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Floating City, Ghost City, City of Destruction:
City Imagination in Contemporary Sinophone Novels since

the End of the Twentieth Century

Abstract

This thesis acts as a form of cross-regional research, using three city-related
imageries: ‘Floating City’, ‘Ghost City’ and ‘City Destruction’, to discuss the way
Sinophone literature from different areas, mainly Hong Kong, Mainland China, Taiwan,
Singapore and Malaysia, gaze upon each other and think in their own context. The
selected texts fall on the late twentieth century, whereby these novels present a strong
sense of urgency upon the occasion of generational alteration, to deal with their own
internal worries (such as modernization) and external problems (such as their identity
and ‘China’ problem).

Since the late twentieth century, as the cold war had gradually ended, the
geopolitical situation of the Chinese in East Asia and Southeast Asia had changed
drastically, in the events of China’s ‘reform and opening’, Taiwan’s end of the martial
law, and Hong Kong’s return after 100 years. Furthermore, the promotion of ‘Asian
values’ by Singapore and Malaysia government, the disarmament of the Malayan
Communist, the rise of China and the political party alternation in Taiwan, have played
a major part in these changes too. As people in the Sinophone world had been
advocating the values of openness, freedom, peace, progress and unity more and more
actively, the sinophone writers however were more cautious, using ambivalent, dark or
even absurd style in their narration, examining the individual and collective impact
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during the geopolitical transformation in the late twentieth century, and specifically deal
with the unique sense of space and sense of body: floating, invasion and evanescence.

The first part, ‘Floating City’, plans to discuss the ‘floating city’ novel landscape
presented by three novels from different areas, written by XiXi from Hong Kong, Liang
Xiao-sheng from China, and Chia Hwee-pheng (Xi Ni Er) from Singapore, to observe
the way writers were stimulated to make wavering "in-between" expressions, when
China opens up and plans to regain Hong Kong territory: between the colonial
sovereign state and the motherland, between capitalism and socialism, between Chinese
culture and westernization. This chapter emphasizes on the relationship between three
‘floating cities’: Hong Kong were marginalized as ‘Problem City’ because of its identity
crisis during the reunification, which spurs Liang Xiao-sheng to imagine a ‘Chinese
Floating City’ that transits from socialism to capitalism state, and in turn affects Neil to
visualize a ‘lonely island’ of a ‘Singapore Floating City’.

The second part focuses on ‘Ghost City’. With the rise of China during the twenty-
first century, Hong Kong and Taiwan female writers has managed to grasp on the
marginal and exclusive traits of ‘ghost writing’, built a ‘ghost city’ in their literature
that kept distance from China, to act as a response of the problems within ‘one country,
two systems’ and ‘One China’ policy. This chapter also shows that Chinese and
Malaysian writers has managed to seize on the ‘crossing’ traits in ‘ghost writing’, to
discuss the flow between urban and rural areas, and also between homeland and
hometown, to give rise to the topic on ‘city surrounding the rural’ and also Chinese
diaspora issues.

The third part, ‘City Destruction’, will first describe how different region present
the ‘destruction’ image in their own novels from the late twentieth century to the early
twenty-first century, to display their concern and uncertainty in their local context. Next,

this chapter emphasizes on the year ‘1984’ and ‘1989°, which both signifies destruction
Vi
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in various areas. 1984 acts as the Orwellian symbol that signifies monitoring and
authoritarian, to be used to discuss how the ‘Eighties’ generation in China and Hong
Kong, and the ‘Seventh Grade’ writers in Taiwan handle their own ‘crucial moment’,
as they witness the drastic changes in the political and economic aspect in their society
that accompany their lives throughout these years. The major events in 1989, such as
Tiananmen Square incident, the self-ignition by Cheng Nan-jung, and the signing of
Peace Agreement of Hat Yai, had also incited a series of imagination by writers from

China, Taiwan and Malaysia, to recreate a virtual republic that is doomed to fail.

Keywords: Floating City, Ghost City, City Destruction, Sinophone novels, Sinophone

studies, Urban literature, End of the century
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