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Introduction
My initial interest in this project stems from my annoyance with Hollywood’s
presentation of Chinese women. The cinematic construction of submissive or

treacherous women in an exotic China causes discomfort partly due to my own
position as a Chinese woman with an academic background in American literature.
The mixed feelings of indignation with the cinematic “distortion” and my vague
contempt towards mass entertainment nonetheless give way to an interrogation of
the screen images. Given that film has been a popular form of cultural consumption
in the United States of America (U.S) since the 1920s.® the entertaining medium in
the age of mechanical reproduction provides vivid knowledge of contemporary
American life and helps shape the collective American consciousness. As a discursive
construct interwoven with multifarious social discourses, cinema contributes to the
production of subject positions and the construction of social, racial and gendered
identities for its audiences in the very process of viewing. Christian Metz’s
observation that “a film is difficult to explain because it is easy to understand”®

@ Edward Buscombe, “Film History and the Idea of a National Cinema. " Australian Journal
of Sereen Theory 9.10 (1981) ; 141153; Geoffrey Nowell-Smith, “But Do We Need
It. " British Cinema Now. Eds. Martin Auty and Nick Roddick (London: BFI Pub.,
1985) 147 —158; Douglas Gomery, “The Popularity of Filmgoing in US: 1930 —
1950. " High Theory/Low Culture: Analysing Popular Television and Film. Ed. Colin
McCabe. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1986) 71 —79; Michael Ryan,

»

“The Politics of Film; Discourse, Psychoanalysis, Ideology.” Marxism and the
Interpretation of Culture. Eds. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg ( Urbana: University
of Illinois Press, 1988) 477 —486; Marsha Butzel and Ana M. Lopez, “Mediating the
National. ” Quarterly Review of Film and Video 1543 —5326, 14. 3, 1993; John Izod,
Myth, Mind and the Screen: Understanding the Heroes of Our Time ( Cambridge; Cambridge
University Press, 2001).

©® Christian Metz, Film Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema. Trans. Michael Taylor. ( New
York: Oxford University Press, 1974) 69.
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reminds us of the need to unpack the cultural constructs of the films for critical
understanding. To explore the socioeconomic, aesthetic and ideological implications
of the cinematic namatives regarding the Chinese woman constitutes a key part of
this thesis. Some of the questions I have in mind include: What are the conventional
images of Chinese women and China in American cinema? How are the visual, aural,
and linguistic components assembled to create those images? For whom and for
what are these images constructed? How do the processes of film production,
promotion and reception interact with the historical circumstances? What kind of
cultural assumptions are produced and reproduced in these films? If the Westen
construction of the inferior oriental other justifies the nineteenth century European
colonial expansion to some extent,® how would the filmic presentations of Chinese
women interact with the on-going process of the American formulation of self?
Before exploring these questions in an early Hollywood film which establishes a
prototype of the Chinese woman in the American imagination, | will investigate the
evolving images of China in American discourses.

The American imagination of China

The creation of imagined others has often been incorporated into America’s quest
for cultural identity/identities in different historical periods. As a young immigrant
nation with no unified ethnicity or shared historical memory, the U.S. has sought to
define itself in relation to foreign countries since its birth. Correspondent to the rise of
consumer materialism and the emergence of a bourgeois public sphere in Europe in
the eighteenth century® the elites and the common folkks in the North American
continent were indignant at Britain’s imperial exploitation. The rising revolutionary
sentiment was brought to a sharp focus with the publication of Thomas Paine’s
Common Sense in 1776. Selling over 100,000 copies in the first three months, the
political pamphlets convinced the American people to fight for independence against

® Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon, 1978).
® DPeter Clark, Brntish Clubs and Societies 1580 —1800: The Ornigins of an Assodiational World
( Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) 388 —430.
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the corrupt British Empire D In 7he Declaration of Independence, the proclamation of
“life, liberty and pursuit of happiness” manifested. a lofty dream to create a new world
different from the autocratic Europe. John de Crevecoeur’s utopian vision of an
American “new man” who “acts upon new principles” under “one of the finest
systems of population” in Letters firom an American Farmer (1782) helped mold a
collective sense of national pride. In contrast to the otherwise “familiar” nationalist
imagery based on common language, ethnicity, history or teritory, the founding
fathers of the U.S. held out “a commitment to liberal political principles” as “the
leaven of American identity.”@ Since the wide circulation of these writings played a
crucial role in the creation of “an imagined political community,”® the construction of
others has been interwoven into the American social fabric.

As part of the U.S. nation-state building project, China was often utilized as a
reference point by the American elites. Along with the many other ideas absorbed
from the European Enlightenment thinkers who admired the moral excellence of
ancient China in the eighteenth century® some of America’s first and most
important leaders respected Chinese civilization. Thomas Paine, Benjamin Franklin and

@® Craig Nelson, Thomas Paine: Enlightenment, Revolution, and the Birth of Modem Nations
(New York; Viking, 2006).

® Jack Citrin, Ernst B. Haas, Christopher Muster and Beth Reingold, “Is American
Nationalism Changing? Implications for Foreign Policy. " Intemational Studies Quarterly 38.
1 (1994). 1 —31.

® Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism
(London: Verso, 1991) 6.

® For China’s cultural impact upon the European intellectual climate from the late 177
century through the 18" century, see Adolf Reichwein, China and Europe ( New York:
A. A. Knopf, 1925); G. F. Hudson, Europe and China (London: E. Amold & Co.,
1931) ; Amold H. Rowbotham, “China and the Age of Enlightenment in Europe.”
The Chinese Social and Political Review 19 (July 1935) ; 176 —201; Lewis A. Maverick,
“Chinese Influences upon the Physiocrats. ” Economic History, HI. 13 — 15 ( February
1938) : 54 —67; Donald Lach, Asia in the Making of Europe ( Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1965); J. J. Clatke, Oriental Enlightenment: The Encounter between Asian
and Westem Thought (London; New York: Routledge, 1997).



The Portrayal of the Chinese Woman in American Cinema: 1990-2001

Thomas Jefferson saw China as a rational country worthy of imitation ® The awe of
the great Celestial Empire and admiration for the intelligent Chinese people permeated
various writings of the period. A salutatory preface to the first volume of
Transactions of the American Philosophical Society stated: “[C]ould we be so
fortunate as to introduce the industry of the Chinese, their arts of living and
improvements in husbandry .. America might in time become so populous as
China.” @ Buttressed by the encouragement of Benjamin Franklin and George
Washington, the maiden voyage of America’s first clipper ship Empress of China
from Massachusetts to Canton in 1784 established a lucrative new avenue of US-
Sino trade and helped revitalize America’s depressed postwar economy under the
British blockade® As China trade helped to produce America’s first generation of
millionaires like President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s matemnal grandfather, it was seen as
an American success story in outmaneuvering the British.® Based on their cursory
knowledge of the eastern country plus wishful imagination, the founding fathers
projected their ideals of “happiness,” “liberty” and “justice” upon China. In
differentiation from the monarchical tyranny in Europe, a prosperous and free China
in early American discourse to some extent functioned as a positive other in
formulating the American self.

Such an imagined China as a model! of civilizational progress faded away amidst
the geopolitical and economic fluctuations in the nineteenth century. Having
withstood various challenges posed by the Napoleonic wars (1799 — 1815), the
young American republic took pride in distinguishing itself from Europe’s

@® Leonard Labaree, ed. The Papers of Benjamin Franklin ( New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1959) ; Alfred Owen Aldridge, The Dragon and the Eagle: The Presence of China in
the American Enlightenment ( Detroit; Wayne State University Press, 1993) 75 —97.

@ “Preface. " Transactions 1 (1771) : vii. ’

® Arthur Power Dudden, The American Pacificc From the Old China Trade to the Present
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1992) ; Alfred Owen Aldridge, The Dragon and
the Eagle (1993) 98 —119; Dave Wang, “The Voyage to Win the United States a Place
in International Commerce.” Joumal of Chinese American Studies Spring 2006; Dave
Wang, “With China We Trade. " Asia Times Online 11 March 2009.

‘@ Michael Hunt, The Making of a Special Relationship: The United States and China to 1914
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1983).
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international politics © Despite its cultural affiliations with European colonialism, the
U.S. assumed a certain moral superiority in seeing itself more or less as an anti-
colonial power advocating free trade and equality, Bolstered by its economic, military
and territorial expansion, the U.S. declared the Monroe Doctrine in 1823 to assert its
domination over the Western Hemisphere to repel European colonial powers.
Meanwhile, following the imperial path blazed by Britain after the Opium Wars
(1839 —1842; 1856 — 1858), America signed the Treaty of Wanghsia and the Treaty
of Tien-tsin with the Manchu government in 1844 and 1858 to penetrate the
eastern land @ The acquisition of trading privileges and extraterritorial rights in China
not only excited American business circles, but also impressed the public mind as “a
national concomitant of the westward course of empire.”® Embedded in the
contemporary American discourses of Social Darwinism and Anglo-American
superiority during the economic boom and industrial innovation after the American
Civil War (1861 —1865), the influential works of John Fiske and Josiah Strong
purported to explain how nature and providence sanctioned the white mission to
“civilize and Christianize” those “backward peoples” in the far-away places.® As the

@® Michael Hunt, The American Ascendancy: How the United States Gained and Wielded Global
Dominance ( Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007 ) ; Rodney Carlisle,
and J. Geoffrey Golson, Manifest Destiny and the Expansion of America ( Santa Barbara,
Calif.; ABC-CLIO, 2007). ‘

@ When the British and French “expeditionary forces” tried to push their way to Peking in
1858, the supposedly neutral American squadron intervened to shield the Bntish ships
from Chinese gunnery. Following the Brtish and French all the way north, the
American envoy William Reeed waited for them to extort the right of foreign embassies to
reside in Peking and rejoiced when they received a guarantee of the protection of
missionaries and their converts. Christopher Hitchens, Blood, Class, and Empire: The
Enduring Anglo-American Relationship (New York; Nation Books, 2004) 98 —100.

® Merchant’s Magazine 12 (January 1845) ; 79 —80; Ernest May, and John King Fairbank,
eds. America’s China Trade in Historical Perspective: The Chinese and American Performance
( Cambridge, Mass.; Harvard University Asia Center, 1986) 2.

@ John Fiske, “Manifest Destiny. ” Harper’s Magazine ( March 1885) : 578 —590; Josiah
Strong, Our Country: Its Possible Future and Its Present Crisis (New York: The American
Home Missionary Society, 1885) 139,
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number of American businessmen, diplomats and missionaries in China had risen
fivefold from 1875 to 19000 America’s commercial penetration into China
intermingled with its missionary endeavor to transform the vast throng of “heathen
souls.” Between 1879 and 1929, a total of thirteen American missionary colleges and
universities were established in China along with a large number of America-
sponsored hospitals, orphanages and charity organizations@ These missionary
institutions, as Edward Said succinctly points out, despite their contribution to the
local people’s well-being, “ were no different from their French and British
counterparts in the Orient” for their “specifically imperil character and their support
by the US government.”® Buttressed by the Puritan myth of American
exceptionalism, the U.S. saw itself as a “ youthful and redemptive force” to transform
the savage world @

A prostrate China trapped between colonialism and feudalism indulged the
American desire for salvation. Concurrent to America’s rise on the world stage, there
happened in China natural calamities, official corruption, the Taiping Uprising (1851 —
1864), the Boxer Uprising (approximately 1899 — 1900) and imperial exploitation.
Facing the partition of China by avaricious powers like Britain, France, Germany,
Russia and Japan, the latecomer U.S. declared its “gallant” intervention with John
Hay’s proposal of the Open Door Policy in 1899. The principle that all nations would
have equal trading and development rights justified American penetration into China
and sounded somehow protective of China. Without open involvement in the
notorious opium trade or joining the imperial powers’ vigorous bids for territorial
claims in China, America’s lofty claim to respect the administrative and territorial

® ‘Theodore Christlieb, Protestant Foreign Missions, Their Present State: A Universal Survey.
Trans.-D. K. Reed. (Boston; Congregational Publishing House, 1880) 192 —194;
Charles Frederick Remer, Foreign Investments in China ( New York: Macmillan, 1933)
250.

@ Paul Varg, Missionaries, Chinese, and Diplomats: The American Protestant Missionary
Movement in China, 1890 —1952 (Princeton, N.].: Princeton University Press, 1958)
89 —92.

® Edward W. Said, Orientalism (1978) 294.

@ Wiliam V. Spanos, Amencan Exceptionalism in the Age of Globalization: The Specter of
Vietnam ( Albany: State University of New York Press, 2008) 107, 207.
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integrity of the Chinese empire was applauded as a “transcendent exhibition of
American leadership” by the leading American magazine 7he Nation® To preserve
and protect American interests in China, a chorus of trade associations, chauvinistic
politicians and active diplomats urged the McKinley administration to take intervening
measures @ On the other hand, John Hay's recognition of the limited American
influences to “prevent others from robbing her [ China]” was contextualized by
America’s relatively new presence in the Asian Pacific region® After securing its
eastern strongholds in the Philippines and Guam by defeating the Spanish
colonial power in 1898, the U.S. “ emerged from its habitual, self-sufficient
abode in the Western Hemisphere and entered the limitless realm of world
politics, naval rivalry, and imperial domination.” ® In his famous 1900 speech “In
Support of an American Empire,” Senator Albert Beveridge saw the Filipino people as
“children” incapable of “self-government” and vowed no “retreat” from “China’s
illimitable markets.”® As similar “ symbolic characterizations ” like emotional

¢

irrationality and childlike instability were often attributed to women, “nonwhite
races” and less developed countries©® the sentiment of paternal condescension
and patronizing sympathy applied well to American perception of China. China
now seemed a barbarous country of primitive people and decadent conventions,
and stories of female infanticide, child slavery and opium addiction proliferated in

various missionary writings. Arthur Smith concluded in his influential Chinese

@® Norman A. Graebner, “Realism and Idealism. ” Encyclopedia of American Foreign Policy
(The Gale Group Inc. 2002) < http://www. americanforeignrelations. com/O-W/
R ealism-and-Idealism. html >.

® Thomas . McCormick, China Market: America’s Quest for Informal Empire, 1893 —1901
( Chicago; Quadrangle Books, 1967) 73 —95.

@ Alfred Lewis Pinneo Dennis, Adventures in Amenican Diplomacy: 1896 — 1906 ( New
York: Dutton and Co., 1928) 258.

@ Whitney A. Griswold, The Far Eastem Policy of the United States (New York: Harcourt,
Brace and company, 1938) 3.

® Kaplan Amy, “Romancing the Empire; The Embodiment of American Masculinity in the
Popular Historical Novel of the 1890s. ” American Literary History 2.4 (1990) ; 659 —690.
For the whole speech, see <http://www. mtholyoke. edu/acad/intrel/ajb72. htm >.

® Emily S. Rosénberg, “Gender. ” Journal of American History 77 (June 1990): 116 —124.



