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Do We Really Have A Future?
Qiu Zhijie

We were once optimistic. We were once firmly convinced. But today we feel a bit
hesitant and uneasy.

How come we can no longer be serious? How come a sense of humor has become
so important?

At least we did truly believe that we did have a future.

When we were young, we had grand visions about the future. The basic tone of
these visions was optimistic. Musicians conveyed this kind of optimism in such songs
as Tomorrow Will Be Better.

The Future in the Past

In ancient China, people rarely talked about the future. Even if they did touch upon
it, it was when they thought about the past: One can tell the present from the past,
as well as tell the past from the present.They used to imagine that any forthcoming
human condition was only repetition of what had happened and what was happening.
Back then, the ideal world remained in the remote past. The most ideal era be-
longed to that of ancient China governed by emperors. If a ministerial figure is doing
a good job, he will be acclaimed as a contemporary Rao or Shun; every revolution-
ary can find his plea from the vocabulary of resurrection in the past.

People with no vision of the future don't necessarily lack in historical knowledge:
from the past, we've learned that no one could escape death from of old, therefore,
we should leave behind a royal heart to shine on the history.That is to say that the
significance of what we do today for tomorrow lies more in how it will appear as a
past, a kind of history in the future, than to what extent this act will create or change
the future. It matters even less whether what we do conforms to the law of historical
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development or to the need of the future. Actions will leave behind traces, which
become memory introduced into the future. We are aware of it but our value doesn't
come from the vision of the future. Value is defined by existing history. Our feet are
perhaps marching ahead but our upper halves are leaning backward.

The vision of the future is a worldview that originates from Christian Europe. The
prospects of Doomsday and Millennium have spread out the imagination of the fu-
ture from different angles. Utopia has evolved from a spatial dimension (the Olym-
pics Mountain) into a secular time concept. No matter whether it is a positive utopia
or a negative one, what will emerge is always the future utopia. Ever since Yan Fu
translated Evolution and Ethics into Chinese, the theory of the natural evolution has
brought into China with it the belief of social evolution theory and the notion of progress
has become deep-rooted, continuously providing a theoretical foundation for those
with lofty ideals of different opinions and choices. Over the course of modernization
in China, every party in war has claimed to represent progress, and thus firmly be-
lieved that the tide of history can not be obstructed; those who support me will thrive
and those who don't will perish. The logics of history have been reversed. Only those
in control of the future are in possession of the past in the real sense. Therefore,
according to the future, the logic of victory or defeat is also questioned, since those
who laugh till the end have the best laugh. Our every move is under the scrutiny of
the gaze of the future. Wen Tianxiang's historical awareness has been transformed
into a sense of the future by Chinese people living in the 20" century.

This is not something that happens only in China. It is a common feature of the entire
modern world. The notion of progress and the optimistic expectation of the future
have been deeply embedded in the center of modernism, offering legitimacy and a
sense of justice for scientific exploration and colonial exploitation. Even when people
harbor fear about the future and doubt about the negative utopia, a certain future,
despite that it might be unbearable, is still the inevitable Brave New World.

Meanwhile, the free will keeps trying again and again to outline its chosen territory.
In physics all the way to the Existence Theory, is it likely for fortuitism and choice to
exist independent of inevitability? Such a subject matter becomes the forever ideol-
ogy of thinkers, and it essentially regulates our political philosophy and economic
behaviors.

Discussions about free will are indeed impossible to disrupt the overall belief in
progress, as they are usually carried out within such a context: does evolution have
a direction or not; is it one-way or multi-dimensional; does free will have a right to be
part of evolution or progress. Moving towards the future is not sufficient, human
beings want to surge to the future. A person’s desires move faster than his feet, and
thus his upper half tilts forward so much. It is such that the absurdity of the entire
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modern world can be expressed as this: the future has grown so overbearing that
we have lost the future already. Yes, if any kind of future is so inevitable, what then
is the difference between the future and foreordination?

To Discover the Future and Lose It

But at the peak of modern world, man hasn't had a chance to contemplate all of
these. Everything that has happened has underlined the victory of the worldview
about progress. On July 20, 1969, American astronauts Neil Armstrong and Edwin
Aldrin rode on Apollo 11 spaceship and landed on the moon, realizing a dream of the
mankind from the last few millenniums. The tremendous success dismissed the
suspicions proposed by George Orwell and Aldous Huxley. Everything that is pos-
sible to discover will eventually be revealed. Human beings have crossed the thresh-
old of an optimist era, which contains an outbreak of imagination about the future.
Every nation has entered into this super Olympics on the run up to the future.

As early as 1883, 17-year-old George Wells wrote The Past and Future of Mankind.
20 years later, on January 24, 1902, Wells told us for the first time in a speech he
delivered at the British Royal Academy: the future is being discovered! Don't be
infatuated with the past only. He unmistakably proposed to establish a science to
study the future. 30 years later, as the great master among a generation of science
fiction writers, Wells became the director of Tomorrow: Future Magazine, the journal
of the British Science Fiction Association.

British science fiction writer Arthur Clarke once wrote a book on the future, called
Profiles of the Future: An Inquiry into the Limits of the Possible. He predicted with
astonishing accuracy in the year 2004, the first clone would come into existence.

The era from the end of the 60s and the beginning of the 70s when man set foot on
the moon was also the golden age for futurology.This concept was far from precise
if looked at in a strict scientific sense, but it was the pioneering subject of that age
and it quickly spread toward developing countries with great urgency.

In 1973, Daniel Bell published The Coming of Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in
Social Forecasting, which set in motion a global trend of thought. In 1984, Shangwu
Publishing House put out its Chinese versions. Megatrends Ten New Directions
Transforming Our Lives by John Naisbitt came out in 1982 and was on top of the
New York Times bestseller's list for two years. It sold 14 million copies all over the
world. No more than two years later in 1984'. it was published in Chinese by the
Chinese Social Science Publishing House. In 1983, Alvin Toffleris The Third Wave
took over China, influencing the attitude of an entire generation and triggering a lot
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of excitement. These missionaries of the future have not only published books to
distribute their ideas, but also been on tours to lecture and promote their prophesies
of the future, like real missionaries. The above-mentioned famous futurologists have
visited China many times, lecturing, conducting interviews and diligently promoting
constantly renewed thoughts about the future to Chinese people.

In 1989, American Japanese scholar Francis Fukuyama published The End of History?
in American journal The National Interest. Three years later, this essay was expanded
into a book entitied The End of History and The Last Man. According to the progress
of history back then, he was convinced that democratic regime and free market are
the ultimate model in historical evolution. In fact, what is more fundamental is that he
might as well tell us that we had arrived at the future that we had used to visualize.
This is the Millennium in Christianity. It is also why Fukuyama modestly attributed the
invention of this end of history theory to Hegel. On the day when the ultimate goal of
the world history is eventually realized, it is the end of history.

If Fukuyama were right, we had reached the future. In the meantime, we wouldn't
have any other future. As a result, we will lose the future.

Discovering the Future in China

In the first meeting of the third National Peopleis Representative Congress in 1964,
former Premier Zhou Enlai delivered a governmental report in which he proposed for
the first time that China plans to accomplish complete the modernization of industry,
agriculture, national defense, science and technology by the end of the century. In
1975, Premier Zhou once again readdressed this goal in his governmental report. In
the 11" Chinese Communist Party Congress in 1977, the goal to accomplish four
modernizations by the end of the century was again brought up and recognized as
the overall mission of the new historical period. From this point on, the imagination of
the future has become a significant part of ideology in Chinese society.

Education should aim at modernization, aim at the world, aim at the future. This was
the slogan written on the walls of every middle and primary school in China. Some
were written with graphic typefaces, some copied from Deng Xiaoping's handwriting
in Beijing Jingshan School. The Future Ahead Collection was a series of publications
that had a wide spread impact on young intellectuals in the 80s. In addition to the
three theories of Information Theory, Control Theory and System Theory, Big Trends,
and The Third Wave were some of the futurological hits popular among Chinese
readers. In visual culture, imagery of the future was the most authoritative: the image
of electrons circulating speedily around nucleus became a logo for the concept of
science,as well as the most trendy headline picture seen in blackboard propaganda
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and newspapers. Three-dimensional models of this image would also appear in the
national day parades. The sporty icon representing racing towards the future was
often a flying missile spraying fire, which was further accepted along with the devel-
opment of missile technology in China. Future world, a foreign movie and a Chinese
one The Dead Lights on the Coral Island, were both sensational. The award-win-
ning science fiction The Dead Lights on the Coral Island was once rated as full of
nationalistic chauvinism by Pravda, a newspaper published in Soviet Union fi the
intermingling of futurological ideas and nationalism was an issue that was impos-
sible to dismiss. For a nation that was nearly wiped out completely as a result of
overindulgence with traditional values, the idea that backwardness means getting
beaten is deep-rooted. This is an almost inevitable statement of visual culture.

Propaganda posters from this period normally featured children as leading characters,
who were depicted as astronauts appearing on a spacecraft on its way to the moon
orin the space. One may say that in from contents to forms of Chinese visual graph-
ics in late 70s and early 80s, the appreciation of the future was in full swing. The
youngsters depicted in the propaganda posters were in their teens ten years ago.
Their current age is the age limit for participating artists of Archaeology of the Future,
the Second Chinese Art Triennial. In fact, this generation of artists has basically
grown up with the imagination of the future in the new era of China.

In 1961, Ye Yonglie had finished the manuscript for Little Lingtong Cruising in the
Future, when he studied in the Chemistry Department of Beijing University. Having
survived the catastrophe of the Cultural Revolution, this book was published in 1978,
17 years after it was written. The first edition came out in three million copies and
was followed by two extra editions. In 1980, the first comic edition of Little Lingtong
Cruising in the Future created by cartoonist Du Jianguo was published with a 750,
000 print run and was the most popular reading material for children in the 80s. Itis
perhaps difficult for young people absorbed in Internet games today to picture how
profound an impact the imagination of the future inspired by a book of merely RMB
23 cents had had on the life of our generation. It says in the book:

| want to know badly when | reach 100, what our country would be like. By that time,
there would be a kind of mini planes flying back and forth, taking me from Beijing to
the Everest; in a short while, | can fly home from the highest peak of the world.
Would such a mini plane exist in the future? | want to know everything about the
future very very badly. 1

There would be electronic newspaper in the future. There would be a robot called
Iron Egg in the future who would carry a portable wireless telephone around. Traffic



police robots would photograph the law-breakers; people living in the future would
cultivate soilless crops in nutrient liquid. People could have their organs replaced
when they fall ill. Back in 1984, the future we were talking about was usually 2000.

In 1983, eight-year-old Chen Lingyang wrote about her future in one of her articles in
primary school. She wrote, Ding | rub my eyes and jump off the bed right away. This
is the first day of my 2002 summer holiday. Yeah! Young master, today you and your
parents and your older sister will go to visit your grandparents together.The one who
talks is my robot Xiao Ling. Your breakfast is ready. Hurry up, wash your face and
brush your teeth! Obediently | close my eyes and open my mouth. In a little while,
Xiao Ling has finished cleaning my face thoroughly.

In September of 2003, Chen Lingyang was by that time a well-known contemporary
artist in Beijing. In a space in 798 Factory Dashanzi Art Community, she exhibited
her installation work One Day in 2003. She projected her imagination of the future
from her childhood onto a big piece of paper. Together with her reading, the installa-
tion took us back to 1983 and then back to 2003. With a calm voice, she spoke about
what was happening to her family today: The houses with black tiles and white walls
had been demolished. There built a highway going past their house. His father was
not willing to renovate the house because it was sure to be demolished in five years
of time. How much of our ideal had come true? How much of our hope had proved
fruitless? We were in 2003, unexpectedly running into the future of our past. We
experienced a mixture of feelings.

Chen Lingyang's article from her childhood was transferred onto a kind of retro-chic
green-checked paper, which can be seen again in the paintings of Shenyang artist
Qin Qi. He painted a notebook from his teens in which each of his classmates wrote
down their wishes for the future.

In the same space where Chen Lingyang's installation is shown, another artist Liu
Wei presents an installation that has also been exhibited before. It is called How
Close is the Future As You Said? This installation consists of two parts: a gigantic C-
print map of the world on which continents appear to be extraordinarily distant from
continents and oceans appear to be unusually vast, like a world as a result of con-
tinuous movements. There is a rostrum in front of a screen, just as what we often see
on TV. There are an overflowing number of microphones from various TV stations
piling up on the rostrum. We can't help noticing that the podium prepared for the
spokesman is one converted from traditional Chinese furniture.

We look back on the future from our past with emotion; while we've begun to give up
faith in the future from the present. The future of today is more like an expression that
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Liu Wei, How Far is the Future that You Define. Installation. 2003
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