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PREFACE

THROUGH THE TELEPHONE on my desk I could speak to millions and
millions of individuals in other countries whose speech would be
unintelligible to me. Fortunately they don’t call me nor I them. But
the potentiality is there, as are the media and the missiles that now
make the world a global village. This shrinkage of the globe we live
on has made it more necessary to understand the other nations, and
for the past fifty years I have been trying to understand China. The
gradual enlargement of my circle of knowledge about China has of
course also enlarged the circumference of my ignorance which sur-
rounds it. Questions multiply faster than answers. But the effort to
understand China better is now under way on a wide scale and is
even seen to require that we understand ourselves better too. One
cannot study China for long without becoming interested in, or
amazed, annoyed, or appalled by, Chinese-American relations. In
fact the student of China soon realizes he is functioning as part of the
Sino-American relationship, just as any historian now recognizes that
he inevitably contributes a good deal of himself to the history he
writes. This line of thought justifies my writing about myself, which
I wanted to do anyway.

Alas, when a historian starts his autobiography, the first thing he
discovers is that he is still writing history. “The facts” still have to be
carefully selected and then exemplified and organized in periods to
represent general themes. It’s as bad as writing a textbook. You have
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to summarize large masses of action, but not befuddle the reader.

The story I have to tell can be sketched quickly: I grew up in
South Dakota when it was still a cultural frontier, so I came back East
for education. From being a student in five places I learned how to
make my way in a new environment according to its criteria. By
chance I became interested in specializing on China and during four
years there (1932-35) I absorbed some appreciation of Chinese mo-
tives and principles of conduct. Later, teaching history at Harvard
(1936-41), I acquired an image of China’s modern revolutionary
process. Going to China again in wartime (1942-43, 1945-46), I got
an impression of the Chinese revolution’s spirit as well as its appeal
and its methods. I became convinced not only that it was one of the
great revolutions but that it would win out. Back at Harvard (1946—
52) I felt research and education on China were a national necessity
to help the American public accept the facts of life in China. I skated
through the McCarthy era without much damage but was appalled
at the size of the problem of Sino-American relations, so I joined in
the development of training, research, and publication at Harvard
and in the China field generally. The rapprochement with China
since 1972 has left us facing many of the same old problems come
round again.

I hope this personal record will offer some useful perspective. We
are going to need all we can get.

Note: Passages indented are what I wrote at the time in letters,
journals, or memoranda.
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and Lorena King Fairbank 1874-1979
(pencil portraits by Wilma Fairbank,

1936)




Age 10—my father built me a fort

Age 18, at Phillips Exeter Academy—
winner of a trip to England, 1925



Sir Charles Kingsley Webster, professor
of international history, who suggested I
study China

Wilma at a temple in the Western Hills,
Peking, 1934




JKF—horseman My reluctant teacher Kuo Yu-hsiu

Foreigners on Mongol ponies exploring the Peking countryside (watercolor by Wilina)




Peking’s muscle-power water supply, delivered in barrows and buckets (WF)

Informal portrait, Peking, 1935 (WF)



At the feet of a Buddhist guardian of the rock-cut caves at Lung-men,
Honan Province, 1933



Chinese friends: Liang Ssu-ch’eng and his wife Phyllis (Lin Whei-yin), historians
of Chinese architecture, on a field trip, early 1930s



