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In Tales of Futures Past, Paola Iovene argues that the concept of futurity as both 
destination (a better time and place) and anticipation (imagining, sensing, and 
feeling the future in the present) are central notions in Chinese literature from the 
early 1950s through the present time. Because the notion of destination has often 
informed the way that we have thought about modern Chinese literature under 
socialism, and because destination can be conflated with national goals, didactic 
ideology, and Enlightenment theories of progress, Iovene suggests that anticipation 
is a better concept through which to understand futurity, especially in its 
contemporary Chinese aesthetic modes of fractured temporalities and belatedness. 
Socialism sought to eliminate life’s contingencies, providing a clear blueprint into 
the future through forging not only a political path, but also a clear cultural 
direction. By contrast, in the post-socialist period, anticipation refers to the 
emotional, embodied, and contradictory affective state that can include feelings of 
uncertainty, hope, paralysis, and fear, as well as recognition of loss and a sense of 
having been left out or having fallen behind.  

Chapter 1, about early contemporary science fiction, begins with a brief analysis 
of Tian Han’s 1958 drama Rhapsody of the Ming Tombs. As we might expect 
given the date of publication, the play overall romanticizes labor and frames it as 
the fundamental human activity. And yet, the final act points to a future world in 
which the hardship of manual labor will have been overcome. In this work and 
others, Iovene demonstrates the tension between the Marxist valorization of labor 
and a utopian imaginary, envisioning a more leisurely life, that runs through 
Chinese socialist literary works. In the popular Little Smarty Travels to the Future 
(1977; drafted in 1961) by Ye Yonglie, Little Smarty visits a world where robots 
handle all the work. Most fascinating is Iovene’s analysis of Wei Yahua’s story 
“Dream of Tender Bliss” and its sequel “I Decided to Divorce My Robot Wife,” 
published in the early 1980s. Because the protagonist, a scientist, has siblings, he is 
not qualified to marry a human being, and is forced to choose a robot. Lili is 
programmed to venerate her husband, which turns him into a sadist. He then 
analyzes her chemical composition and tries to remake her through proper diet and 
reading in the Confucian and Western classics. Although the title suggests that the 
scientist divorces Lili, in fact Lili becomes self-aware and free, eventually deciding 
to divorce her husband. Science fiction, which almost always imagines a future, 
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was criticized as escapist and unscientific in the 1983 Anti-Spiritual Pollution 
Campaign, but it nonetheless survived. As Iovene notes, in many of these early 
1980s stories, the hardship of labor is resolved by science and technology, which 
then propels history forward. Yet she also argues that this new twist on the future 
did not engage the general population, which saw itself as detached from this still 
imaginary scientific revolution. 

Chapter 2 understands translation as an act that demands a vision of the future, as 
well as a somewhat clear idea of what literature should be and who will be reading 
it. In the 1950s, translators tried to choose texts that both developed socialist 
culture and also directed the reader ahead. One approach, developed by Mao Dun, 
was to translate classical texts that would indirectly show how China was firmly 
embedded within world literature (and at the same time, presumably, establish the 
nation’s qualifications for going forward). The journal Yiwen, established in 1953, 
took leadership in sponsoring translations, mostly from writers in socialist countries, 
but also adding a small number of writers from capitalist countries. When the 
Writers Association met in 1956, it gave voice to the sense of backwardness in 
literary matters that the writers and critics perceived. It wasn’t long before another 
idea surfaced: the neglect of Western literary trends is what caused the stasis. Since 
the Anti-Rightist Movement was imminent, however, this pro-Western direction 
took a sharp turn when Mao Dun was relieved of his editorship and, in 1959, 
Yiwen became Shijie wenxue. By that point, “revolutionary” and “modernist” 
had become dichotomies, with the first thought of as vanguard and the second 
passé. This reassertion of socialist aesthetics temporarily allowed writers and critics 
to invert the hierarchy in their relationship to Western literature, censoring and 
endorsing it as opposed to using it as a standard through which to evaluate Chinese 
writing. And yet, despite hopes that socialist literary approaches would be powerful 
enough to create an alternative to the innovations of modernism, Iovene’s research 
suggests that by the late 1950s and probably earlier, contemporary Chinese writers 
believed that Western literature was leading the way into the future. In the 1970s, 
writers from “less prestigious literary regions” were dropped from translation series 
or were cast as simply representing their nations, along the lines that Fredric 
Jameson controversially claimed for all of third-world literature in 1986.1 The 
point seems to be that Chinese translators and writers wanted China to be included 
within the group of nations “advancing rapidly toward the future”—which means 
mostly the nations of the West.  

Chapter 3 focuses on the broad work done by editors, who not only select texts 
to be published, but also, wedged between writers, readers, and state officials, sit in 

                                                               
1 Fredric Jameson, “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism,” Social 
Text, No.15 (Autumn, 1986), 65-88. 
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key positions to determine what can go forward. Iovene first discusses the debates 
on popular literature that occurred after the Cultural Revolution, noting the 
difficult status of the popular in socialism. Does it mean what the people enjoy, or 
does it mean what they should enjoy? This sort of question is something editors 
must consider when they decide what to publish, but they also must keep watch 
on developing trends and the future. Iovene details the fascinating case of Yu Hua, 
who was working as a dentist when he began to write. His brilliant story “Leaving 
Home at Eighteen” grabbed the attention of Li Tuo, who recognized the 
controversial nature of the writing, effectively timed his support, and eventually 
got the piece published—all acts of anticipation. Iovene argues that Yu Hua had to 
undergo a process of “deprovincialization” in order to be noticed: leaving his 
hometown for urban centers, but more importantly, learning the techniques of 
modernism including fragmentation, rejection of cause and effect, and the 
juxtaposition of contrasting images. Iovene traces deliberations on the 
“inevitability” of literary direction and the belatedness that writers and editors felt, 
which again points to models from the West having established a prearranged road, 
diminishing the value of anticipation as a concept that can offer an alternative to 
the determinism of destination. Despite the expressed hope from Harvest editor 
Cheng Yongxin and others that literature by Chinese (and Tibetan) writers be 
somehow sinified and localized, Western modernist strategies continued to 
embody high literary value.  

As the book progresses, the limitations of anticipation as an analytical concept 
become increasingly obvious. Locating terms such as inevitability, belatedness, and 
long-awaited within Chinese literary discourse, Iovene recognizes a developmental 
history from realism to modernism, and eventually postmodernism. Chinese 
writers of the 1980s, she states, felt they were catching up to literary “progress” 
that already had taken place elsewhere. Whereas others have argued for 
emphasizing local context as a way to counter the lead provided by the West, 
Iovene proposes that belatedness can be rethought as a mode of anticipation. While 
retaining the sense of “not yet happened,” she argues that anticipation rejects the 
linearity of the road into the future, along with its unsavory implications of 
imitation and implicit universality. Unfortunately, Iovene does not fully explain 
how this alternative solves the problem. As Arif Dirlik has explained, what has 
made Eurocentrism universal is the way in which “Euro-Americans conquered the 
world; renamed places; rearranged economies, societies, and politics; and erased or 
drove to the margins premodern ways of knowing space, time, and many other 
things. In the process, they universalized history in their own self-image in an 
unprecedented manner … Eurocentrism as a historical phenomenon is not to be 
understood without reference to the structures of power Euro-America produced 



Book Reviews 153 

over the last five centuries, which in turn produced Eurocentrism, globalized its 
effects, and universalized its historical claims.”2 Calling belatedness anticipation 
may seem to open new doors—and undeniably, Euro-American centrality will not 
last forever—but it also transforms the socio-political-economic context that 
makes the cluster of temporal issues understandable into an affective state of being. 
Can we really say that anticipation sidesteps the hierarchies of cultural power 
recognized as constricting throughout Iovene’s study? 

Chapters 4 and 5 analyze the work and experience of Ge Fei, one of the most 
well-known avant-garde writers, who is presently a professor at Qinghua 
University in Beijing. Iovene lays out a powerful interpretation of Ge Fei’s 1993 
Brocade Zither, the title of which comes from the enigmatic, much-studied Tang 
poet Li Shangyin. Li’s enigmatic literary poetry became symbolic for writers 
looking to recoup the value of literature in a post-socialist world. Iovene admirably 
dissects the intensive discussion surrounding Li’s poetry in the 1980s, tracing how 
some scholars, such as Dong Naibin, were looking for deep, subtle, unifying traits 
of Chinese culture in Li’s work while others, such as Wang Meng, located 
modernist technique in Li’s poems. Wang Meng’s interpretative move suggested 
native precedence while simultaneously and contradictorily implying that the 
validity of using Tang poetry as a Chinese source of modernist experimentation 
comes from the fact that it influenced foreign writers. The main character of Ge 
Fei’s novel, Feng Zicun, is a timid and ineffectual man who exists narratively only 
through dreams and time loops. By means of a story that emphasizes fear and 
foreboding, the author rejects what Wang Meng hoped for: the possibility of 
imagining and enhancing the future through recuperation of the past, which 
happened to already contain or suggest the future. Iovene’s reading of Ge Fei, and 
her comparison with stories by Wang Meng, is thought-provoking and 
challenging. 

Ge Fei’s 2011 novel End of Spring in Jiangnan is the main topic of Chapter 5. As 
the third volume of a trilogy, the novel uses fog as a trope to express the toxicity of 
postsocialist capitalism in China. Again, Iovene does a wonderful job unpacking 
the novel and connecting it to her theme. Shame, sacrifice, repression of truth and 
more all point to the impossibility of imagining a viable future. The search for a 
clean place to die motivates main characters Jiayu and her husband Duanwu, 
joining environmental degradation to the devastation of the human mind. 
Although Iovene ends this chapter by stating that fog “renews the desire for 
vision” and the book in fact betrays hopeful aspirations toward restraint and clarity, 
its relentless focus on the horror of the present belies this optimistic conclusion. 

                                                               
2 Arif Dirlik, Postmodernity’s Histories: The Past as Legacy and Project, Lanham: Roman and 
Littlefield, 2000, 65-70. 
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I truly enjoyed reading and studying this book. It reminded me of my attraction 
to the avant-garde writers who were publishing when I first went to China in 1979: 
their passion and desire to find a new language, an authentic medium, and a 
genuine form of expression impressed me deeply. Although Iovene’s study is more 
literary history than close-reading, it nonetheless is brimming with thoughtful 
textual analysis, which is then carefully contextualized within both her larger 
themes and within the historical times. She has found a temporal thread that travels 
through the literary culture of the PRC, and shown how it plays into so many 
aspects of this field, including literary texts, editing, and translation. At times the 
notion of anticipation is a bit broader than what I would like, losing its analytical 
potency. And as I have tried to illustrate, the central difference between 
anticipation and destination, with which the book begins, pales when the 
Western-determined literary route becomes apparent, again functioning as 
destination. But the book has many strong points. It is historically wide-ranging, 
bringing in premodern and early 20th century debates and texts where useful. 
Iovene also has interviewed writers and others, and consulted memoirs, letters, and 
autobiographies. Even with this impressive scope, the book is compact and precise. 
It also has the great advantage of being not a series of articles loosely connected, 
but rather a monograph unified by a thought-provoking argument. Tales of 
Futures Past is a fine achievement, and an excellent contribution to Chinese 
literary studies. 
 
 

Wendy Larson 
University of Oregon 
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Homesickness, or so Carlos Rojas defines it in his book of the same title, is not the 
unease, discontent, or even illness that results because one is separated from one’s 
familiar environment and home. Rather, from the new vantage point that Rojas 
proposes, homesickness has to be read also as something caused by a situation 
where the familiar, precisely because of its familiarity, does not allow one to thrive. 
Rojas’s opening example from Li Ruzhen’s novel Flowers in the Mirror (Jinghua 
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