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The Urban Imaginary of Late Qing “New Fiction”

Submitted by CHEN, PENG-HSIN

for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Chinese Language and Literature
at The Chinese University of Hong Kong in August 2013

Abstract

This thesis focuses on the “urban imaginary” in late Qing “New
Fiction” (xin xiaoshuo). The research retraces the link and the impact
from the traditional dynamic and the western urban civilization in the
transformation of late Qing fiction, outlining that spatial imaginary,
urban imaginary and national imaginary are closely intertwined one
another, thus reflecting modernity in late Qing China. The research
mainly discusses three subjects: firstly, to investigate how the
changes from the concepts of time and space influence spatial
imaginary in late Qing “New Fiction”. Secondly, to discuss how
urban material civilization has effect on and gets involved with the
urban configuration. Finally, re-examine the connection between
urban imaginary and nation building.

This thesis is divided into five chapters. The first chapter defines
the research objects and its scope, and explores kinds of dynamic
included in the urban imaginary in late Qing.

The second chapter explores the transition and the changes of
concept of space and time during late Qing period, which stimulates
and generates the new spatial imaginary of the “New Fiction”,
developing the late Qing urban imaginary. This chapter looks over

the changes of concept of time and space, then further explores the
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links between the new spatial imaginary and traditional cultural
resources.

The third chapter deals with the material civilization and the
literary figuration of the modern city, exploring possible linkage
between the urban civilization and the new spatial imaginary in late
Qing. The spatial imaginary of the late Qing “New Fiction,” with
detailed description about the urban material civilization, creates a
“civilized” (wenming) landscape, showing unique urban image.
Literary records of western metropolis city and the image of late
Qing Shanghai affect the urban configuration of the “New Fiction”.
As a result, the description about traffic, houses, parks and as such
urban material civilization forms the base of urban imaginary of the
“New Fiction”.

The fourth chapter discusses the mythical city and ideal national
imaginary. The late Qing “New Fiction” writers use the well-known
fictional characters as travelers in Shanghai, showing an alienated,
demonized image of modern city. On the one hand, writers describe
the fictional characters’ urban adventures, presenting the city as the
“new,” all the absurd and inconceivable. On the other hand, they
adopt the western material civilization and transform it into national
imaginary to construct an ideal nation.

The fifth chapter re-examine the late Qing urban imaginary and

the complexity of modernity in late Qing China.
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