
'8 Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction, 12.
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relationship between technological imagination and social form
imagination.

Developments of technology and social form, under most circumstances,
do not have straightforward and clear relationships. In other words, the
relationship between the two is strong and complicated. Traditional
Marxist research on social form holds the opinion that “relations of
production are the skeleton of social form,” “aside from its skeleton,
[social form] also includes flesh—superstructure and all the other social
phenomena.” “All the other social phenomena” include science.” Even
though manufacture has created a system in which “application of
science to production has become a decisive and significant role in
promoting,”® social form is extremely powerful in shaping the dynamic
process of technological development. “Technology never holds an
independent and autonomous existence. From development to
application of technology, it is a political process, in other words, social
power fights for its own aim.” “Technology is neither the scapegoat for
modern social problems, nor an elixir to solve them.” The real reason is
the specific social system and ideology behind applications of
technology.” “In any time and space, the essential elements of science
must represent the world view and political structure in the current social
culture.”™ The crux of the problem is: Since the development of
technology in science fiction is inevitably related to social form, is this
relation limited?

It is time to respond to the rationality of “the Elder’s dual vector foil”
imagination using The Three-Body Problem trilogy as an example. The
Three-Body Problem trilogy is not only a masterpiece of Chinese
contemporary science fiction, but also represents the level of imagination
of social form in Chinese contemporary science fiction. Ideas like “cosmic

7' Zhao Jiaxiang, Makesi zhuyi de shehui xingtai lilun jianlun, 16.

' Qi Song, Makesi shehui xingtai lilun yanjiu, 91.

9 Dallas Smythe, trans. Wang Hongzhe, “Zixingche zhihou shi shenme—lJishu de zhengzhi
yu yishi xingtai shuxing,” 96, 101.
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sociology” played a crucial part of the Three-Body theoretical system, and
the “Elder’s dual vector foil” also represents the imagination of other
science fiction works that also depicted future social form, such as We,
Together and Yesterday. If the problems of the “Elder’s dual vector foil”
can be clarified, then the findings can be applied to the imagination of
social form in other science fiction works.

The “Elder’s dual vector foil” imagination in The Three-Body Problem
trilogy in fact brings up this question: Is it possible for a regime like Singer
civilization that is capricious and almost a form of slavery appear? The
experience of human history shows that even if social form is decided by
the level of production, “countries and nations in different regions that
have the same level of production may have different social form, and the
same social form can match different levels of production.”*® However,
this cannot lead to the conclusion that slaves in human history can use
nuclear weapons. Production, including science and technology and social
form do not randomly match. Massive sustainable development of
modern science and technology requires free thinking, convenient
communication and economic incentives provided by relatively tolerant
social conditions. These conditions cannot be provided in civilization such
as Singer or Trisolaran, which excluded art, literature and love, and are
plagued by massacres and lianzuo i#AE (lit. giving a criminal’s relatives
the same sentence), and externally regarded every other civilization as an
enemy. The experience of human history has silently but firmly disputed
the science fiction imagination of Singer civilization and Trisolaran
civilization. In human society today openness, communication and
inclusiveness are broadly recognized good choices.

Some readers may still remember that Liu Cixin supported “the Elder’s
dual vector foil” imagination with the real example of “middle-east
petroleum empires.” However, “middle-east petroleum empires” can be
used to explain the flexible relation of technology and social form in
general circumstances, but this example is not enough for the rationality
of extreme the “Elder’s dual vector foil.” According to the cosmic
sociology in the Dark Forest in The Three-Body Problem, invaders from the
outside do not leave advanced science or spare the lives of the

% Qi, Makesi shehui xingtai lilun yanjiu, 92.
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vanquished. In The Three-Body Problem, it is thoughtful that Trisolaran
civilization conquered Earth but still passes on advanced scientific
knowledge to it. Whereas it was intentionally or unintentionally
unexplained how Trisolaran and Singer civilization achieved technological
accumulation and breakthrough. A society with the ability to develop
advanced weapons and expand on a large scale cannot maintain
autocracy for hundreds of years. Therefore, the “Elder’s dual vector foil”
exists only in imaginary fantasy and cannot be thrown out by the Elder.
Likewise, taking account of both long-term accumulation and
independent invention, the combination of advanced technology and
basic social form was absolutely not normal. All in all, social form always
matches a certain level of production and relations of production, and
slavery or fascism has never formed stable and lasting hi-tech civilizations.
This is, perhaps, the key point that science fiction differs from fantasy
stories.

The “Elder’s dual vector foil” contradicted itself even in the narratives
of The Three-Body Problem. Curiously, under cruel autocracy, how did the
wish for “beauty” and “love” of listener 1379 emerge? If “beauty” and
“love” were the nature of Trisolarans, how could Trisolaran civilization
suppress this nature and develop advanced technology? Post 1379 was
almost at the bottom of Trisolaran society, but because of lianzuo, he
caused more than 6000 to be sentenced to death, including the minister
in charge of the surveillance system. How long can a fascist regime last
under such circumstances? More importantly, as astronomy minister told
Princeps, “We have only now discovered that there are many like the
listener of Post 1379.”*" In the The Three-Body Problem II: The Dark Forest,
Luo Ji admits that the “Emancipation of human nature inevitably brings

9922

with it scientific and technological progress,”** which makes the logic of
development of Trisolaran civilization unsteady. But in the third book
Death’s End, Trisolaran society breaks down the barriers to scientific
progress imposed by the extreme totalitarian political system that had

been adopted as a reaction to the chaotic eras, encouraged freedom of

21

Liu, The Three-Body Problem, 370.
** Liu Cixin, The Three-Body Problem II: The Dark Forest, 369.
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thought, and began to respect the individual. These changes might have
triggered ideological transformations akin to the Renaissance in that
distant world, leading to leaps in scientific and technological progress.
This must have been a glorious period in Trisolaran history, but the
specific details were unknown.”® The influence of a planned economy or
a liberal system on the development of science and technology is a crucial
topic in the history of scientific ideology. Further analysis needs many
variables to be considered, including production and relations of
production, specific social form, and national culture. It is like a swirl that
involves many indirectly related problems. However, if freedom is
understood only in comparison to slavery or fascism, free thought
factually stimulates the development of technology. Nevertheless, in The
Three-Body Problem series, the social form that fostered technological
development, swayed between liberty and autocracy. Before Trisolaran
world contacted Earth, it reacted to the environment with autocracy and
gained technology that far surpassed mankind; after encountering Earth
civilization, Trisolaran civilization quickly transformed to modern
democracy, even if the specific process was unknown. Perhaps the
relationship of primary social form and advanced technology was
intentionally abandoned in the narrative. However, Singer civilization
appeared and rapidly flipped the situation. “Dual vector foil” here was a
high-end weapon to terminate civilization and a symptom of a disturbed
imaginative logic. Possibly, from curvaton-driven nuclear fusion of
macro-atoms, probability clouds (gailliyun #=35%), string theory, quantum
mechanics, to mental stamp, dark forest and cosmic sociology, the
science fiction imagination has been rich enough, and the lack of rational
social form is understandable.

v

The “Elder’s dual vector foil” is a typical imagination of social form, but it
does not cover all the imagination of social form in science fiction since

> Liu, Death’s End, 143.
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the founding of PRC. “Nomad in the Sky” by Hao Jingfang, “Foreworld”
by Jiang Bo, “Miscalculation of the World: The Perfect Flaw” by Song
Zhao, Subway by Han Song each focuses on its own social form.

Digital technology, artificial intelligence and other technology are
deeply embedded in today’s domestic technology and play an important
part in “Foreworld” and “Miscalculation of the World: The Perfect Flaw.”
“Foreworld” by Jiang Bo imagined a society where a quantum computer
automatically performs the will of the people, without considering that
democracy is not only about the number of votes. “Miscalculation of the
World: The Perfect Flaw” by Song Zhao gives more attention to digital
virtuality. The world was ruled by calculation and was calculation itself. All
social forms and social relationships are different results of calculation—
calculation is social form. Compared to The Three-Body Problem trilogy
and We, Together, “Foreworld” and “Miscalculation of the World: The
Perfect Flaw” offered briefer imaginations and descriptions of social form.
Technology even completely dominated the structure of society. The
experience of the development of human society shows that
technological activities have an increasing impact on social form.
Economy is a vital factor in social form. For example, the Industrial
Revolution in the 18" century was a milestone, before which scientific
activities basically followed instead of leading economic activities. After
the Industrial Revolution, with the rising and developing demand of
manufacturing, technology eventually transformed from a supporting
role to the main star and became the main inducement and the first driver
of economic growth.*® In our times, what can change the reality better
than technology? Yuval Harari thought that a super-human comparable to
God would soon be born, relying on the “miracle of miracles”—cyber
technology and other tools. Al, nanotechnology, big data, genetics and
other science and technology continuously broke or even tore down the
brake on human society’s development. “When people realize how fast
we are rushing towards the great unknown . . . we cannot hit the
brakes . .. .”” Concerns and hesitations naturally appeared: Should we
embrace the fast-developing future society powered by technology, or

** Liu Zeyuan, “/Li yuese beilun’ de lilun neihan yu jingji beijing,” 49-61.
*> Yuval Noah Harari, Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow, 45.
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adjust this tendency? Different answers to this question contain different
positions. From the viewpoint of social form development, according to
Dallas Smythe, “Only in a socialism that embraces different worldviews
can technology produce a totally new system of constructive value . .. .”*
In “Miscalculation of the World: The Perfect Flaw,” “The time of liberation
has come . . . human-being is trapped in freedom. This is our current
situation.”” Virtual computing technology hides in every detail of the
everyday business of society, from interior design to the arrangement of
street blocks, and calculation has become the core structure and internal
dominator of social form in this novel. Technological control, silent but
everywhere, terrifies people, and the operation and performance of
social form is completely taken over—this seems to be the “perfect flaw”
of that future society.

In “Nomad in the Sky” by Hao Jingfang, the disadvantages of future
social form are separately placed on Earth and Mars, which implies
hesitation over the choice of values. Simply, human society on Mars was
carefully planned and arranged, but human society on Earth was relatively
loose and messy. Using the example of computer science in the novel,
“the difference between Mars and Earth was like that between central
server and personal computer, data and network.” Mars in the novel was
depicted as a closed city made of glass “with all land publicly-owned and
highly-intelligent control, but without real estate trading, smuggling,
futures and private banks” with fixed income decided by age and all the
products of labor shared for free. In the eyes of Earth society, Mars was a
“lonely island controlled by evil soldiers and crazy scientists,” “the
example of overall coercion and machine’s control over the human
being,” “opposite to a great free commodity economy,” “realizing the
violent utopia that hadn’t been realized on Earth.” However, highly
planned Mars was not contradictory to internal freedom of thought. It
was meant to build “a city running on a database” and tried to “protect
everyone’s freedom of thought,” and “thoroughly divide substantial
production and mental production.””® But Mars and Earth were always

*6 Smythe, trans. Wang Hongzhe, “Zixingche zhihou shi shenme?,” 101-2.
*7 Song Zhao, Shijie de wusuan: Wanmei quexian, 53.
% Hao Jingfang, Liulang canggiong, 63, 23, 34, 209, 201.
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subtly connected, even though the two looked strongly contradictory.
The reason to construct society on Mars was to abandon the old social
form on Earth, but the abandonment was not thorough. The Mars
governor tacitly permitted criticism against Mars’ social form, but in
practice had to perform his duty. After teenage boys and girls on either
planet swapped environments, they still remembered their original social
form. Confrontation and recognition, alienation and approaching—the
social forms of the two planets and affection of teenage boys and girls
echoed each other. “Nomad in the Sky” leaves one with the inspiration
that rather than choosing between Earth and Mars, people should think
how to mix the advantages of the two and form new social forms or at
least avoid the weaknesses of the two.

The worst possibility appeared in the writing of Han Song. Freedom
was always abused, and planning was always incomplete and treacherous.
The social forms constructed in Subway or High-Speed Rail was uniquely
elusive. A running subway no more stopped, continuously inflated and
mutated: “No doubt, the train was undergoing some new changes. Or not
the train, but the human society in the carriage, together with the whole
world and environment. But no one knew what was happening inside.”*’
“In some carriages, a new structure of society was born.”*° After running
many light years, they were not human-beings, but ants, bugs, fish, trees
and grass. However, narratives confessed that everything could be only
illusion. Han Song intentionally created such uncertainty to stimulate
uncomfortable feelings among readers. The aim may be representing the
possible physical and mental pressure caused by video technology. When
modern technology is rushing into the unknown, it is necessary to keep
distance from the direction of human civilization and future social forms.

\'

Examining the imagination of social forms in Chinese science fiction since
the turn of the century, we can find a great variety of imaginaries, and
certain difficulties and limitations.

* Han Song, Ditie, 80.
3° |bid., 87.
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Compared to technological imagination, the imagination of social form
is much more difficult. Specific technological imagination is based on
detailed scientific knowledge, but for fictional narratives, technological
imagination has only functional use to meet certain goals of narratives.
Super weapon, light-speed travel or space folding—they are all driven by
a certain functional imagination. No matter how complicated the theory
of “dual vector foil” is, it only signifies irresistible ultimate destruction.
Imagination of social form is more complex. “In Marx’s opinion, social
form does not consist of one or several factors, but multiple . . . different
factors influence and react to each other, and no factor can exist without
the others. Every social form works like this as an organized whole.
Therefore, it is necessary to understand the structure of social form from

all aspects as a system and a whole.””

Successful imagination of social
form refers to proper understanding and placement of overall structure,
internal factors and the relation between the two. In light of this,
innovating in science fiction imagination is far more difficult than specific
and functional technological imagination.

Since the turn of the new century, the difficulty of imagination of social
form in Chinese science fiction has two variations. One is like the “Elder’s
dual vector foil,” even though the overall look of future society is
represented in detail, social form does not undergo meticulous inquiry.
Moreover, ‘“cosmic sociology” in The Three-Body Problem and other
ideologies that contain more concepts beyond the imagination of social
form also cannot avoid doubt from various disciplines. A scholar
mentioned, “The world view, values, outlooks on life, view of mechanical
nature, primitive realism and society evolving in a single direction are all
cliché, outdated and harmful”’?*; “the theory that autocracy was based on
became the main impulse of the story, but this theory contradicted itself
in the text”*; some critics criticized the way of imagination The
Three-Body Problem in a neutral perspective of values.>* The problems of

3" Qi, Makesi shehui xingtai lilun yanjiu, 58.

3 Tian Song, “Kehuan de jingjie yu yuanchuangli: Wenming shiyan,” 125-36.

3 Liu Zhuxi, “Santi: Weiquan zhuyi gingxiang de yihan,” in Santi de X zhong dufa, 192.
3% Long Ma, “Shenbian de Faxisi—Jiexi Santi de shijieguan.” Accessed on February 3,
2019. https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/-WKOxypEocRvyZ4kszJtww
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imagination of future social form in The Three-Body Problem trilogy refer
to definitely not the novel itself alone.

The difficulty in imagining social form is also straightforwardly reflected
in the length of the writing—detailed depiction of future social form is no
easy work. Imagination of social form in much science fiction requires
critics to conclude and summarize, and the differences are only on the
level of conclusion and summary. For example, The Three-Body Problem
and We, Together have much more rich information on social form than
“The End of Darkness,” “Foreworld” or ‘“Miscalculation of the World: The
Perfect Flaw.” In most science fiction, even if there are fictional texts
directly related to social form, the descriptions are generally vague and
unclear. According to the technological historiography research in
Yesterday, in the future of explosive technological development,
“Mankind would physically and morally become a new species and
become the unification of the three. At that time, politics, economy,
culture and other social functions based on animality would collapse and
be replaced by a brand new social form,”* but the author did not further
depict this “brand new social form.” In “Foreign Lands,” the speed of
time on West Wheat Farm (Ximai nongchang 1'% i) was forty
thousand times that of the normal world. The intelligence of “monsters”
on the farm evolved to the same level as mankind, and they formed a
social system no different from human society. However, no specific
social form was clearly depicted. If examining this problem within a wider
horizon, some readers can find that in the “gallery of history” at the end
of “Xiaolingtong Re-Roaming to the Future,” the gallery was blank after
start of the era when robots served for human-beings. Some critics said,
“In ‘Xiaolingtong Roaming to the Future,” questions remained ‘unsolved’
in the shape of ‘surpassing.’ It provided only jig-saw pieces of the future
like kaleidoscope but failed to construct a complete brand-new future.”?®
“A complete brand-new future” also refers the totality required by social
form.

The difficulty of imagination of social form in science fiction eventually
points to powerlessness and the end of imagination. Social form in

¥ Long, Hou tuji, 276.
3% Li Jing, “Zhizao ‘weilai”: Lun lishi zhuanzhe zhong de “Xiaolingtong manyou weilai,
46-62.

”
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science fiction imagination, which is like religion a mirror and comfort for
human suffering, cannot avoid the invisible dominance of existing human
experience and ideologies. In the new world in We, Together, boundaries
were weakened, the population was evenly distributed, taxes was equal,
and they had a unified army, currency, language and idol;* the future
world of “The End of Darkness” was only that “eight million species in the
Milky Way reached agreement, forming a federal government. Even our
shapes and bodies were reformed and became the same.”® History
including today has become the past that decides the future.

We must therefore now return to the relationship of SF and future
history and reverse the stereotypical description of this genre: 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, to body forth, through apparently full representations which
prove on closer inspection to be structurally and constitutively
impoverished, the atrophy in our time of what Marcuse has called the
utopian imagination, the imagination of otherness and radical
difference; to succeed by failure, and to serve as unwitting and even
unwilling vehicles for a meditation, which, setting forth for the
unknown, finds itself irrevocably mired in the all-too-familiar, and
thereby becomes unexpectedly transformed into a contemplation of
our own absolute limits.*

The analysis of Jameson is full of regret that science fiction is not
powerful enough to create alienation and variation, together with a
desire to jump out of the swamp and break through limitations.

. .. the repeated insistence that what is important in a utopia is not
what can be positively imagined and proposed, but rather what is

3 Wang, Yu wu tongzai, 238-39.
3% Bao Shu, “Hei’an de zhongjie,” in Shijian waishi, 57.
3% Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future, 288-89.
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neither imaginable and not conceivable. The utopia, | argue, is not a
representation but an operation calculated to disclose the limits of
our own imagination of the future, the lines beyond which we do not
seem able to go in imagination changes in our one society and world
(except in the direction of dystopia and catastrophe).*

No matter how much we understand the difficulty of imagination of
social form in science fiction, we must realize the risk of this imagination:
If science fiction cannot provide more rational possibilities, then the end
of imagination arrives.

Conclusion

“The end of imagination” means that science fiction has no power to
deduce future blueprint from today’s political system and all the
imagination is reconstruction of social form in history. However, the
reality we are faced with is that history has not ended and will never end.
How can science fiction overcome the difficulty of imagination?

The answer is at hands. As announced at the beginning of “Manifesto
of the Communist Party”: “A spectre is haunting Europe—the spectre of
74 In the process of modern history, the monster of
communism is never far away; in the world of science fiction, the monster

communism.

of communism is everywhere. Imagination of social form in new-century
Chinese science fiction and the review, understanding and critics on this
imagination all expect Marxism to involve. Marxism reveals the nature,
internal relations and law of development of things, and is a powerful tool
of perception and weapon of thinking for people to observe the world
and analyze problems. Robert Heilbroner said, “We turn to Marx,”
“because he is inescapable,” “for those who want to explore the hidden
dynamics of the life of society, Marx is the magisterial figure from whom
we must all learn if we are to carry on the task of critical inquiry that he
began.”* Until now, the law of social development is still valid. For

4° Fredric Jameson, “Utopia as Method, or the Uses of the Future,” 23.
4 Karl Marx and Fredrick Engels, “Manifesto of the Communist Party,” 208.
4 Robert L. Heilbroner, trans. Ma Meilin, Makesi zhuyi: Zancheng yu fandui, 1, 4.
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science fiction that is eager to discuss future human society and prospect
of development, imagination of social form would be lost without
dialectical materialism and historical materialism; Marxism is
unneglectable in the depiction of future social form. The mismatch,
powerlessness, end of imagination and other symptoms of the
imagination of social form in new-century science fiction can be
diagnosed by materialism and dialectics.

Can materialism and dialectics be the quick cure of problematic
imagination of social form in science fiction? According to the general
understanding of Marxism on social form, communism appears after
capitalism, and capitalism contains factor of new social form. However,
theories on communism do not provide clear guide to construct future
social form. What novelists need to do is much more than vacuously
repeating theoretical concepts, or simply depicting details of a
technological invention. The depth of broadness of the development of
today’s world has been far beyond the imagination of classic Marxism
authors. Marx hoped that followers to innovate and move forward,
instead of reading between the lines within Marxism theoretical system.
Marx himself mentioned: “Communism is the position as the negation of
the negation, and is hence the actual phase necessary for the next stage
of historical development in the process of human emancipation and
rehabilitation. Communism is the necessary pattern and the dynamic
principle of the immediate future, but communism as such is not the goal
of human development——the structure of human society.”® Future
social form has no clear theoretical look, and clarity even means risk, and
a novelist writing a novel is not equal to having the strength to
accomplish the narratives that fit the law of social development. Engels
opposed predicting detailed planning of future communist social system:
“These new social systems were foredoomed as Utopian; the more
completely they were worked out in detail, the more they could not avoid
drifting off into pure phantasies.”** To narrate the future society with no
specific formation or careful plan, the inspiration of Marxism is to keep
the materialism position and critical thoughts. Sometimes unsatisfaction

4 Karl Marx, “Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844,” 114.
* Fredrick Engels, “Socialism: Utopian and Scientific,” 99.
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and criticism contains new factors. “Communism is not something that
will be realized in the future, or an “ideal” supposed to be. Communism is
current and realistic campaign . . . . The criticism, denial and campaign that
changes current status of capitalism keep pointing to the better situation
in the future, and the campaign is always on-going with no stop.*
Science and technology are renewing every day, but if that “human
nature is the sum of all social relations” by Marx is still undoubtful,
science fiction narratives should maintain its tension of thoughts and
aggression of criticism and keep its curiosity on construction of scientific
details and future social form.

It is the responsibility for the writing practice of science fiction to go
back on the path of Marxism to search for the possibilities to imagine
future social form in science fiction. The development of science and
technology has been so deeply embedded in current society. On July 16,
2009, Elon Musk announced that brain-computer interface has
successfully launched on primates and the mixture of human brain and
artificial intelligence is around the corner. This is the reality that literature,
especially science fiction has to face, like Marx facing surging worker
movements back in the days. If the responsibility of literature “is not . . .
to relate what has happened, but what may happen—what is possible
according to the law of probability or necessity,” and “express the
universal,”*® to understand and describe this era of technology, literature
must consider crucial themes including social form. In fact, Marxism
warns science fiction all the time: Virtual reality, genetic biology and
space technology are changing daily life in all aspects, and how much
space and energy are left for the imagination of social form? To what
extent can this imagination strike the structure of capitalist political and
economic system, find new breakthrough of imagination and provide
vigorous enthusiasm of criticism?
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