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INTRODUCTION

The years between the end of World War II and the outbreak of the Korean
War witnessed the peak, decline, and end of American involvement and influ-
ence in China. These crucial “years of uncertainty” represented a significant
turning point in the history of Sino-American relations." While recent scholarly
attention to this period has led to a more profound understanding of a turbulent
and intricate phase in Chinese-American relations, most of the interpretations
deal with the formal triangular relationship between the United States, the Chi-
nese Nationalist Party (Guomindang, or GMD), and the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP), often in the larger context of global politics.” This study moves
beyond the policy- and diplomacy-oriented approach. Instead of rehashing the
diplomatic history of the late 1940s and early 1950s, it places the shifting per-
ceptions of the United States among a significant political group—the young,
volatile, and politically sensitive urban Chinese—into a historical perspective
through examining especially the origin, development, and eruption of their
anti-American sentiment (fanMei qingxu) in the post—World War II period.’
The ups and downs in their views not only affected the political fortunes of the
two rival parties in China, the GMD and the CCP, but also contributed to the
drastic turn in U.S.-China relations. A closer examination of the changing atti-
tudes among politically active, young, educated Chinese toward the unfolding
American involvement in East Asia in the postwar period will further demys-
tify the Communist takeover of China in 1949. It will also contribute to a better
understanding of a volatile age in Sino-American relations.

Furthermore, a study of the anti-American sentiment during the period in
question will shed new light on the mind-set of educated Chinese, as their po-
litical thinking was entwined with class, cultural, and moral concerns. For ex-
ample, ostensibly, their vehement response to the alleged rape of a college stu-
dent by a U.S. marine in late 1946 reflected their nationalistic outrage. At a
deeper level, however, it disclosed a cultural and class bias inherent in their
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thinking. In this sense, the anti-American outbursts also revealed how urban
educated youths viewed themselves.

Studies regarding American images of China have amply demonstrated that
the only certainty that has characterized the American views of China is the
uncertainty, punctuated by a fluctuating “love/hate” syndrome.* Meanwhile,
many young Chinese intellectuals also found themselves entertaining ambiva-
lent feelings toward the United States during the first few decades of the twen-
tieth century.” America was often viewed as both a relevant model and a threat
to China.® In his Beautiful Imperialist. China Perceives America, David Sham-
baugh studies the Chinese images of America during a later period and concludes
that ambivalence as manifested in the dichotomy of admiration and denigration
typifies the Chinese perceptions of the United States.’

The conflicting sentiments of admiration and resentment toward the United
States often served as a prism that reflected the understanding and thinking of
the educated Chinese about their own country. For the most part, the views of
young Chinese intellectuals toward the United States in the first half of the
twentieth century developed in the general framework of their quest for “na-
tional salvation,” an issue that dominated their political thinking. Their images
of America were closely related to their concerns about China’s destiny and
often oscillated depending upon whether they perceived American involvement
as assisting or impeding the achievement of Chinese independence from for-
eign control. Consequently, the United States alternated, in the eyes of many,
between providing guidance or inspiration on the one hand and being an obsta-
cle or even threat on the other.

Not only students educated in China but also American-trained Chinese
students contributed to the making of Chinese images of the United States.
From the late nineteenth century on, an increasing number of Chinese students
went to America to study. The U.S. government promoted the education of
Chinese students at American institutions of higher education, for it expected
American-educated students to be “saturated with American sentiment”® and to
act as transmitters of American values upon their return to China. However,
direct exposure to things American often resulted in mixed emotions among
these students, which was manifested in admiration for American material wealth,
political power, scientific and technological development, efficiency, exuberant
energy, and optimistic outlook; fascination with America’s political system, family
system, and customs; and resentment of American discriminatory immigration
policy and racial prejudice against the Chinese and the perceived gap between
American rhetoric and practice. The returned students and scholars wrote
extensively about their impressions of American society, and their writings
helped to shape Chinese perceptions of the United States.” The 1905 Chinese
boycott of American goods reflected the influence and power of such writings.

If ambivalence and mixed emotions characterized the attitudes of many
young Chinese intellectuals toward the United States during the early decades
of the twentieth century, political militancy among radical students in Chinese
colleges and to some extent high schools set the tone for the turn from the
sentiment of “love” during World War II to that of “hate” in the postwar period
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‘g and for the shaping of the larger public images of the United States. The
f fluctuations in the perceptions, therefore, testify to “the malleability of political
language and imagery in general.”10

The American public was largely oblivious to the growth of strong anti-
American sentiment in China. In 1948, to correct the general American misper-
ception that the United States enjoyed a high prestige in postwar China, the
* American Foundation of Foreign Affairs published a rare study of Chinese
opinion on U.S. activities in the country. In the preface, William Neumann,
research director for the project, cautioned against American “apathy or blind-
ness to criticism from abroad.” He maintained that, since the American gov-
¢ ernment had provided considerable aid to the Chinese Nationalist government,
| the uninformed American “is likely to believe that American prestige is there-

fore high, and that his country has contributed to the welfare of China,” when
in fact “the contrary is closer to the truth.”"'
Hoping to see a strong, pro-American Chinese government, Washington
{ had long urged the Nationalist government led by Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Jie-
shi) to implement reforms and broaden its base to attract Chinese intellectuals,
whose support was solicited by the U.S. government itself.'” Nevertheless,
American policy toward East Asia in the postwar period served to alienate this
numerically small yet politically articulate group of Chinese."’ Even before the
b Communist takeover, the U.S. government had lost the battle for the hearts and
minds of many young educated Chinese, and had, in a sense, “lost China.” In
an article titled “America Loses Chinese Good Will” published in early 1949,
the historian Dorothy Borg asserted that “in terms of securing Chinese good
will American policy has been a conspicuous failure.”"
Intellectual activism has played a significant role in shaping the course of
modern Chinese history. Historically, educated Chinese, or Confucian literati,
saw themselves as the cream of the state, obligated to criticize openly any
deviations from Confucian moral principles. Following historical precedents
¢ and inspired by a strong sense of patriotic duty, many modern Chinese
intellectuals believed keenly that they were responsible for the fate of the
nation and should speak out on behalf of the Chinese people. Despairing over a
weak and unstable China that had lost its old luster, Chinese college students
carried with them a sense of mission and played their part in fomenting

' change."® Student protesters of the first half of the twentieth century, however,
moved sharply away from the traditional mode of literati remonstrations.
Instead, they turned the streets into political stages to publicize their opinions
dramatically and to elicit wider support for their views. '°

| The special position that educated youths occupied in their society made it
imperative for any ruling party or aspiring political organization to take their
views or outcries seriously. Historians have highlighted the prominent roles of
college students in a country undergoing revolutionary change. In his influen-
tial book, Student Nationalism in China, John Israel establishes the importance

! of student nationalist outbursts in Chinese politics during the Nanjing decade
(1927-37). He claims that the record of the student movement demonstrates
that it “exerted a disproportionately strong influence on the course of China’s

S

B
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history.”"” Jeffrey Wasserstrom’s Student Protests in Twentieth-Century China

focuses especially on the role and techniques of student protests in the Republi-
can era (1912-49), during which educated youths continually articulated their
challenge to the political authorities. Wasserstrom argues that student protests
in Republican China were often subversive in nature and that even though they
“did not constitute physical threats to the status quo, student protesters posed
very real symbolic threats.” Their words and deeds “raised doubts in the mind
of the audience about the right of those in power to rule.”'® Student political
activism in urban China played an important role in the ultimate Communist
victory. In Making Urban Revolution in China, Joseph Yick establishes the
salience of nonmilitary factors, such as the failure of the GMD to secure its
urban bases and the allegiance of the urban populace, especially the educated
youths, for the Nationalist government’s collapse in 1949, in contrast to the
CCP’slguccessful mobilization of students in its political confrontation with the
GMD.

However, even though college students featured prominently in the political
and cultural movements of Republican China, they were not a singular entity
and one can hardly encompass them under one blanket term of “national stu-
dent culture.” Not only did students themselves come from diverse social and
cultural backgrounds, but also the various institutions of higher education dur-
ing the Republican period emerged from distinct social and cultural back-
grounds and developed their own individual values, styles, and political lean-
ings.?® Against the backdrop of cultural and social diversities, college campuses
nevertheless proved to be highly politically charged centers and witnessed in-
tense polarization in the late 1940s.

Driven largely by a sense of national dignity and pride, by a fervent desire
for full equality in foreign relations, by frustration with the devastating Civil
War, and by an ingrained sense of their special social role, many politically
committed young Chinese, who were among the most ardent of Chinese
nationalists, became highly critical of postwar U.S. policy toward China and
Japan. The vigorously expressed anti-American sentiment in GMD-controlled
urban China is a subject largely overlooked in the standard historical treatment
of Sino-American relations.”' The issue, however, had significant implications
for the outcome of the CCP-GMD power struggle and for the subsequent
collision and estrangement between Communist China and the United States. In
the short run, the American assistance gave the GMD an upper hand in its
competition with the CCP for territorial control in the wake of the Japanese
surrender. In the long run, however, American aid and presence were not
significant enough to turn the war tide in the favor of the GMD. Nevertheless,
they were visible and disconcerting enough to place the U.S. government as the
primary target of Chinese nationalism. Furthermore, the surging anti-American
sentiment among radical youths placed the Nationalist government in an untenable
position, for it fell under heavy attack from young nationalists for having failed to
bolster the prestige and dignity of China. Politically active young Chinese were
especially critical of what they saw as the GMD’s supine policy toward the
United States.
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While the student anti-American outbursts were detrimental to the cause of

the GMD, whose leaders appeared incapable of gratifying the nationalist de-
mand, the CCP not only stimulated and capitalized upon them, but also greatly
benefited from them. By claiming to stand at the forefront of the “student patri-
otic movement,” the Communists made effective propaganda and allied themselves
with politically influential members of Chinese society. In this sense, the
. movement figured significantly in easing the way of the Communists into ur-
ban China in 1949 despite their power concentration in the rural areas during
and immediately after World War II. Ironically, the American endeavors to
establish a pro-U.S. “democratic” China inadvertently undermined the cause of
the GMD and contributed to the Communist urban victory. Furthermore, the
CCP’s successful alliance with politically active students during the late 1940s
helped set the stage for the making of Chinese images of America during the
Eﬁ; Korean War.
: In brief, during the late 1940s, Chinese youths launched a mounting wave
l of protest demonstrations and rallies against the U.S. government. Amid the
} surging anti-American sentiment, antipathy largely replaced admiration and the
’ view of America as an obstacle to the achievement of China’s political aspira-
tions prevailed. In no other period in modern Chinese history did nonofficially
sponsored anti-American sentiment manifest itself in such a virulent form. It
revealed a most tangible strain in Chinese-American relations at the popular
level. The negative sentiment was shaped by a combination of real and imag-
ined insults and by the larger political, economic, and cultural contexts. The
growing anti-American sentiment in the post-World War II period would be
pushed to the forefront by the newly established Communist government and
the image of an imperialistic United States working tenaciously against the
interest of Chinese people persisted beyond the Civil War years.

|
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