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Opportunity, Prejudice & Cultural Differences

Francis L. K. Hsu (GHFIBY0)

The centennial of the completion of the trans-continental railroad in the United
States was celebrated on May 10, 1969, at Promontory Point, Utah, where the Union
Pacific and Central Pacific Railroads met a hundred years ago. Over 10,000 Chinese
workers were part of its success and speed. But the then Secretary of Transportation
Volpe, who headed the centennial celebration, glowingly praised American courage and
technical knowhow while omitting mention of the role of the Chinese. Volpe’s attitude
was, of course, clearly symptomatic of the still common and persistent prejudice of
white supremacy. Some Chinese groups protested. But Secretary Volpe made no
public apologies.

This was but one incident in which the old “invisibility” of the Chinese-American
was glaringly reemphasized by the American government. However, in contrast to the
pre-World War [ days, Chinese-Americans, though still only about one percent of
the U. S. population, are anything but invisible. There are now Chinese doctors,
lawyers, architects, Nobel Prize winners, professors, judges, industrialists, well-known
entrepreneurs and college administrators, in addition to the usual small store keepers,
restaurateurs, and sweatshop ladies. The various prestigious universities have such a
high percentage of Chinese students that some of them reportedly have imposed quotas
on Chinese applicants. In fact a Chinese couple is now suing the University of
California at Berkeley because their all A-record son was rejected for admission and
had to attend University of California Los Angeles.

To explain this state of affairs we need to understand American society and its
minority problems.

A minority group may be seen in quantitative terms. In that sense, a minority

group exists wherever an identifiable (according to race, ethnicity, religious affiliation,
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or whatever) smaller population lives among an identifiable larger population. The
French in Canada, the Moslems in India, the Arabs in various parts of black Africa,
and the Miao, Yao and other tribal peoples in China are but a few of the many
examples of quantitatively defined minorities.

There is a sociological definition of minority: “A number of persons defined as a
social category, and hence excluded from full participation in the culture.”® Under
this definition there is discrimination against the minority group whether because its
members are believed to be inherently inferior than the dominant group or other
reasons. In some instances the “minority” may even be numerically larger than the
“dominant” group. Hence the teeming Black natives of South Africa and of Rhodesia
before its independence in 1980 are “minorities” under the much smaller number of
Europeans, and the millions of tribal peoples of Liberia are ‘“minorities” under the
much smaller number of descendants of repatriated slaves from the New World. But
the Blacks and the Asians in the U. S. are examples of minorities who are numerically
smaller than the dominant Whites as well as social categories excluded from full
participation in the culture of the latter.

The Minority Problem

A numerical minority identifiable by whatever criteria needs not be a problem
in all societies. For that reason, the sociological definition just cited really should be
separated into two unrelated parts: (a8) “a number of persons defined as a social
category” and (b) that group so defined is “excluded from full participation in the
culture.” Before modern times Moslem and Hindu families lived side by side in many
villages in India. They cooperated in many ways as did the different castes of India.
Some intermarriage, mainly Hindu men to moslem women, took place. Some Moslem
holy men, in life and after death, were objects of worship by Moslem and Hindu
devotees alike.

Since pre-historic times, numerous tribal peoples lived in China. The Chinese
called them fan (barbarians), but the former traditionally classified the latter into two

broad categories: sheng fan, or unacculturated barbarians, and shu fan, or acculturated

@ Kimball Young and Raymond Mack, Sociology and Social Life. New York: American
Book Co., 1959, p. 458.
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barbarians. The sheng fan lived in their own separate tribal territories, with their own
Jaws and chiefs, under the supervision of Chinese officials, but the shu fan lived among
the Chinese and acquired property in the same way the Chinese did. They spoke and
read Chinese and behaved by and large according to Chinese customs. Some of them
took the Imperial Examinations, the main route of vertical social mobility for all.

This Chinese pattern toward minorities is also found in the case of a very small
band of Jews who settled in North China sometime during the Sung dynasty (960-1280
A. D). By 1919 A. D, a community of them in Honan was still distinctive enough
for a Canadian Christian missionary to visit them and write an extended account of
them.® These Jews had sinicized their family names, but many kept their traditional
first names; lived like Chinese but kept their sacred books, some of them married
Chinese women even polygamously. During eight centuries they were twice given
imperial encouragement to rebuild their synagogue. Some of them kept up their
traditional Hebraic studies, but some learned the Confucian classics so well that they
achieved high honors through Imperial Examinations. Several Jews became officials of
some magnitude in the Chinese bureaucracy, such as district governors and intendants.
M:nority Preblem in the U. S.

Minority groups in America, and in countries of European origin in general, are
more likely to be associated with social problems. It is here that the sociological
definition of minority given above finds its more complete application: “a number of
persons defined as a social category and hence excluded from full participation in
the culture” (italics mine).

There are three dimensions to the problem. Some groups of persons are likely to
be defined as distinct social categories in any society. But unless the groups of persons
so defined are “excluded from full participation in the culture,” it is not a social
problem. All societies recognize the difference between old and young. But the
generation gap as we find it in the U. S. is not common to many other societies.

A second dimension arises when the exclusion of the minorities from full
participation in the society is challenged by the minorities themselves and/or seen

as wrong by the majority in a society. All societies recognize male-female differences

® William Charles White, Chinese Jews: A Compilation of Matters Relating to the Jews
of K’'aifeng Fu. Tornnto: Univessity of Toronto Press, 1942. In 3 volumes.
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and many of them accord females much lower status than males, subjecting them to
legal, social and religious disabilities. But feminist movements originated only in the
West, especially in the United States. Even today they are still largely confined to the
West.

A final dimension in the situation concerns the coincidence or divergence between
ideals and reality in the society. Prostitution was not a social problem in ancient
Greece, poverty was not a social problem in Medieval Europe, and caste was not a
social problem in pre-modern India.® But a society founded on the ideals of freedom
and equality has a built-in social problem, not only with reference to slavery but
also with all minorities who are “excluded from full participation in the culture.”
This is why Myrdal saw the Negro-White problem in the U. S. as An American
Dilemma.®
In Search of the Source of American Prejudice

Why is an American society founded on the ideals of freedom and equality given
to so much prejudice against ethnic, religious, and other minorities? Most students of
American society have failed to come to grips with the question. Instead they either
give internally conflicting lists of American traits without reconciling them (putting
values such as “equality” and “freedom” side by side with “racist-ethnic superiority
doctrines™) or, worst still, to misinterpret the facts to avoid undesired conclusions.

Among the former scholars we may mention Coleman, Cuber and Harper,

Williams, Bain, and Kluckhohn.® Bain frankly characterizes the American culture as

® Arnold Green uses the same examples to illustrate the point: A social problem is a set
of conditions which are defined as morally wrong by the majority or a substantial
minority within a society” (Sociology: An Amnalysis of Life in Modern Society, New
York: McGraw Hill, 1952. pp. 324-325).
@ Gunnar Myrdal, et. al., An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern
Democracy. New York: Harper & Bros., 1944.
Lee Coleman, “What is American: a study of alleged American traits.” Social Forces,
XIX (4): 492-499 (1941); John F. Cuber and Robert A. Harper, Problems of American
Society: Values in Conflict, New York, Henry Holt & Co., 1948; Robin M. Williams,
American Society, A Sociological Interpretation, New York Alfred Knopf, 1951 (1960,
2nd edition); Read Bain, "Our schizoid culture,” Sociology and Social Research 19:266-276
(1935); Clyde Kluckhohn, “The Way of Life,” Kenyon Review, Spring, 1941, pp- 160-180;
Clyde Kluckhohn and Florence R. Kluckhohn, “American culture: generalized orientation
and class pattern,” Chapter IX of Conflicts of Power in Modern Culture, 1947 Symposium
of Conference in Science, Philosophy and Religion, New York, Harper and Bros., 1947.
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“schizoid.”® Among the misinterpreters we need to mention Lloyd Warner and
Gordon Allport. @ An extended review of the difficulties in the works of these scholars
is given elsewhere. A brief examination of Gordon Allport’s treatment of the subject
will serve our purposes here.

Although Allport’s book is entitled The Nature of Prejudice, it is, in my view,
really “A Prejudiced Treatise on the Nature of Prejudice.” In the first place, the
mankind that Allport theorizes about is Western mankind. Where he occasionally
refers to Negroes and Orientals he is merely referring to how far Western groups
reject them. In the second place, the religion that he deals with consists of Protest-
antism, Catholicism and Judaism, with nothing about Eastern Orthodoxy and only one
sentence on Islam. Limited by a particular brand of Western cultural tradition, in
which being religious Cor at least attending church) is synonymous with being good,
Allport can hardly be expected to rise above it however refined his techniques of
inquiry. Techniques can help to uncover facts, but the interpretation of facts is heavily
influenced by the point of view.

The latter is precisely where Allport’s treatise on the nature of prejudice is
prejudiced. Allport agrees that there is a great deal of evidence from experimental
psychology that the more prejudiced personality tends to be one which is more in
need of definiteness and more moralistic. “He is uncomfortable with differentiated
categories; he prefers them to be monopolistic” (Allport 1954: 175). Allport also sees
that religions which claim to possess final truths are bound to lead to conflicts and
that individuals who have no religious affiliations tend to show less prejudice than do

church members (Allport 1954: 398-408). Instead of following the force of his

evidence, however, Allport finds it too “distressing” and therefore demands “closer

® Bain, op. cit.

@ Lloyd Warner, American Life: Dream and Reality, Chicago, University of Chicago Press,
1953; Gordon Allport, The Nature of Prejudice, Cambridge, Addison-Wesley Publishing
Company, 1954.

Francis L. K. Hsu, “American Core Value and National Character,” in Psychological
Anthropology, edited by F. L. K. Hsu, Cambridge, Mass, Schenkman, 1972, New Edition,
pp. 241-262.
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inspection” of his facts (Allport 1954: 451).

Allport’s “closer inspection” turns out to be a simple attempt to negate stronger
evidence in favor of much flimsier facts. While acknowledging the soundness of the
correlation between greater church affiliation and greater prejudice, he nevertheless
brands it as questionable because there are “many cases” where the influence of the
church “is in the reverse directon” (Allport 1954:451). In other words, Allport simply
cannot tolerate the fact that the absolutist Christian faith and the exclusive Christian
church membership are associated with greater prejudice.

Religion and Culture

However, we must make a disiinction between religious creeds and cultural
characteristics of their followers. Creeds, each of which insists on having the only
true god who possesses the final truth, are by nature more intolerant and therefore

more likely to be prejudiced than others which make no such claims. But whatever
the creed claims, the life pattern of its followers will make a big difference.

For example, according to the World Council of Churches, the total number of
Christians in China in 1949 was only about one percent of the population. This,
after several hundred years of European Proslytization, often with the aid of gunboats.
Of this number, the ratio between Catholic and Protestants was 9:1. The reason for
this disparity was that Catholicism, with its many saints and its Purgatory which
allows redemption for good behavior, was closer to Chinese idea of hell and Chinese
patterns of behavior and feeling.®

As to the relation between Christians and non-Christians, the Boxer Uprising
of 1900 was the only instance that contained a religious component. But (1) it was
primarily an anti-foreign riot and, (2) it lasted less than one year and never reappeared
since.

In all the years that I lived, studied and worked in China, including the Baptist

missionary University of Shanghai, the question of who is or is not a Christian or

©@ See Hsu: Americans and Chinese: Passage to Differences, 1981, (3rd edition), Honolulu:
University Press of Hawaii, p. 275. (The Chinese translation of this book is entitled
Chung Kuo Jen Yu Mei Kuo Jen. 1988, Taipai: Chu Liu Publishing Co.
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what kind of Christian, was not a usual concern among my frends or the people with
whom I ever came into contact. This is also true among the Chinese in the U. S,
mainland, and even in Hawaii, where the percentage of Chinese Christians is much
higher than in China.

In other words, Chinese followers of an absolutist and exclusive creed do not
behave in the same absolutist and exclusive ways dictated in the creed.

The True Cause of Prejudice in the U. S.

The reason why so many otherwise sound scholars fail to reconcile the conflicting
features of the American society and culture lies in their inability to see the inherent
link between what they consider absolute good and what they regard as absolute evil.
This failure is common, to varying degrees, in European cultures where individualism
began. But when European individualism became rugged individualism in America this
failure was intensified. ®@

Individualism has enabled the West to develop itself and contribute beneficially
to the rest of the world such as mankind has not seen in its many millenia past. At
the same time the same individualism propelled West has viciously exploited and
dominated the rest of the world in a way and to an extent also unknown in the past.

It has brought mankind unprecedented health benefits, new tools for instant
communication, colossal wealth, fresh insights into the universe and numerous others,
but it also gave us two World Wars and the threat of total global annihilation.

A common misconception has been that the Protestant ethics of Christianity gave
rise to capitalism. That was a myopic idea, first begun with Max Weber, made well
known by R. H. Tawney.® The reality is that Protestant Christianity, the acquisitive
economic system, as well as Communism are expressions of the same basic orientation

in Western culture which predated them.@

@ Hsu, Francis L. K.: Americans & Chinese: Passage to Differences, Third Edition, Hawaii,
University Press of Hawaii, 1981, pp,121-138, and Hsu, Francis L. K.: Rugged Individu-
alism Reconsidered, 1983, Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, Preface and Chapter
1, pp. VII-XIII and pp. 3-17.

Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, N. Y.: Pelican Books, 1947.

See Francis L. K. Hsu, “Eros, Affect and Pao,” in F. L. K. Hsu (ed.). Kinship and
Culture, Chicago, Aldine Co., 1969, Chapter XIX.

(S
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It is the inherent quality of Western individualism that led to irreconcilable sides:
the right insists on absolute freedom while the left insists on absolute control.
Otherwise it will be quite impossible to explain why Christianity, a creed which
originated in the periphery of Asia, should have caught fire in Europe but achievd so
small a following even nominally among Chinese and Japanese. Similarly, when
Communism first dominated Chinese mainland all Western observers thought China
would soon follow the Russian development but I, nearly alone and as early as 1953,
raised the possibility that Chinese communism and its Russian counterpart would soon
part their ways.®

Transported to the environment of the New World, individualism has gone further
and become stark self reliance or rugged individualism. Thus while European individ-
ualism operates within certain traditionally handed down ethical rules and conventions,
American rugged individualism tends to kick aside all such restraints. That is why
Americans lead the world in liberation movements, from gay liberation all the way to
the virtues of solitude which made Henry David Thoreau famous.

The problem is notwithstanding those who extol the virtues of complete self-
reliance to solitude, every human individual — in order to lead a human existence — must
relate to and depend upon the support of his fellow human beings intellectually and
technically as well as socially and emotionally. A variety of “motives,” “wishes,”
“drives” and “needs” have been used to account for this phenomenon, but they can, as
I have demonstrated elsewhere, all be subsumed under three categories: needs for
sociability, security and status.®

The individual who is taught to be completely self-reliant, unlike one who is
brought up to respect authority and external barriers, has no permanent place among
his fellow human beings. Since others are likely to be as given to self-reliance as he
is, all relations are subject to change without notice. He will be anxious to look above

him in social status for possible openings to climb, but he is constantly threatened

@ See Francis L. K. Hsuw: Americans & Chinese: Two Ways of Life, 1953, (1st edition), N. Y.,
Henry Schuman, Chapter 15.

@ For a fuller discussion of this subject see Francis L. K. Hsu, Clan, Caste and Ciub.
Princeton, N. J.: Van Nostrand, 1963, pp. 149-155.
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