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> Chapter |

The Myth of the Silent,
Restirained, and Humble
Chinese

THE EXOTIC CHINESE: STEREOTYPE, MISINFORMATION, OR MATTER OF
PERSPECTIVE?

Images of Chinese constructed in the West are mixed, conflictual,
and at times paradoxical. Apart from the stereotypes about
“inscrutability,” the mysterious, seemingly emotionless facial expres-
sions that can seldom be deciphered by others, the Chinese appears
philosophical and content with both self and environment, having
little or no desire to go beyond his or her current situation.. While
active engagement with the world seems a Western preoccupation,
the Chinese seems more interested in maintaining the proper balance
between the physical and spiritual realms, between form and matter.
Drawing on the ways learned from ancient traditions, this quiet Chi-
nese seems also to be a spiritual force who knows there is no bound-
ary between the universe and humankind.

This pacifist and philosophical impression, however, stands in
contrast to another, the idea of the Chinese as ignorant, barbarous,
and at times cunning and manipulative, caring little for people out-
side his or her immediate circle. Adding to the puzzle are stereotypes
of Chinese as hard-working, competitive, intelligent, and embracing
sophisticated culture and highly developed civilization. With such in-
consistent portrayals, they could at the same time be a peace-loving
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yet cruel, philosophical yet cunning, and intelligent yet barbaric.

These seemingly perplexing images of Chinese can be situated
within the West’s stereotypes of Asians as alternating between favor-
able and unfavorable images, as framed by their history. Wilson's
(1970) comments about Asians provide some clue:

Our gaps of knowledge about the Orient are too frequently filled
for many by clichés and by gross stereotypes. Asians are re-
puted to be stoical, to care nothing about human life, and to be
able to survive where others would perish quickly. At their worst
they are crafty and cruel, endlessly devious and cunning, with a
belief in their own superiority and the patience to persevere un-
til one day that superiority is acknowledged by the world ... Yet
it cannot be denied that reports from more sympathetic observ-
ers ... seem often no more real than the less flattering comments.
Thrift and hard work, honest friendship and great generosity —
these are virtues that are difficult to place in a scene so vast, so
changing, and so often violent. (p. 1)

Of course, any culture is filled with paradoxes, inconsistent voices,
and shades of variegated contents; however, observations about Chi-
nese cannot but be filtered through a specific vantage point, condi-
tioned by the flavor of contact between the West and the Chinese
through time. As Issawi (1998) notes, Europe’s perception of Oriental
civilizations made a drastic change, from respect and admiration in
the eighteenth century, to contempt in the nineteenth century.
Economic, political, military, technological, and social, as well as reli-
gious factors all came into play (p. 143). As we turn to the twenty-first
century, added to the mixed feelings are images of Chinese societies
as “economic powerhouses” (e.g., Hutch, 2006), and a renewed inter-
est in Chinese cultures and people.

In the realm of Chinese language use, we find images echoing the
above impressions. From popular media in America, to episodic ac-
counts based on actual contact between Americans and Chinese, to
academic writings in the Western world (whether from intercultural
communication, cross-cultural psychology, cross-cultural training and
development, or anthropology) — both casual observers and scholars



