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Chapter One Introduction

Marco Polo’s . . Pearl Buck’s
idealized China Hollyweod demonized China ., o it Ching

The early 20th century witnessed a transformation of Ameri-
can images of China. The “Yellow Peril” image was gradually re-
placed by a more humanized view of China. A number of American
women writers made contributions towards that change.

Among these women writers, Alice Tisdale Hobart was mem-
orable. She came to China as a paid missionary teacher to change
Chinese people in accord with American standards. However, after
living in the country for about 15 years, she returned to America as
a woman who was changed by China and the Chinese. Aware of the
simplicities and limitations of American Puritanism as well as some

negative results of the Industrial Revolution, Hobart criticized
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Westerners’ passion for changing Chinese people in line with a
Western world view. Partly accepting the Chinese principle of yin
and yang, she believed that both Chinese culture and American
culture had some strengths and weakness. Consequently, the ideal
relationship between the two cultures should be like the ideal state
of yin and yang, that is, harmony rather than conflict. A Europe-
an reviewer, Elisabeth Croll praised Hobart as “one of the first se-
riously to question in fiction form and for a wider audience the as-
sumed superiority of what America and Europe had to offer China”
(171). Among her fourteen published books, nine are on China.
The republication of her novel Oil for the Lamps of China (1933)
by Cornell University Press in 2003 once again testified to the
author’s significance in today’s globalizing world, just as American
Professor Sherman Cochran commented in the “Introduction” to
the book: “if OQil for the Lamps of China was timely in the 1930s,
then it also seems timely today, ”®

However, many American scholars have attributed the posi-
tive literary portrayal of China of this period to another woman
writer, Pearl S. Buck. Buck authored the 1938 Nobel Prize win-
ning book, The Good Earth. Harold R. Isaacs suggested that The
Good Earth as both book and film had “almost singlehandedly re-
placed the fantasy images of China and the Chinese held by most
Americans ... it transformed the blurred subhumans into particu-
lar human beings” and that American readers received from her no-
vel The Good Earth “an image of the Noble Chinese Peasant, solid,
wonderful, virtuous, admirable” (156). Elisabeth Croll praised

(@ See Sherman Cochran, Introduction, Oil for the Lamps of China » by Alice Tis-
dale Hobart(Cornell University, 2003).
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Chapter One Introduction

Pearl Buck for giving “millions of Europeans their first images of
and insights into the domestic and social life of China’s peasants”
(208); Dr. Per Hallstrom of the Swedish Academy in his address
before the presentation of the Nobel Prize award expressed the
wish that Pearl Buck with her notable works might “pave the way
to 2 human sympathy passing over widely separated racial bounda-
ries”®; and the American President Richard Nixon called her “a
human bridge between the civilizations of East and West” (qtd. in
Stirling 330).

Many Chinese scholars hold the same opinion. ® Professor Mao
Rusheng pointed out that before the publication of The Good
Earth, scarcely any occidental writers really understood China
(Mao 12). Zhao liabi, a famous publisher, also conveyed this mes-

sage in his article “Mrs. Buck and Wang Lung”:

Inspired by Marco Polo’s travelogue and encouraged by the recent
gains of the Western aggression, many people have written books
about China. On the covers of these books is usually drawn a “Chi-
naman” grotesquely attired, flanked by some lopsided, incomplete
and unintelligible Chinese calligraphy. None of these, of course, can
be considered works of literature. The one book that has changed the
whole situation is Mrs. Buck's The Good Earth. The reason it has

won praise the world over, including in China, is that it not only

® Quoted in Publisher's Foreword, Pearl S. Buck, The Chinese Novel: Nobel Lec-
ture Delivered be fore the Swedish Academy at Stockholm, New York: The John Day
Company, 1939.

@ As a matter of fact, Pearl Buck is a controversial figure in China. Chinese criti-
cism of her could be divided into three categories: positive, negative, and mixed. For more
details, see Liu Haiping's article “Pearl S. Buck Reception in China Reconsidered”, and
Pearl 8. Buck: Chinese Criticisms , edited by Guo Yingjian.
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draws the appearance of the Chinese, but also shows part of their
soul. (qtd. in Liu Haiping, “Pearl S. Buck’s Reception in China Re-

considered” 60)

Obviously Pear! Buck did contribute a great deal to the mutual
understanding between China and the United States., She could
not, however, singlehandedly bridge the chasm between the two
countries, Her other sisters also carved their names on that *“hu-
man bridge” over the Pacific Ocean.

As a matter of fact, before the 1930s, the American image of
China underwent a long process of change. It was “like China’s
great rivers, flooding and receding and shifting their courses to the
sea” (Isaacs 63). Scholars like Raymond Dawson argued that in-
stead of the dragon, the appropriate symbol of China should be the

color-changing chameleon. ©

(@ See Raymond Dawson, The Chinese Chamelean : An Analysis of European Con-
ceptions of Chinese Civilization. London: Oxford University Press, 1967. In fact, there

was as much change on the part of the Chinese as on the part of the perceiver.
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Chapter One Introduction

1.1 His Story of China

Elijah Coleman Bridgman Samuel Wells Williams  Arthur Henderson
(April 22, 1801— (September 1812— Smith(July 18, 1845—
November 2, 1861) February 16, 1884) August 31, 1932)

Americans got their first impressions of China from their Eu-
ropean cousins. They were impressed by the elegant silks and the
sublime porcelains they obtained from the trade with Europe. They
were amazed by the account of Marco Polo as well as of the 17th-
century and 18th-century European missionaries and scholars. The
colonial American intellectuals admired China as an enlightened

model;

In the salutary of the first volume of the American philosophical Soci-
ety the hope had been expressed that America would in the fullness of
time come to possess much likeness to China in wealth, industry,
and resources, for could we be so fortunate as to introduce the indus-
try of the Chinese, their arts of living, and improvements in hus-
bandry. . . America might become in time as populous as China. (La-

tourette, 124)
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However, after the commencement of direct contact between
China and the United States on February 22, 1784, this idealized
image gradually gave way to an unfavorable one. The clipper ship,
the “Empress of China”, brought to the old Eastern Empire ruled
by the declining Qing government a group of American merchants
who brought back their stories of China to American readers, From
then on, reams of books, articles, cartoons, and films on China
and the Chinese people appeared in the United States. Sailors, ship
captains, merchants, missionaries, politicians, reporters and
travelers all contributed to the creation of the images of China. The
reports and letters of merchants and sailors were the earliest re-
cords. The sailors portrayed China mainly from a geographical
point of view and the traders from economic considerations. Samuel
Shaw was the supercargo on “Empress of China” and later became
the first American consul in Canton. His journal, written during
this first voyage to the Chinese fort city, contained the embryo of
derogatory American attitudes toward China. He admitted that in
China there had long existed a striking evidence of the wisdom of
its government, the empire of China “still continued the admiration
of the world”(72), and that “the merchants of the cohong were as
respectable a set of men as were commonly found in other parts of
the world” (74 — 75). Nevertheless, Shaw also stated that the
small dealers were rogues, the government was the most oppres-
sive one among the civilized nations upon earth and the religion ac-
counted Chinese people’s idolatry and superstition.

Following the merchants and diplomats, American missionar-
ies reached China to convert the “perishing heathen Chinese” to
Christianity. Before 1840, their travel in China was highly restrict-
ed, and they idealized the parts they saw. The series of wars fol-

« 6 o



Chapter One Introduction

lowing the Opium War, however, exposed the weakness of China
and shattered the missionaries’ illusion of an ideal country. More
Chinese regions were opened up to the missionaries’ proselytizing,
and they had opportunities to observe China more closely. In the
following decades, missionaries kept diaries, journals, wrote let-
ters and‘ reports, published magazines, newspapers and books and
became hugely influential in the construction of images of China for
the American public.

For these “sin-searching” missionaries, the “degenerate hea-
then people” were in great need of redemption, and the only way to
their redemption lay through Christian civilization. Therefore,
with a condescending attitude, missionaries portrayed the Chinese
as an inferior people. The Chinese Repository and The Missionary
Herald were the two most popular missionary magazines during
the first half of the 19th century. The missionary editors in their
desire “to create a climate of interest in China as a mission field”
chose “colorful, emotion-provoking material that often pictured the
Chinese at their worst” (Rubinstein 73). Unlike the sailors and
traders, these missionaries were more concerned about Chinese
people’s souls. To Elijah C. Bridgeman, a prominent American

missionary in China:

Their innermost soul, their very conscience, seems to be seared,
dead—so insensible that they are, as regards a future life, like the
beasts that perish. No painting, no imagination, can portray and lay
before the Christian world the awful sins, the horrible abominations,
that fill the land. (Lian 8)

Samuel Wells Williams, who went to China in 1833 and later
[ ] 7 L]
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became secretary at the United States legation in Peking, stated:
“it is much easier loving the souls of the heathen in the abstract
than in the concrete, encompassed as they are in such dirty boedies,
speaking forth their foul language and vile natures exhibiting every
evidence of depravity” (Grayson 6). The Chinese were not only re-
garded as morally degraded but also biologically inferior. Arthur
H. Smith, the author of Chinese Characteristics (1894), declared
that Chinese people lacked nerves, which was quoted repeatedly by
many of his followers. With their contribution, the American liter-
ary image of China was drastically changed into one of the Chinese
people as contemptible and a lower form of human beings than the
whites,

This negative literary image was reinforced by writers inside
the United States. The “Gold Rush” of 1848 brought many Chinese
to California. In 1849, there were 325 Chinese in the state. In
1868, believing that large numbers of cheap Chinese laborers would
be helpful to the construction of the transcontinental railroads and
to the development of the sparsely settled American West, the
United States Minister to China, Anson Burlingame®. and Secre-
tary of State William Seward reached agreement on a new treaty
granting Chinese people the right of unrestricted immigration to the

United States. Consequently, the number of Chinese people on the

@ Anson Burlingame (1820— 1870), American diplomat, served as U. S. Minster
to China and later served as a Chinese envoy to the United States. Burlingame had long
urged China to send diplomatic representatives to the Western powers, and when he re-
signed as minister in November 1867, the imperial government named him and two Chinese
collegaues to head an official delegation to visit the United States and the European cap-
itals. See “BookRags Biography on Anson Burlingame,” 16 July 2006, http://www.

bookrags. com/biography/anson-burlingame/index. html.
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