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ABSTRACT 
 
 
     By employing the theory of Imagology, this work examines four literature works 

written in overseas study movements in modern Chinese history: Wang Tao’s short 

stories in Songyin Manlu, Lao She’s The Two Mas, Bai Xianyong’s A Death in Chicago 

and Zhou Li’s Manhattan’s Chinese Lady. While tracing how Chinese intellectuals work 

through the dichotomy of China/West and Tradition /Modernity, this study also 

endeavors to reveal theoretical issues arising from inter-cultural communication and 

representation. It argues that the literary projection of the west manifests a complex sense 

of the Chinese self primarily due to the portrayals of western cities and westerners as an 

embodiment of Chinese understandings of western modernity at different periods. In the 

Late Qing, the depiction of London in Songyin Manlu only focuses on gunboats, cannons, 

museums, and factories, because western modernity for the Chinese at the time was 

signified by the mighty weaponry of British navy and advanced technology. In the 1920s, 

however, the portrayal of London in The Two Mas shifts to reveal how Londoners’ 

lifestyle and culture make Britain the most powerful nation in the world, as the Chinese 

intellectuals advocated the westernization of Chinese culture in order to strengthen China. 

In the 1960s, the Chinese protagonist Wu Hanhun in A Death of Chicago feels estranged 

and sexually seduced in Chicago, subsequently loses his sense of purpose in life and 

eventually commits suicide, the depiction of which is consistent with similar themes in 

western modernist literature. This is due to the fact that the modernist movement thrived 

in Taiwan in the 1960s, and as such, had a large impact on Taiwanese writers. The 1990s-

era Manhattan’s Chinese Lady displays spectacles of America’s wealth on the Fifth 
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Avenue in Manhattan, as common Chinese strive for becoming rich in contemporary 

China owing to the Chinese government’s promotion of market reform after 40 years of 

poverty in socialist China. The study concludes that regardless of whether or not the 

images of the west presented in Chinese discourse are idealizations, demonizations, or 

other related cultural determinations, they all manifest a type of anxiety in regard to the 

Chinese Self.  
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INTRODUCTION 
     

     Many scholars point out that for Chinese intellectuals, the modernization of China is 

not only a temporal enterprise, but also a process of criticizing its own society and 

tradition in relation to the culture and values of the west.1 In fact, when Chinese 

intellectuals established a “spatial notion,” it was that the discovery of the western world 

came first, and only then did the consciousness of modernization of China come into 

being.2 Therefore, Chinese intellectuals' views of the West  were essential to construct the 

Chinese identity in the modern world. In this regard, the body of literature written by 

overseas Chinese students provides the most immediate and deepest manifestations of the 

ordeal that Chinese intellectuals face while attempting to reconcile notions of Self and 

Other.  Such reconciliation is conducted in the midst of their search for modernity, while 

also facing a civilization that was once considered barbarian and is now the object of 

emulation. While I take overseas Chinese student literature as my primary focus, my 

research specifically examines how Chinese intellectuals perceive and represent western 

cities and westerners, since they most straightforwardly embody western modernity in the 

eyes of the Chinese. More importantly, by employing the theory of Imagology - a study 

of “cross-national perceptions and images” as expressed in European literary discourse3 - 

I approach the meeting of China and the west as an intercultural communication. 

Therefore, my work not only traces how Chinese intellectuals work through the 

dichotomy of China/West and Tradition /Modernity in modern Chinese history4, but also 

endeavors to transcend my discipline and reveal theoretical issues arising from inter-
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cultural communication and representation. My conclusion is that the literary projection 

of the west distinctly manifests an intricate sense of the Chinese self.  

     In this introduction, I will first briefly lay out the history of Study Abroad 

“movements” in modern China and then provide an overview of the literary works that 

have been written on the subject in conjunction with secondary scholarship on such 

works. After that, I will elucidate the methodology that I utilize in my approach to the 

subject, in addition to providing a succinct criticism of Orientalism and Occidentalism in 

the context of my research.  At the end, I will introduce the arguments of each chapter.  

 

Studying Abroad Movements and Overseas Chinese Student Literature  

 

     There have been four major Study Abroad movements taking place in modern Chinese 

history, occurring in the Late Qing, the 1920s, the 1960s and 1990s, respectively. The 

first wave of such a pattern, entitled the Self-Strengthening movement, began in the late 

19th centuries in the wake of the Qing government’s continual martial and diplomatic 

failures on the international scene. Pressed by the armed might of western countries and 

Japan, Chinese intellectuals went to America, Western Europe and Japan seeking ways to 

bring modernization back to China. In 1905, the Qing government abolished the imperial 

examination system, which further prompted intellectuals going abroad to study and 

consequently brought about the second wave of overseas study in the 1920s. As it is 

known, those who studied abroad later became the pillars of the societal and cultural 

development of China in the May 4th period and thereafter. This resurgence of overseas 
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study continued until the 1940s.5 After 1949, while mainland China initially tied itself 

closely with the Soviet Union and then closed its door to both western countries and the 

Soviet Union in the 1960s, Taiwan’s government sent 30,765 undergraduates going to 

America to study from 1950 to 1974.6 The last upswing in overseas study in the 20th 

century occurred after 1978, when Deng Xiaoping opened the door of mainland China to 

the west, the ramifications of which have carried through to the 21st century.  

     During these four major studying abroad movements, many works of literature have 

been written by students abroad on their life in the foreign countries in which they study. 

These works are written in Chinese, by Chinese and for the Chinese audience. Among 

these, there are a number of works written on student experiences in Japan, such as Yu 

Dafu's Sink (沉沦) and Guo Moruo’s Late Spring (晚春). However, since Japan can 

potentially be interpreted as a “surrogate” for the West in terms of Chinese intellectuals’ 

search for western modernity, for the sake of the manageability I will only focus on 

works written on Western Europe and America. The reason that I have chosen literary 

works in particular in contrast to other written sources such as travelogues, editorials and 

journalist reports is that they reveal certain aspects of Chinese intellectuals' perceptions 

of the West that are not necessarily always represented in “official” accounts. For this 

reason, I prefer novels and short stories to poetry, as solid images of western cities and 

westerners are essential for a concrete approach to the research questions postulated by 

this study.  

     In the first wave of Chinese overseas study, well-known works include Wang Tao’s 

classical tales in Songyin Manlu (淞隐漫录), Heroines in Eastern Europe (东欧女豪杰), 
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A Lion’s Roar (狮子吼), The Lonely Swan (断鸿零雁记),  Bitter Student (苦学生), An 

Unofficial History of Overseas Study in Japan (留东外史), and so on. In addition to 

Wang Tao’s works, only Bitter Student (苦学生) is written on America while other works 

are either about Japan, Eastern Europe or even China itself. Nevertheless, much of the 

description in Bitter Student (苦学生) focuses on the Chinese protagonist Huang Sun and 

his success in America, which relies on the local overseas Chinese. Hence, Wang Tao’s 

works fit in my research question the best.  

     Among the works created in the second wave of studying abroad movement, there are 

only several works extant directly related to this study due to the bulk of the literature of 

that time focusing on Japan. I also rule out Lin Yutang’s China Town because it is written 

in English and thus its targeted audience is not Chinese. Xu Zhimo’s short stories Erotic 

Paris (肉艳的巴黎), Trace of Spring (春痕) and Two Sisters (两姐妹) certainly deserve 

much less attention than Lao She’s The Two Mas, since Xu is more well-known for his 

poetry. Because Wen Yiduo’s Laundry Song (洗衣歌) and Lonely Wild Goose (孤雁) are 

also poems, I thus select Lao She’s The Two Mas to explore images of London and 

Londoners in the 1920s. 

     As well-known writers in the genre of Taiwanese overseas student literature, Bai 

Xianyong, Yu Lihua and Nie Hualing composed their works primarily for Taiwanese 

readers and only gained scholarly attention on the mainland in the 1980s. Since much of 

Yu Lihua’s Again the Palm Trees (又见棕榈，又见棕榈) and Nie Hualing’s Mulberry 

Green and Peach Pink (桑青与桃红) are set in Taiwan or Mainland, only Bai 
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Xianyong’s works stand out as being immediately relevant to my study. Because Bai’s A 

Death in Chicago (芝加哥之死) is a significant work in the genre, yet paid little attention 

in scholarship, I intend to fill this void.  

     The body of work produced by the overseas study movement at the end of the 20th 

century will be the last subject of my analysis. Since this period is perhaps the most 

fecund of them all in terms of primary source material, the task is even more daunting. I 

decide to pick one of the two most popular works at the beginning of the 1990s, because 

only after then have works related to overseas study gained momentum in terms of 

popular and scholarly reception. Therefore, several works written in the 1980s, such as 

Zha Jianying’s Icy River in the Jungle (丛林下的冰河) and To Go to America! To Go to 

America! (到美国去! 到美国去!), are eliminated from my discussion. I choose 

Manhattan’s Chinese Lady (曼哈顿的中国女人) instead of Beijing Sojourners in New 

York (北京人在纽约) because the latter has become popular only after being transformed 

into TV serials. More importantly, although Manhattan’s Chinese Lady (曼哈顿的中国

女人) is more popular in written form, there has been much less scholarly attention to this 

book.  

     To summarize, my primary research objective is to examine the images of western 

cities and westerners in overseas Chinese student literature. After consulting the large 

majority of relevant sources in the periods at hand, I believe that I have chosen the works 

that best serve to answer such a question. 
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Literature Review 

 

     In English scholarship, only Taiwanese overseas student literature has been the subject 

of any significant systematic criticism in recent years.  By contrast, works from the other 

three study abroad movements only draw occasional scholarly attention. Sheng-mei Ma 

discusses Taiwanese overseas student literature from a post-colonialist perspective, 

analyzing the “individual alienation” felt by the characters both from their “Chinese” 

roots and also from the “American environment, resulting in a permeating sense of 

deterioration – physically, psychologically, and sexually.”7 Hsin-sheng C. Kao’s 

argument resonates with Ma in that she stresses “the irresolvable sense of existential 

marginality experienced when living in foreign lands.” Indeed, she adds that the acute 

“longing for the homeland” is another major theme of the literature.8 The eminent writer 

Pai Hsien-yung (Bai Xianyong) accentuates the latter theme and further argues that for a 

Taiwanese exile, the past becomes “an operative force to keep his sanity and memory, a 

sedative that relieves him, at least for a moment, of his unredeemed loneliness.”9 

Although Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang is a major scholar devoted to the study of 

Taiwanese literature, she does not focus her research specifically on that which has been 

produced by or in reference to those writers who have studied overseas. Therefore, the 

scholarship on Taiwanese overseas student literature mainly focuses on two themes of the 

literature: marginality in America and longing for the homeland.  

     There are two excellent articles concerning the TV serials Beijinger Sojourners in 

New York (北京人在纽约), which is extremely popular in the 1990s of China. Lydia Liu 
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and Zhong Xueping discuss the TV serials from different points of view. Liu interprets it 

from the perspective of the collaboration of post-socialism and transnationalism in global 

media culture10 whereas Zhong mainly analyzes the female images of Ah Chun and Guo 

Yan and demonstrates how their roles as alien and insider have been respectively 

reversed.11 Other than these two articles, there is no English scholarship on the overseas 

Chinese student literature works in question. 

     In contrast to the seeming dearth of English scholarship on literature written about the 

genre, Chinese scholarship is indeed plentiful. However, the majority of scholarship still 

revolves around overseas student literature written by Taiwanese authors, and while such 

works are considered part of the canon of Chinese literature, such a viewpoint confirms a 

sort of chauvinism on behalf of mainland Chinese scholars. As such, before Wu Yiqi and 

Peng Zhiheng put forward the concept “Cultural” Overseas Chinese Literature (Wenhua 

de Huawen Wenxue, 文化的华文文学 )12 in 2002, scholars inclined to exaggerate its 

nostalgia for mainland. Furthermore, the theoretical frameworks of scholarship on 

mainland overseas student literature after 1978 contain strong undercurrents related to 

conflict about cultural identity in addition to elements of postmodernism and feminism.  

     Research on overseas Chinese literature, as opposed to that on mainland Chinese 

literature, has been undergoing a transformation since some leading scholars such as Rao 

Fanzi have advocated the integration of cultural studies, comparative literary studies and 

image studies into current studies on the subject.13 Scholars have begun to look at how 

America is represented in Taiwanese overseas student literature. For instance, Huang 

Yuxiao and Yuan Xinfang discuss the image of Chicago in A Death in Chicago (芝加哥
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之死). They both reveal the pressure that the mise-en-scėne presses on the protagonist.14 

Also, from an examination of individual works created in different studying abroad 

movements, we can see that there are comparable elements in the narratives of suicide in 

Yu Dafu’s Sink (沉沦) and Bai Xianyong’s A Death in Chicago (芝加哥之死).15 

Scholars have only begun to link the literature produced during the four 20th century 

studying abroad movements with the cultural significance of the occurrences. Wang 

Shaojie has focused on unearthing writings such as essays and memoirs related to 

studying abroad all the way back to 1720, although his main contribution is having 

excavated and sorted out pertinent records from the Late Qing and May 4th .16 Guo 

Yuanyuan takes Hu Shi, Li Yutang, Bai Xianyong, Yulihua, Yan Geling and Shao Jun as 

representative writers, arguing that overseas Chinese writers’ cultural identification in the 

20th century has witnessed a shift from attachment to Chinese culture to a distinct 

identification with American culture.17 Cheng Yue concludes that the narrative of 

overseas Chinese student literature manifests in multiple trajectories, including those that 

stretch from national allegory to individual narrative, enlightenment and salvation to 

postmodern mundaneness, as well as attitudes that are either absolute or ambivalent; at 

least in regard to cultural identification.18 

     In addition to the above journal articles, there have also been two books published 

related to overseas Chinese student literature. Chen Hanping’s New Overseas Chinese 

Student Literature in North America (北美新华文文学) focuses on the literature written 

after 1978 and traces its development over the following thirty years.19 Li Dongfang’s 

book From East to West – A Study on Overseas Mainland Chinese Student Literature in 
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the 20th Century (从东方到西方 – 20世纪中国大陆留学生小说研究) covers works 

from the Late Qing to the present, yet leaves out Taiwanese overseas student literature.20 

Similarly to Chen, she examines literature from the perspective of postmodernism and 

more specifically in relation to Fredric Jameson’s assertion that texts in the Third World 

are frequently allegories for the nation and politics. Thus, they both regard the 

relationship between Chinese and westerners as alluding to the weak-strong power 

structure between China and the West. It is also worth noting that she traces the works of 

overseas Chinese student literature back to Wang Tao’s Biography of Mary (媚梨小传) 

and Wonderland Under the Sea (海底奇境), both written in classical Chinese.  

     As is evident, there is a distinct lack of systematic research on overseas Chinese 

student literature; especially one that treats both the literature from the mainland and that 

from Taiwan as a whole. Despite political divergences, both literatures log the journey 

that Chinese intellectuals take to western countries for the sake of seeking modernity on 

behalf of China. I thus endeavor in this study to include both bodies of literature, as we 

should not disregard the fact that when the Nationalist government retreated to Taiwan, 

many elites and intellectuals were included in the transition. However, given that the 

theoretical frameworks in present scholarship thus far have centered on cultural identity, 

postcolonialism and postmodernism, I intend to avoid repetition and examine my 

research questions from a different perspective. The theory that I employ in my study is 

Imagology, which I will introduce in the next section. 

 

 



 

 

18 

Imagology 

 

     The dominant theories concerning East-West contact are Orientalism by Edward Said 

and Occidentlism by Xiaomei Chen. In response to Said’s Orientalism, Xiaomei Chen 

argues that Chinese Occidentalism is “primarily a discourse that has been evoked by 

various and competing groups within Chinese society for a variety of different ends, 

largely, though not exclusively, within domestic Chinese politics [Italics mine]... (being) 

both a discourse of oppression and a discourse of liberation.”21 Therefore, Chen’s 

Occidentalism revolves around how the Chinese – referring to both the Chinese 

government and Chinese intellectuals - utilize the Western Other for either “suppression 

of its own [Italics mine] people”22 or for “a political liberation against ideological 

oppression within [Italics mine] a totalitarian society.”23 While Occidentalism, in such an 

analysis, centers on political effects that it brings about in Chinese society, Said’s 

Orientalism contains meanings much larger than, borrowing Said’s own term, “political 

knowledge.”24 In Said’s book, he argues that by “filtering through the Orient into 

Western consciousness,”25 Orientalism is “a considerable dimension of modern political-

intellectual culture.”26 In short, Orientalism is an integral part of European civilization 

and culture. In light of such an admission, the concepts of Orientalism and Occidentalism 

that Xiaomei Chen puts forth are inevitably imbalanced concepts. That her response 

limits itself within “political effect” certainly has to do with the political significance that 

extends from Said's concept of Orientalism as a “Western style for dominating, 

restructuring, and having authority over the Orient.”27 Indeed, merely the fact that Said 
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takes his theoretical genesis from the discourse of power by Michel Foucault and 

hegemony by Gramsci leads directly to postcolonialism, a concept for which Said’s 

Orientalism is a seminal work full of a sort of victim mentality. In addition, such an 

imbalance of Orientalism and Occidentalism also has to do with the asymmetry of 

Western colonization and China’s contact with the west in terms of both the span of time 

and scope of interaction. Whereas the French and British Empires were established as 

early as the late eighteenth century, meaningful contact between China and the West only 

took place after the Opium War. Whereas Said writes that “the scientist, the scholar, the 

missionary, the trader, or the soldier was in, or thought about, the Orient because he 

could be there,”28 only some elites, such as diplomats, merchants and students in China 

had the opportunity to travel to western countries. Only after the 1990s did it become 

possible that ordinary Chinese have been able to migrate or study abroad.   

     In addition to an examination of images of the West in overseas student literature, my 

research will also delve into the cultural impact of contact between the West and China 

on China itself. As a result of the limited communication between China and the West 

mentioned above, a large portion of its written record is manifested in overseas Chinese 

student literature. I thus focus on the intercultural exchange that takes place when the 

protagonists set foot on foreign soil. My purpose for focusing on the significance implied 

by this particular moment is to shed off victim mentality in light of globalization as a 

whole. In order to achieve such a goal, I will utilize the theory of Imagology. This 

perspective differentiates my research from the previous scholarship laid out in the last 

section.  
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     Imagology is a “technical neologism” that “applies to research in the field of our 

mental images of the Other and of ourselves.”29 Manfred Beller, A.N.J. den Hollander 

and Joep Leerssen have written extensively on the theory, which studies “cross-national 

perceptions and images” expressed in European literary discourse.30 While it is “a theory 

of cultural or national stereotypes,” it is “concerned with the representation, 

representations as textual strategies and as discourse.”31 Because “the nationality 

represented (the spected) is silhouetted in the perspectival context of the representing text 

or discourse (the spectant),” Imagology has “particular interest in the dynamics between 

those images which characterize the Other (hetero-images) and those which characterize 

one’s own, domestic identity (self-images or auto-images).”32 Since “patterns of national 

characterization... stand out most clearly when studied supranationally as a multinational 

phenomenon,” Imagology is “in and of itself a comparative enterprise” and as such 

“ addresses cross-national relations rather than national identities.”33  

     The first generation of Imagology, which was popular in the first half of the 20th 

century, charted the representation of a given nation in literature, assuming national 

character “an ontologically autonomous existence,” i.e., “a ‘real’ thing pre-existing its 

articulation and persisting independently from it.”34 Following the Second World War, 

Imagology emerged as a critical study of national characterization after “people had 

abandoned a belief in the ‘realness’ of national characters as explanatory models.”35 The 

study became “not of nationality per se, but of nationality ‘as seen’, as a literary trope.”36 

“Nationality could be studied as a convention, a misunderstanding, a construct; 

something that resulted from its articulation as a representamen, which was brought into 
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being by being formulated; something which could therefore be analysed in its 

subjectivity, variability and contradictions.”37 In the 1950s, Imagology began to see 

“‘national identity’ as internalized collective self-images taking shape in the structural 

context of a Self-Other opposition.”38 The key text that I use in my research is As Others 

See Us: A Preliminary Inquiry into ‘Group Images,’39 an illuminating work written by 

A.N.J. den Hollander in 1948. In the 1960s and 1970s, Imagology was marked as “a form 

of ‘literary sociology’”40 due to the necessity of historical contextualization and was 

subsequently subsided, perhaps due to a reorientation of Anglo-American literary studies 

toward the aesthetic analysis of individual texts. From the mid-1970s onwards, as the 

idea of “identities are constructs”41 has been addressed in all disciplines except for 

Comparative Literature “but often in monodisciplinary isolationism,”42 Imagology works 

in the “interdisciplinary context”43 in order to unearth the properties of how people 

perceive and represent others in cross-cultural context.  

Although Imagology is “a theory of cultural or national stereotypes,”44 it works 

“primarily on literary representations.”45 What is in this theory particularly useful for my 

research is how the Other is perceived and represented in literature. In addition to 

Hollander’s work, Manfred Beller, Joep Leerssen and other scholars’ studies inspire me 

as well, which will unfold in the main body of the dissertation.  Nevertheless, in this 

introduction, I would like to draw attention to two conclusions in Imagology that I think 

are very important to my study. The first is best asserted by Beller, who, operating from 

the standpoint that states “for the most part we do not first see, and then define, we define 

and then see,” also asserts that “our way of seeing and judging is conditioned by 
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preconceived notions, prejudice and stereotypes.”46 He then concludes that “‘A way of 

seeing is also a way of not seeing – a focus upon object A involves a neglect of object 

B.’”47 Secondly, A.N.J. den Hollander’s research concludes that “group-antagonism, fear, 

hatred, willing and wishing, the securing or endangering of the cultural values of the ‘in-

group’ are all of them influences in the formation of judgments about the other people – 

and so also in the formation of images.”48 “Amongst factors contributing to the 

construction and distortion of the image one would mention a current of ideas, the 

discovering of the ideal type in another culture or in another people, great men of other 

nations striking the imagination, literary productions in another country finding a 

receptive public, political ties of conflicts.”49 Their findings not only illuminate my 

research but also are borne out in overseas Chinese student literature.  

     By employing the theory of Imagology, my research finds that the literary projection 

of the west in overseas Chinese student literature manifests an intricate sense of the 

Chinese self, which corresponds with Edward Said’s conclusion that the literary 

representation of Orientals in western discourse embodies westerners’ own imagination 

and fear. My study will reveal related theoretical issues, many of which stem from 

intercultural communication and representation and will be elaborated on in the next 

section. 
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My Argument 

 

     In the study below, I argue that the literary projection of the west in overseas Chinese 

student literature manifests a complex sense of the Chinese self primarily due to the 

portrayals of western cities and westerners as an embodiment of Chinese understandings 

of western modernity at different periods. At the end of the 19th century, the depiction of 

London in Wang Tao’s Songyin Manlu only focuses on gunboats, cannons, museums, 

workshops and factories, because western modernity for the Chinese at the time was 

signified by the mighty weaponry of British navy and advanced technology. In the 1920s, 

however, the portrayal of London in Lao She’s The Two Mas shifts to reveal how 

Londoners’ lifestyle and culture make Britain the most powerful nation in the world, as 

the Chinese intellectuals at the time advocated the westernization of Chinese culture in 

order to strengthen China. In the 1960s, the Chinese protagonist Wu Hanhun in A Death 

of Chicago feels estranged and sexually seduced in Chicago, subsequently loses his sense 

of purpose in life and eventually commits suicide, the depiction of which is consistent 

with similar themes in western modernist literature. This is due to the fact that the 

modernist movement thrived in Taiwan in the 1960s, and as such, had a large impact on 

Taiwanese writers. The 1990s-era Manhattan’s Chinese Lady displays spectacles of 

America’s wealth on the Fifth Avenue in Manhattan, as common Chinese strive for 

becoming rich in contemporary China due to the Chinese government’s promotion of 

market reform after 40 years of poverty in socialist China.  



 

 

24 

     Each chapter is comprised of three sections. The first section consists of a close 

reading and analysis of the western city image in the selected work. In order to highlight 

salient characteristics, I compare such images with those represented in English literature 

written at almost the same time. While the first and fourth chapters focus on “the physical 

facts of the scene (actual streets, structures, topography), the aesthetic impression that the 

scene makes upon a sensitive mind, and the urban atmosphere,”50 the second and third 

ones revolve around the protagonists’ mental valorization of the city, which originates 

from “the interpretation of images, rather than from objective experiences.”51 The 

differences derive from the fact that city image consists of more than graphic and 

perceptual elements of the cityscape: it “acquires its full meaning in the unique fusion” of 

urban experience and urban theme.52 Manfred Beller argues that in addition to pictorial 

and perceptual representations, image as defined in Imagology is more of “the mental 

imagination, ideas and Vorstellungshilder.”53 

     The second section examines the images of westerners as depicted in the relevant 

works. With image defined as “the mental silhouette of the other,”54 the section touches 

upon some key issues deriving from intercultural communication and representation. The 

first chapter finds that the literary representation of the Other has to do with poetical 

conventions and narrative techniques. Lao She’s The Two Mas is a perfect example of 

national stereotypes, which happen to be the focus of the theory of Imagology.  In the 

chapter, I discuss auto-stereotypes (stereotypes on self) and hetero-stereotypes 

(stereotypes that others have about a group) and their relationships. The fourth chapter 
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reveals that the image of the Other, is nothing less than a heightened sense of the self: 

alterity as the foil of identity.  

     The third section of each chapter explores the ambivalent feelings of Chinese 

intellectuals toward the relationship between Chinese culture and western culture, and 

thus traces upon its evolution during the 20th century.  

     Having introduced the basic structure of each chapter, I will briefly discuss the 

chapters themselves. The first chapter contains a look at three stories in Wang Tao’s 

Songyin Manlu. In contrast to Charles Dickens’ decrepit London, these depictions of 

London, as I mentioned, focus on gunboats and technology. Moreover, all protagonists 

look at London with both wonder and admiration. In the mean time, Wang Tao’s glimpse 

of London is inevitably tinted with exoticism not only owing to the novelty of the scenery 

but also because of his belief in the superiority of Chinese culture. In the second section, I 

anatomize two opposing arguments that western women in these short stories are either 

masculinized or feminized, and thus argue that because the representation of them is 

largely determined by the literary convention of zhiguai and chuanqi – tales of 

strangeness - it is simplistic to say that either of them does as such. In the third section, I 

argue that by writing in the style of zhiguai and chuanqi, Wang Tao expresses his 

feelings on the superiority of the Chinese culture in the capacity of a writer.  

     I ultimately give the most attention in my dissertation to Lao She’s The Two Mas. In 

the first section, I argue that, in comparison to its image of London with that depicted in 

Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway - especially in relation to the differences in the 

characters’ mental valorization of the city – that which is described by Lao She is a 
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promised land for the junior Ma while simultaneously representing a satire of traditional 

Chinese culture embodied in Ma Senior. Lao She in The Two Mas responds directly to 

the stereotypes that Englishmen hold on the Chinese in the 1920s by depicting the 

interaction of Englishwomen with the Ma family and thus shows how the stereotypes of 

the Chinese in the English media prevent them from truly knowing Chinese people. 

Moreover, Lao She presents English national character through the image of Pastor Yi 

and even creates a hetero-stereotype of Englishmen in the novel. In the third section, I 

argue that Lao She satires Chinese official culture and Chinese “still civilization,” 

aspiring instead to build a new, ideal culture based on British pragmatism.  

     The 1960s-era Bai Xianyong’s A Death in Chicago has profound philosophical 

significance for overseas Chinese. I compare it with Saul Bellow’s Herzog, and describe 

in the first section how both are typical modernist short stories. While the Chicago shown 

in Herzog contains a certain familiarity, Wu Hanhun, the protagonist in A Death in 

Chicago, feels estranged in Chicago. The interaction of Wu with a western woman 

demonstrates the incompatibility of Chinese culture and western culture: one is passive 

and the other aggressive. In the third section, I address the retreat of Chinese intellectuals 

to Taiwan from the mainland alongside the Nationalist government - indeed one of the 

more sensitive subjects in modern Chinese history - and anatomize Wu’s state of 

existence in America. He goes to search for modernity in America and leaves Taiwan, yet 

does not find what he seeks due to the development of a nihilistic feeling toward western 

culture and, life in general. Although living in America makes him more aware of his 
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Chinese identity, he ultimately feels cut off from his native land. Such feelings propel 

him to commit suicide in the end.  

Manhattan’s Chinese Lady is a controversial text in the sense that its mass-appeal 

gives rise to questions related to its authenticity and aesthetic value. In the first section, I 

reveal how its postmodern consciousness is different from Don DeLillo’s Mao II. 

Whereas postmodernism in Mao II is manifested in the consumption of sheer 

commodification, Manhattan’s Chinese Lady displays spectacles of America’s wealth 

and thus is labeled as a postmodern text only because it is deprived of nationalism 

discourse in this regard. Whereas the mutation of objects in Mao II suggests the 

decentering of the subject self, Manhattan only incites Zhou Li’s entrepreneurial spirit – 

strongly indicative of individualism in western contexts - which is labeled postmodern in 

Chinese discourse only because nation and country are no longer a main concern. In the 

second section, I argue that the image of westerners only heightens Zhou’s sense of pride 

as Chinese, which is where the concept of nationalism is located in this autobiographical 

piece of fiction. Nevertheless, by a close reading of the account of Zhou’s childhood and 

youth in China, we find that it accuses socialist China of being a hierarchical society and 

lacking freedom as opposed to her image of America as a true land of opportunity.  
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CHAPTER 1    THE IMAGINED: WANG TAO’S SHORT STORIES 
 

     As “the first classically trained Chinese scholar in the modern era to spend a 

meaningful period of time in the West,”1 Wang Tao was largely responsible for 

introducing western cities and westerners to a Chinese audience. Aside from the 

groundbreaking content of his works, he was also unique for utilizing the classical tale 

(wenyan xiaoshuo, literally “literary-language tale”) - one of the oldest genres of Chinese 

narratives - to achieve such a goal. In the light of the ambivalence for the historicity and 

fictionality of the genre under discussion (referring more specifically to the previously 

mentioned chuanqi and zhiguai-type tales), his works conjured  similarly equivocal 

interpretations of western modernity among both readers and interpreters. In this first 

section, I will argue that the portrayal of Britain and London in Wang Tao’s short stories 

indeed manifests his contemporaries’ own distinct understanding of a modernity signified 

by such signals as the mighty British navy and its advanced technology. While Wang Tao 

frequently observes such objects with a tone of admiration, he also injects it with an alien 

exoticism. These traits were not only applied to technology, but to women as well. From 

such a standpoint, I will thus present two opposite arguments on the image of the western 

women in Wang Tao’s stories, pointing out along the way that the representation of the 

Other in his works integrates poetical conventions and narrative techniques with 

characteristics of zhiguai and chuanqi. As a result, it is simplistic to say that Wang Tao 

either masculizes or feminizes western women. Instead, we can observe Wang Tao’s   

attempted establishment of a literary praxis represented by the superiority of the Chinese 

culture through an analysis of his use of the chuanqi/zhiguai literary form. In sum, by 
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utilizing characteristics of these genres, Wang Tao presents an imagined as opposed to a 

factual western world. 

 

1 London in the 1880s: Wonder and Exotica  

 

     In his classic delineation of the birth of fiction from zhiguai in classical Chinese 

narratives, Kenneth J. Dewoskin asserts that “in seeking distinguishing features in the 

texts themselves [fiction and history], we will necessarily have to turn from considering 

the historicity or even plausibility of the contents, and focus on the internal literary 

features, conventions of the narrative, patterns of interests and ideals, traces of the 

creative process with respect to the sources.”2 By comparing Wang Tao’s short stories in 

Songyin Manlu (淞隐漫录) with his travelogue Manyou Suilu (漫游随录), we find that 

the images of western cities are consistent.3 Therefore, we consider the descriptions of 

western cities in Travel Overseas (海外壮游) are based on his real-life travels. In this 

section, by taking Dickens’ London as a contrast, I argue that Wang Tao’s portrayal of 

England and London reflects those of his contemporaries' and moreover, his own view of 

western modernity signified by gunboats, cannons, and western technology. In addition, I 

assert that while Wang Tao cannot help glancing over western cities with wonder and 

admiration, his glimpse is inevitably tinted with an exoticism inextricably linked to the 

pure “novelty” of the scenery.  

     The scene that stands out most from his works set in Britain is that in which Qian 

Siyan, the protagonist of Travel Overseas,4 observes the mighty weaponry of the British 
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navy and infantry rather than the more immediate panorama of the cities. This view is 

directed by a series of sound of cannonball explosions that are reminiscent of the sound 

of cannon fire during the Opium wars. Soon after witnessing the august presence of the 

British legion, Qian marvels at the precision of its cannonade and gun fire while the 

observing troops postulate that Qian may have supernatural power because he falls down 

to ground from the air. In addition, Qian regards the language in which the soldiers speak 

as “bird language” (Travel 357) - an exotic sound that he does not understand. Rifles are 

couched as “magic spears” (Travel 357) – undoubtedly superior to traditional Chinese 

arms - which radiate thousands of lights in the shape of a dragon and is a blatant nod to 

the mythical figure present in Chinese mythology. 

     Another scene that merits lengthy description from Wang Tao’s is a western social 

dance performed by dozens of boys and girls observed when Qian travels to Edinburgh. 

While Qian is amazed by the choreography and accompanying music and lighting effects, 

he explains it away as being similar to the “'Moon Relic Dance' of the Southern Miao” 

(Travel 357) that is also prevalent in other Asian countries, such as Japan. While it is 

likely obvious that a reference to the Southern Miao by a scholar of Wang Tao's statues 

hints at uncivilized barbarism, it is also notable that Japan was still considered relatively 

uncivilized by the Chinese prior to the First Sino-Japanese War. By alluding western 

social dance to Southern Miao and Japan, Wang Tao thus relates it to “more ‘primitive’ 

cultures” that stand in contrast to the Han of China.5 At the same time, however, he is still 

fascinated by the display, and spills much ink describing its peculiarities. A reason for his 

fascination may lie in the fact that the dance was made possible by the cooperation of 
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men and women in public. Growing up as he did in a traditional Confucian household, 

Wang Tao is amazed by a social ritual conducted by both men and women in an open 

location. Nevertheless, although Wang Tao has every reason to shun such displays due to 

his social and educational background, the character of Qian still acclaims western social 

dance as a representation of perfection. 

     When he makes it to London, Qian sees such western monuments as museums, 

libraries, workshops and factories. He is particularly impressed by the glasshouses 

present in the British capital, for they are “myriad vast as if (stretching) hundreds of mu” 

(Travel 358). Nonetheless, Qian does not even come close to paying these manifestations 

of western technology as much attention as he does to the dance. Thus having observed 

that both London and Paris have “broad streets and spectacular buildings” (Travel 359), 

Qian concludes his trip to Europe in Switzerland, which to his senses is a wonderland 

filled with scenery that strikes him as similar to Chinese gardens. 

     Although this story was written by Wang Tao between 1884 and 1887, it is based on 

his travel in Europe from 1867 to 1870.7 The portrayal of Britain is preconditioned by his 

“mental silhouette of the other,”8 that is, his preconceived notion of western modernity as 

embodied in objects of military force like artillery and other technology. Indeed, the 

image of London in the work is demonstrated in sharp contrast to the synchronous city 

set forth by Dickens. Taking Dickens’ Our Mutual Friend as an example, which was 

written from 1864-1865, every single building in London “appears to be disused and 

rotting away, and even the streets are reduced to ‘muddy alleys that might have been 

deposited by the last ill-savoured tide’...”;9 The neighborhood of Holloway is “a tract of 
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suburban Sahara, where tiles and bricks were burnt, bones were boiled, carpets were beat, 

rubbish was host, dogs were fought, and dust was heaped by contractors’...”.10 Contrary 

to the “decay and sterility”11 of this London image, Wang Tao presents “the things that 

are lacking at home,”12 that is, broad streets and spectacular buildings. In other words, 

Wang Tao is primarily concerned with the embodiments of western technology: 

glasshouses, workshops, factories, etc. These are “the ideal types” of modernity that 

Wang Tao finds in Britain, consistent with the current Chinese ideas of western modes of 

development.13 Wang Tao blatantly ignores the more unsavory aspects of London 

detailed so vividly in the works of Dickens. Cumberland Clark explains that “his 

[Dickens’] early trials and difficulties, and the financial straits in which his parents found 

themselves, brought him face to face with the misery and poverty which existed in the 

lower ranks of London society; and this misery and poverty so deeply impressed 

themselves upon his receptive mind that he produced in his novels a picture of them 

faithful, exact, and true to life, and one that is generally accepted as a reliable, historical 

description of the social conditions of that period.”14 By contrast, Wang Tao’s visual 

horizon concentrates on the more positive facets of London such as wide streets and 

splendid buildings. As such, visuals that do not conform to his existing frame of mind on 

western modernity as represented in London either do not come into account or are not 

selected for elucidation.15 

    This should not, however, suggest that the portrayal of England and London in Wang 

Tao's works is solely complimentary. Wang Tao often unwittingly associates the admired 

objects with the things that he is familiar with, such as rifles with spears and social 
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dances with Miao aboriginal dances. While this sort of literary device would likely bring 

accusations of philistinism from an educated Western reader, it serves to transform the 

unfamiliar to the familiar for the sake of a Chinese audience. By blending the alien with 

the familiar, Wang Tao tints his portrayal with exoticism, which is an intrinsic quality to 

the zhiguai and chuanqi genres. Recent studies trace the roots of these specific genres 

back to the geographically and culturally displaced literati in the wake of the collapse of 

the Han Empire (206 B.C.E - 220 C.E.): “Literati migrants who shifted from the old 

cultural political center to the margins expressed curiosity and anxiety about their new, 

unfamiliar worlds by way of collecting stories about anomalies (thus) the events, 

creatures, and people in zhiguai collections are presented as curiosities: amazing, exotic, 

mysterious, and magical.”16 In Wang Tao’s narrative, British soldiers speak a “bird 

language” that arouses curiosity and rifles are the magic form of spears. Moreover, by 

linking the social dance to the Miao and Japanese aboriginal dances, Wang Tao reveals 

the prejudices of his subconscious. Thus, even though the social dance with its music and 

lighting is novel and enchanting to Qian’s eyes, it is still ultimately a culturally inferior 

custom. Marvel and contempt work side by side, much as how as seeing “the Other” in 

terms of its Otherness also involves a “subjective self-awareness.”17 In Wang Tao’s case, 

this refers directly to his subconscious acknowledgement of the superiority of the Chinese 

culture, about which I will elaborate on in the third section of this chapter.  
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2 Western Women: Masculinized or Feminized? 

 

     There are two contradictory arguments on the western women in Wang Tao’s Songyin 

Manlu. One is put forward by Emma Jinhua Teng, who asserts that Wang Tao employs 

“the trope of gender inversion” in his Biography of Mary (媚梨小传) and thus 

masculinizes the western lady, Mary.18 On the other hand, Sheldon H. Lu bluntly equates 

gender with nationhood and claims that “by situating Chinese men as the center and love 

object of Western women,” Wang Tao “recuperates the potency and subject position of 

Chinese citizens by masculinizing China and feminizing the West.”19 This point of view 

is echoed by scholars Wang Yichuan and Li Dongfang.20 However, by both employing 

the theoretical framework of Imagology and by putting the story into the context of the 

genre, I believe that we can credibly conclude that Wang Tao puts forth a much more 

complex image of the western woman.  

     Teng grounds her assertion on “gender inversion” mainly in the fact that the character 

of Mary defeats pirates by utilizing her talent in mathematical precision. By contrast, the 

masculine nature of Feng - her Chinese husband - is dismantled in the process. However, 

talented women are not rare in zhiguai and chuanqi genre. Since Songyi Manlu imitates 

Liaozhai Zhiyi,21 Liaozhai Zhiyi serves as a convenient example. After examining the 

“alien” women figures in Liaozhai Zhiyi, Allan Barr claims that “Pu Songlong’s mortal 

women deserve a separate study. …The power that women exercise over their husbands 

or other women, their resourcefulness in protecting and promoting their own interests, are 

themes common to many of these tales.”22 Following Barr’s suggestion, Juduth T. Zeitlin 
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mentions that several Liaozhai tales recount the exploits of women that model themselves 

on the “assassin-retainers of the histories or the knight-errants of Tang dynasty tales,”23 

similar to how the character of Mary shoots her ex-paramour at the end of the story. Such 

archetypes also include two exemplary women characters that impersonate men. Miss 

Yan disguises herself as a man to pass the civil examination and serves in office and 

Shang Sanguan dresses as a boy to take avenge for her father’s murder.24 Along similar 

lines, Sing-Chen Lydia Chiang’s recent study reveals that the recurring nightmares of 

Liaozhai on the domesticated shrew expose “a raw nerve of the male psyche” and that 

“despite the best efforts of the culture, the feminine is ultimately beyond male 

comprehension and containment.”25 In Biography of Mary, Mary is endowed with 

intelligence and bravery and thus serves as an object of desire. However, Feng falls for 

her on account of her beauty alone. Her marriage offer to Feng is not uncommon in 

Liaozhai. Indeed, Paul Ropp notes that Pu Songling creates types of characters that are 

also frequently encountered in vernacular beauty-scholar romances, in which women are 

more “‘strong-willed, … intelligent, and … courageous’ than men, or lovers choosing 

their own partners and being monogamously equal in marriage.”26 Mary is instead in 

every aspect a help to her husband. She provides money for the family voluntarily, 

proposes to join the government forces to fight pirates, and even states that she is willing 

to follow her husband to the frontier. In the end, she dies precisely because she is 

determined to assert her fidelity. In fact, Mary is tamed by her marriage to Feng as soon 

as she sets her foot on Chinese land, for her choice destroys any further chance to cross-

dress or become a free-lance fighter.  
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     Although up until now our argument has been rooted in a perspective that emphasizes 

the Chinese-Other dichotomy, China's relationship to the West as represented in 

Biography of Mary is very much portrayed in terms of mutual differences. Joep Leerssen 

points out that in our way of looking at the Other our perception privileges “differences 

between countries rather than similarities.”27 In his analysis of English hetero-image of 

German characters and the auto-image that Germans have of themselves in European 

discourse, Leerssen pinpoints that “Germanness and Englishness, mutually circumscribe 

and define each other, and that like the two sides of a coin they have no existence except 

in this particular polarity.”28 In Biography, Wang Tao registers mathematical precision to 

Mary precisely because it associates her with Western learning. Like his descriptions of 

Britain and London, he tends to incorporate into his tales elements that are either missing 

at home or those which he holds as representative of the ideal. Moreover, his tales serve 

as an “important vehicle to introduce readers to new ideas and information.”29 Such 

importance was canonized by their being published in “the widely read Shanghai 

illustrated periodical Dianshizhai Pictorial beginning in 1884.”30 This pictorial was 

aimed at “a broad reading public” and was “an important vehicle for disseminating 

knowledge about the West in the late Qing.”31 Mary's penchant for Western-style 

mathematics makes her exotic at the first glance, but such a quality fits precisely in the 

subject matter of zhiguai and chuaqi, the relationship of which has already been 

discussed. In his research on zhiguai, Kenneth J. Dewoskin claims that “a foreign culture 

is recorded with a set of tools and in a context alien to that culture: the product of the 

study is a reflection of both cultures.”32 We thus must examine the genre under 
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discussion from a perspective rooted in the notion of biculturalism, in which western 

women and the Chinese are “seen and represented in terms of their mutual differences.”33 

    The “taming” of Mary in Biography of Mary does not necessarily mean that Wang Tao 

is feminizing the West, as she is clearly portrayed as much more intelligent and brave 

than her Chinese husband. Even Feng himself admits that he cannot match Mary’s 

prowess. In order to better explicate Wang Tao’s stance on such a dichotomy, an 

examination of the image of Chinese men in Songyin Manlu is essential. This is primarily 

due to the fact that the relationship between western women and Chinese men in Wang 

Tao's works takes shape in interplay. There is not much information on Feng in 

Biography of Mary, so I turn to Nie Ruitu in Wonderland Under the Sea (海底奇境) and 

Qian Siyan in Travel Overseas. Obviously neither of the characters possess martial 

prowess nor becomes important government official. Even though Qian achieves success 

in the civil examination - one of the ultimate proofs of a man’s manhood in the Late 

Imperial China34 - he is much more interested in Daoist philosophy. Both of the men 

travel overseas due to a feeling of powerlessness while in their own country. However, 

even though both characters are equally impotent while overseas, they simultaneously 

attract western women. For those western women, both Nie and Qian are beautiful and 

thus eye-catching. Wang Tao elaborates on Qian’s figure in one scene as “(being) 

accompanying by two beauties, he stood gracefully, charming and elegant. People could 

not help praising his gorgeousness” (Travel 358). It is notable here that his look becomes 

significantly feminized, and he tends to be less distinguishable from his female 

counterparts in terms of both appearance and mannerisms, which counters Sheldon H. 
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Lu’s argument that Wang Tao masculinizes China and feminizes the West. Although 

female male beauty is prevalent in scholar-beauty novels, the quality that makes Lu’s 

argument more problematic is that while the most handsome scholar is always said to 

resemble a beautiful woman, it is equally essential to be handsome as well as talented. 

Whereas talent for scholars in scholar-beauty novels is largely defined in terms of poetic 

talent, Qian and Nie's status as poet geniuses in Chinese is largely moot overseas as they 

cannot show off if nobody can appreciate their erudition. 

     Although their beauty is indeed emphasized in the works under discussion, we should 

not take it to the extreme saying that Wang Tao feminizes Chinese men. Aside from 

restating the fact that all western women fall in love with them, Martin W. Huang 

additionally argues that “there is a subtle but important difference between ‘femininity’ 

and ‘effeminacy’.”36 “A man can appear feminine but still be very competent in his 

manly duties, such as being a good official or even a brave and virile warrior.”37 In Nie’s 

and Feng’s cases, their manhood rests with their knowledge of Chinese culture. Western 

women are attracted to them not because of their individuality, but because they represent 

Chinese culture. In his study of masculinity in Late Imperial China, Huang points out that 

“feminine male beauty is a token of cultural sophistication and elite social status.”38 He 

goes on to elaborate that masculinity at that time is “closely associated with the broad 

concept of wen in terms of cultural sophistication (refined literary and artistic tastes, 

poetic talent, an ability to appreciate beautiful things without lust, and success in the civil 

examinations).”39 Whereas a definition of what is truly masculine seems to encompass 

several traits in a versatile manner, Nie and Feng can only show their “cultural 
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sophistication” in terms of their cultural identity as Chinese. In short, men are attractive 

just because they are Chinese.  

     We can thus assert that is overly simplistic to say that Wang Tao masculinizes western 

women or Chinese men. On one hand, scholars such as Emma Teng ignore the fact that 

Mary is tamed as soon as she comes in China. However, Sheldon Lu simplistically 

equates gender with nationhood and thus overlooks the solid content of the image of 

Chinese men in Wang Tao’s tales. By scrutinizing images of both western women and 

Chinese men, especially by putting them in the context of the zhiguai and chuanqi genres, 

we arrive at the conclusion that the representation of the Other in Wang Tao’s works has 

more to do with poetical conventions and narrative technique of the genres that he adopts. 

As Joep Leerssen argues, “an awareness of poetical conventions, narrative techniques and 

literature’s shifting conventions is needed to assess the textual deployment of a given 

image in a balanced manner, and not just bibliometrically.”40 As such, when we examine 

the image of the Other in a text, we have to be conscious of the literary convention of the 

genre in question.  

 

3    The Superiority of Chinese Culture: A Literary Expression 
 

 
     Sheldon H. Lu argues in his article that Wang Tao “offers a fantastic, imaginary 

resolution to real problems in international politics” in his writings by reversing “the 

geopolitical situation between the declining imperial China and the rising imperialistic 

West.”41 This point of view reverberates by Wang Yichun as “the illusion of the 

centrality of China.”42 While I agree with Li Dongfang that Wang Tao actually attaches 
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importance in his writings to the supremacy of Chinese culture,43 I cannot in good 

conscience – and working from the perspective of Imagology and the characteristics of 

chuanqi and zhiguai - agree with her that such a characterization is due to a 

“compensatory imagination owing to his dissatisfaction of reality.”44 In fact, I contend 

that it expresses Wang Tao’s own form of literary praxis, which ultimately confirms the 

superiority of the Chinese culture. 

     Literary historians place Wang Tao’s Songyin Manlu within the generic tradition of 

chuanqi.45 This is especially true for the story of Biography of Mary, due to its biography 

form. Recent study on the genre of zhiguai and chuanqi by Sing-Chen Lydia Chiang 

characterizes chuanqi as “more ‘writerly’ – as opposed to ‘fictional’ – than the earlier 

zhiguai.”46 By “writerly” she means “characterized by a style that self-consciously calls 

attention to the author’s mastery of the written word;” in other words, “the expression, 

affirmation, and active construction of authorial selfhood as a writer (as opposed to 

historian or expert in esoteric arts) may be what truly distinguish chuanqi from its close 

cousin zhiguai.”47 Wang Tao himself corroborates this point of view in his preface of 

Songyin Manlu by stating exactly what motivates him to jot down his writings: “If I 

cannot find［the things I cherish］in China, I look for them in far-away places, remote 

regions, and among foreign people; if I cannot find them among my contemporaries, I 

search for them in antiquity and in thousands of years after; if I cannot find them among 

my own species, I search for them among ghosts, foxes, immortals, grass, birds and 

beasts.”48 Apparently, Wang Tao’s writing is imbued with his longings and aspirations. 

Now let us examine into his longings and aspirations by a close analysis of the text. 
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     The plot of Biography of Mary revolves around Mary’s adventures in love. Before she 

sails to China, Wang Tao magnifies her allure by describing a certain youth by the name 

of Ximen, who is handsome and of wealthy pedigree, who kills himself for loving her. 

This sort of deadly attraction is exacerbated by the fact that John, her ex-lover, 

masterminded the plot because of his fear of losing her to another. Although he does not 

challenge Ximen to a duel face to face, clearly both of them strive for exclusive 

possession of Mary. However, neither of the men fit into Mary’s ultimate goals for 

traveling to China. Mary makes a voyage to China because she yearns for the prosperity 

of China: she hears of that “China is much more prosperous than Europe. Its people’s 

beauty, clothes’ splendidness, mountains’ marvelousness and goods’ richness is 

invincible” (Biography 307).49 Interestingly, even before setting her feet on China, she 

proposes to Feng on board, because she “wants to learn Chinese” (Biography 307) and 

finds out that Feng does not have a wife yet. Even though Feng declines her proposal, she 

manages to persuade him by assuring him that she is able to provide money for the family. 

As for why such a captivating woman adores the poor Chinese man Feng - whose only 

specialty lies in that he is Chinese therefore he can speak Chinese - we have no clue, 

since, besides Feng’s name and his acknowledgement that he is not as brave as Mary, we 

know little about him. After they settle down, Mary not only can speak fluent Chinese but 

also dresses up as a Chinese woman so that “neighbors and friends do not know she is a 

western beauty” (Biography 309), which is a deception that pleases Feng. In the end, 

Mary devotes her life to Feng by dueling with her ex-lover John. In contrast, the only 
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action in the tale that Feng takes on behalf of Mary is that he inscribes “a marvelous 

English woman - Mary” (Biography 309) on her gravestone after her death. 

     Li Dongfang interprets the story as “Wang Tao’s fantasy of the Chinese culture having 

naturalized uncivilized western cultures.”50 Her argument is problematic in the way that 

she neglects the fact that Feng, the symbol of the Chinese culture in the story, does 

nothing to help develop the plot. It is Mary - who longs for learning Chinese and 

travelling around China - that initiates and advances the progress of every event. In some 

sense, Feng becomes an empty signifier for the Chinese culture simply due to the fact that 

there is no solid information about him included in the story. In short, the work's primary 

focus is Mary’s yearning to be a part of Chinese culture, a desire which perfectly fits 

Wang Tao’s aspiration for an allegorical pledge of allegiance of western culture to 

Chinese culture. It is in such an apparent literary device that shows how confident Wang 

Tao is in his own culture’s superiority. Even though he advocates for the learning of 

western technology, he is also adamant in his emphasis on the importance of the 

unchanging in Chinese culture “ ‘when I speak of change, I mean changing the outer, not 

the inner, changing what it is proper to change, not what cannot be changed.’”51 As Paul 

A. Cohen argues, Wang Tao’s view of identifying the West with “matter” and China with 

“spirit” differs subtly from the t’i-yung approach of his contemporaries in assuming that 

“the essence of Chinese civilization – the core values, China’s tao – was 

indestructible.”52 By manifesting such a concept in the story of Biography of Mary, he 

emphasizes Mary’s yearning for Chinese culture. 
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     The importance of literary form also figures quite significantly into Wang Tao's intent. 

The biographical mode of Biography of Mary enhances the factual nature of the tale.53 

Even though the language of the text obviously contains the longings and aspirations of 

the writer – additionally confounded by the conflicting characteristics of historicity and 

fictionality inherent in the genre – readers at the time would probably still be persuaded 

that Mary’s story was “factual and verifiable in the scale of reality as envisioned” by the 

author.54 Nevertheless, when it happens that the trope of a western woman falling in love 

with a Chinese man reoccurs in Wonderland Under the Sea, it betrays the fact that such 

occurrences as depicted in such stories are merely Wang Tao’s fantasies in literary form. 

     In Wonderland, the romance takes place in an other-worldly setting, namely a magical 

land under the waves. The protagonist is a man named Nie Ruitu, who - aspiring to 

change his country for the better - travels overseas by himself because, although 

intelligent, he feels as if he is not utilized effectively by his boss. Having brought four 

interpreters and a great deal of money and valuables, he is assumed by westerners to be 

an influential official of some importance. This is especially due to the fact that he 

presents the kind of jewelry and treasures to local officials that were then only “rarely 

seen by western women” (Wonderland 351).55 Because of his handsome appearance, he 

is also hailed by western spectators wherever he goes. In contrast to Mary’s romance with 

Feng, Wang Tao at least provides several reasons why Lana - an intelligent western 

woman - falls in love with him at the first sight. Wang Yichuan compares this description 

with the reality of Wang Tao’s tour in Europe, pointing out that not only was Wang Tao 

not good-looking at all, but his trip in Europe was nothing resembling a grand occasion. 
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Thus, the portrayal of Nie’s travel is a “romantic imagination which is given rise to 

compensate for the imperfection or limitation in reality.”56 While this comparison 

clarifies the context of Wang Tao’s works with respect to his real life experience, we 

should note that the place of fact in zhiguai and chuanqi is not dependent on whether or 

not “the event has ever actually occurred or... meets the expectations of a real 

experience.”57 Thus, although the description in Wonderland Under the Sea might not be 

consistent with Wang Tao’s particular experience, it might indeed still be based on a real 

life situation, as early youxuesheng (游学生) – who traveled in Europe and America to 

broaden their knowledge about the West – often came from rich families. Also, three 

groups – businessmen, professionals, and government officials – were among the fathers 

of Chinese students in western countries.58 Wang Tao might exaggerate in his tale, but 

the portrayal still can be accepted as “factual and verifiable in the scale of reality as 

envisioned”59 by Wang Tao, as in Biography of Mary. Nevertheless, the undersea setting 

is still inherent in the plot of Wonderland, which is undeniably a fantastic setting. 

     The “undersea wonderland” setting is essential to Wonderland Under the Sea. After 

suffering a wrathful thunderstorm on the Pacific on his way from London to New York, 

Nie falls across a dreamland filled with exquisite flora and celestial plants. To underscore 

the unearthly nature of the environment, Wang Tao describes Nie savoring one particular 

plant only to find out that it not only tastes refreshing, but also energizes him with 

unearthly vigor. Even Lana, who presents Nie with rare treasures before he embarks on 

the journey, resembles an ethereal figure when Nie sees her from distance. While the 

fantastic strives to sidestep the familiar in order to appeal to the sense of wonder, another 
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marvel takes place: Lana confesses her love for Nie and “for China” and asks Nie to help 

her “study Chinese and Chinese culture” (Wonderland 352). Nie, distressed by the fact 

that nobody appreciates his talents in the earthly land, finally comes across a true friend 

in a magical place. However, if we examine the subtext, it is apparent that similar to 

many, the western woman adores him mainly because she herself admires the Chinese 

culture. More scenes uphold the fantastic quality of the other-worldly setting. Water is 

swollen so that it seems that the wonderland is going to be inundated, yet, there is indeed 

a path back to the real world for Nie in the midst of the flood. With the pearls that Lana 

presents to him, Nie returns to the earthly world as if walking on flat land even though he 

is still in the sea. Recollecting what he and Lana have experienced, Nie feels like it is a 

dream and weeps openly. 

     In his structuralist introduction of zhiguai and chuanqi, Karl S. Y. Kao points out that 

in Tang chuanqi there arises “new kinds of strangeness involved in dream 

phenomenon.”60 This type of Tang chuanqi basically only humans in the “field of action” 

(as opposed to other types which feature non-humans as agents of the supernatural 

occurrences).”61 Since the dream-like land of Wonderland Under the Sea only involves 

human characters such as Nie and Lana, the tale falls into this category. Kao proceeds to 

claim that “accounts of strange phenomena generated in dreams seem to point to a 

conscious exploration of mental states as the source of supernatural ‘reality,’ a reality 

derived from fantasy or originated within instead of without.”62 Here Kao stresses that the 

dream in this type of tale attests to the writer’s imagination or fantasy. Kao also points 

out that in Liaozhai “images from the other world acquire the status of duplicates of the 
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human world and furthermore become the manifestations of idealized, most desirable 

beings.”63 Indeed, the form of the fantastic portrayed in Wonderland Under the Sea 

reveals that Wang Tao’s conception of a romance between a Chinese man and a western 

woman is nothing less than something imaginary or unreal. More importantly, 

westerners’ longing for studying Chinese culture is also merely a dream or desire of 

Wang Tao’s. What makes the story's wishful quality more palpable is the fact that the 

land of wonder encountered by the characters is actually situated within Chinese territory. 

That Lana, a western woman, drowns in the Thames and then is sent to China to spend 

her afterlife is a far-fetched notion, to say the least. While everything else in the alternate 

reality does not strike readers who are familiar with the chuanqi story as completely 

fantastical, that Lana's strong yearning to be a part of China manifests in an afterlife spent 

in the actual country stands out as particularly fanciful. Such fantasy culminates in a 

descriptive element included near the end of the story, when Nie takes treasures from the 

French royal family stored in the undersea kingdom – a parody of those Chinese treasures 

that were plundered by western powers in the 19th century. 

     In his study that discusses differentiations of fact from fantasy in Tang tales, Y.W. Ma 

concretely associates time structure, geography location and emotional human beings to 

the verisimilitude of the fantasy.64 In the same manner, although the events portrayed in 

Wonderland Under the Sea is fantastic, it still comes across to a reader as a touching 

story. By contrast, the illusionary land described in Travel Overseas where Qian Siyan 

studies the Dao is seemingly divested of any similarly emotional content, especially when 

compared with portrayals of Britain and London. In some sense, this illusionary land is 
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produced by literary conventions. It has been acknowledged that the origins of chuanqi 

and zhiguai in the Six Dynasties were mostly religious in nature, and they were often 

composed in Buddhist or Taoist contexts.65 Nevertheless, while it is more appropriate to 

label the concept of the illusionary land as a topos or motif, and thus “a unit or sequence 

of events identifiable as adapted from existing literary or cultural sources,”66 such a story 

element also functions as an allegorical vehicle for Wang Tao’s desire to claim the 

superiority of Chinese culture. 

     In the end, I agree with Sheldon H. Lu, Wang Yichuan and Li Dongfang’s arguments 

that the tales discussed above ultimately all reflect the position of accepting and dealing 

with “western matters” while still simultaneously maintaining the “Chinese spirit” of 

Wang Tao’s contemporary reformers. However, I would like to affix one more layer to 

the firm and emotive stand on Chinese culture that Wang Tao highlights in his works. In 

the context of Imagology A.N. J. den Hollander points out that there are “vested 

concepts” operating when people see others, and that constant features in national 

character remain intact in the long term, even under an evolving appreciation developed 

over time.68 Moreover, he states, “whenever a group judges another group, feelings 

dominate over judgment completely.”69 It is true that Wang Tao, as a pioneer for the 

reform movements of the Late Qing,70 advocated for aggressive competition with the 

West through the study of modern weaponry and technology while the majority of his 

own people defended the western intrusion based in a reasoning commonly viewed as 

forged “in the exercise of Taoist passivity and such hallowed Confucian virtues as 

righteousness, loyalty, and trust.”71 However, a deep attachment to Chinese culture 
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derived from his traditional Confucian background does not allow him to lose faith, 

despite hesitation over whether or not his beliefs will endure because of their framing in 

fantasy and allegory.  
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CHAPTER 2    THE PILGRIMAGE: LAO SHE’S THE TWO MAS 
 

 
     Although many May Fourth writers had already studied for a length of time in 

America or Europe, only Lao She - who went to London to teach Chinese in the Oriental 

School of London University from 1924 to 19291 - ultimately composed a lengthy and 

aesthetically significant novel about his experience. Entitled The Two Mas, it described to 

domestic readers the details of the lives and goals of overseas Chinese through the 

characters of Ma Senior and his son, Ma Wei (also referred to as Ma Junior) as they carve 

out lives in 1920s London.2 The West had already become a tangible social space for 

most Chinese elites, as opposed to the remote and elusive place so often described in 

Wang Tao’s era.3 The city of London and its inhabitants as depicted in The Two Mas are 

generally described in realistic terms,4 and are thus devoid of the fantastical elements that 

are so intrinsic to zhiguai and chuanqi.5 In this chapter, I will first analyze the image of 

London as described in the novel. By comparing Lao She's London with the image of 

London shown in Virginia Woof’s Mrs. Dalloway, I argue that the depictions of London 

in The Two Mas manifest an intellectual trend in the 1920s characterized primarily by the 

overall westernization of Chinese culture. This is best typified by the focus of Ma 

Junior’s evaluation of London on how its lifestyle and culture made Britain the most 

prosperous and powerful country in the world at the time. While London is described to 

be a land of wonder for the junior Ma, Lao She's depiction also serves to satirize 

traditional Chinese culture as personified by his father.  

     I will also examine images of Englishmen as portrayed in The Two Mas. First of all, 

the interaction between the Mas and Mrs. Wendell and her daughter (hereafter referred to 
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as Miss Wendell) demonstrates how certain stereotypes perpetuated by the English media 

obstruct Englishmen from understanding the Chinese. Secondly, the image of the Mas’ 

benefactor Pastor Yi (who is referred to with his Chinese surname, despite being English 

himself) represents English national character by possessing a patronizing attitude and an 

air of self-importance towards the Chinese, while Alexander serves as a stereotype of an 

Englishman created by Lao She in response to similar Chinese stereotypes. In the third 

section, I anatomize the images of three Chinese men: Ma Senior, Ma Junior and Li 

Zirong. I argue that by lampooning Ma Senior, Lao She is satirizing his embodiment of 

Chinese official culture and the resulting stagnant development of the country's 

civilization. While Ma Junior is a representative of the sentimental May Fourth 

generation, the image Li Zirong presents is Lao She’s vision of the ideal new Chinese 

culture that incorporates elements of British pragmatism.  

 

1   London in the 1920s: 
A Promised Land for Youth and a Medium for Satire of the Elderly 

 
 
     Lao She emphasized that even though the people and events included in The Two Mas 

are fictional, the material for the book was ultimately garnered from his real life 

experience in London.6  We can deduce from this that the image of London in The Two 

Mas directly derives from Lao She’s personal observations. King Hu, an actual 

acquaintance of Lao She during his time in England, points out that the paragraph 

describing Ma Senior and Ma Junior’s first taste of England is “no doubt drawn from Lao 

She’s own experience.”7 Nevertheless, he overlooks the fact that in the novel, London is 
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consistently described in contrasting terms, as I will illustrate below. By including 

comparisons with Virginia Woolf’s London in Mrs. Dalloway, I will argue in this section 

that for Ma Junior, London is the place that truly holds hope for his success. Moreover, 

the portrayals of London in The Two Mas shift to reveal how Londoners’ lifestyle and 

culture bring about the prosperity and power of Britain, which contributed to the drive for 

overall westernization of Chinese culture in the 1920s. By analyzing the meanings of 

motorcar and fog carried to Ma Senior, I argue that Lao She utilizes the scenery of 

London to satire traditional Chinese culture represented by Ma Senior.  

 
 

London: A Promised Land for Ma Junior 
 

  
     The first sights that Pastor Yi shows Ma Wei in a tour of London are the British Royal 

Palace, St Paul’s Cathedral and the Houses of Parliament. Interestingly, the monarchy’s 

residence is referred to in the novel as the “imperial palace (故宫)” (Mas, 443),8 

insinuating that Ma associates constitutional monarchy with imperial autocracy. Although 

the British Museum and Madame Tussaud are nearby, they are left for Ma to see at a later 

date. The Tower Bridge of London is seen just “in passing” (Mas, 443) and its tour is 

parenthesized in the novel to show that it is ultimately insignificant. Similar to Qian 

Siyan’s marveling at his first sight of the mighty weaponry of the British navy and 

infantry in Travel Overseas, Pastor Yi also seems to want to impress Ma with the 

political system and culture of the British. This desire could be attributed to the fact that 

Pastor Yi either knows of Ma’s own interest or because it is actually Ma who proposes to 

visit these places. Regardless, Ma’s view of London thereafter revolves around 
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unraveling the reasons that have caused a prosperous and powerful Britain to emerge 

from the distinct culture and lifestyles of its citizens. 

     Before I proceed to discuss Ma Wei’s specific views on the spectacles of London, I 

will mention briefly the reasons why I use London as depicted in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. 

Dalloway to contrast with that shown in The Two Mas. Her novel, which was published 

in 1925, serves as a means for comparative study in the way that it represents a distinctly 

British London in the 1920s. Most modernist writers of Woolf’s time, such as Ezra Pound 

and T. S. Eliot, depict a London either fallen “from the heights of a desired cultural 

capital to the depths of a modern hell” or “a dystopian place, a hell of burning frustration, 

perhaps, but more a purgatory of pervasive emptiness and lack of connection.”9 Such a 

view is consistent with Dickens’ awareness of the sense of alienation embodied in the 

city. In contrast, in the opening pages of Mrs. Dalloway, where Mrs. Dalloway (Clarissa) 

walks through the streets and parks of London on her way to buy flowers for her party, 

“the cacophony of London fills her with joy; the chaotic scene evokes what Clarissa loves 

best about London: its capacity to express ‘life itself.’”10 By fully responding to “the 

pulsating life of the Park and the street, the ‘divine vitality’”11 that Clarissa loves so much, 

the London in Mrs. Dalloway does not establish “hostility to the idea of the city... with its 

ready nausea, packaged revulsion, fixed estrangement,” as it does in the legacy of the 

modernists.12 Rather, it holds out “the possibility of a feminist, egalitarian society,”13 

exemplified by her daughter, Elizabeth Dalloway, whose path in life “represents a world 

of work and of opportunities that may be open to her generation.”14 London is thus not 

only “open to women’s experience and to women’s perception of it,”15 but is also 
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beholden to those such as Peter Walsh, who, arriving in the city after twenty-year stay in 

India,16 obtains a fresh perspective of London upon his return: “Never had he seen 

London look so enchanting – the softness of the distances; the richness, the greenness, the 

civilisation, after India, he thought, strolling across the grass” (Dalloway 62).17 Miroslav 

Beker makes comments on Walsh’s response to London: 

Peter Walsh’s response to London and English civilization is actually 

unthinkable without his prolonged stay in a country so different from 

England and Europe in general. His reactions are identical with those of 

Fielding, E.M. Forster’s ex-patriot in A Passage to India. What fascinates 

Fielding on his return to the Mediterranean and Europe is “the harmony 

between the works of man and the earth that upholds them, the civilization 

that has escaped muddle, the spirit in a reasonable form, with flesh and blood 

subsisting.18  

In The Two Mas, Ma Wei’s reactions to London to some extent accords with Mrs. and 

Miss Dalloway’s in that the city inspires hope in him. Such feelings also, in some sense, 

resonate with those of Walsh, as they are replete with the wonder and astonishment only 

because of his prior experiences with ancient Chinese civilization. My comparison is 

grounded in the notably “upbeat” portrayals of London present in both novels.  

     Ma Wei sails to London in the springtime. He sees London imbued with a certain 

vitality of life. Such feelings are, of course, typical for any young person who ventures to 

a big city in search of opportunity. Even when he is still en route, he sees everything 

“new and interesting” and his mind is “almost as expansive as the sea itself” (Mas, 413). 
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He is elated because he envisions a great deal of possibilities open to him for the first 

time. On the overland route to London, a verdant earth greets his eyes. As the train moves 

faster and faster, “the lush, rolling terrain” gradually becomes “an expanse of undulating 

green waves” (Mas, 418). The cows and sheep in the distance seem like “multi-colored 

flowers” floating on “springtime seas” (Mas, 418). Ma Wei makes the voyage in the 

spring and therefore his viewpoint is tinted with a vibrancy symbolic of the vitality of life 

and vigor of youth. The walking cows and sheep look like “flowers,” - a symbol of the 

sweetness of life and an indication of Ma’s cheery spirit - waving to and fro on the green 

land. The Chinese word for “waving to and fro,” piao (漂), suggests Ma's buoyant mood. 

In the morning of the day when he takes a tour in London, the rains suddenly stops and 

the sun rays, “like yellow bees returning to their hive carrying with them the sweetness of 

spring, followed Ma Wei’s hand and squeezed through the opening in the window” (Mas, 

431). For Ma, this sort of springtime is not only imbued with the verve of life, but also 

flush with mellifluousness. He cannot block such thoughts, as they pervade all that he 

encounters. 

     Jeremy Hawthorn points out the fact that, in Mrs. Dalloway, “nearly always at the 

time that we are following the private thoughts of one of the main characters...  specific 

references to London places, streets, sights, activities and atmosphere recur throughout 

the novel.” Whereas the physical London is embedded in the stream of consciousness of 

the characters in Mrs. Dalloway, London in The Two Mas is first and foremost a physical 

space. When Lao She describes the four seasons first, each season is also followed by Ma 

Wei’s careful consideration of both Londoners’ lifestyle and British culture, similar to 
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how London is conceptualized by characters in Mrs. Dalloway.19 While Woolf invents in 

Mrs. Dalloway what she calls a “tunneling process, by which I tell the past [Italics mine] 

by installments, as I have need of it,”20 Lao She’s descriptions, in combination with the 

Ma Wei’s personal contemplations of London, foreshadow the ways in which China will 

become strong by learning from Britain, as they concentrate on figuring out why and how 

Britain has become a thriving and potent country in the world from a cultural perspective. 

Very often Ma’s deliberation is accompanied by a pertinent criticism of Chinese society 

and culture. A close-anaylysis of Ma’s consideration of London follows. 

     The summer in London described in The Two Mas is characterized by scorching heat 

and bulldogs panting with their tongues lolling out while scampering between the legs of 

the young ladies walking them. However, Ma is not amazed by London’s heat, nor is his 

gaze fixed on the legs and fair-complexioned arms of the English beauties. Even more, 

the embroidered pouches from old China worn by girls do not make Ma feel nostalgic or 

wistful, either. Instead, Ma is inspired by the scene of Londoners crowding into buses to 

take vacations to the seashore or countryside. He is also enchanted by the brightly 

colored posters advertising summer holiday resorts plastered all over the stations, streets 

and buses. Upon seeing these scenes, Ma thinks aloud: “Look at them! Making money! 

Enjoying! Being happy, having hope!” (Mas, 467) This admiration of London is 

immediately followed by a disparagement of Chinese society: “Look at us, subsisting on 

so little, managing to save a few copper coins only to have them looted by soldiers! 

Huh! ...” (Mas, 468). 
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     In a later scene, Ma sees that all Londoners are characterized by a sense of 

contentment: “They have nothing to worry about. So long as they have cigarettes to 

smoke, some money for a movie, and a soccer ball to play, everything is fine!” (Mas, 

496). Again, this rosy picture of Londoners’ life is harshly contrasted against Chinese life. 

This time Ma does not even bother to describe it: he shortens it to a two-character word - 

“us?” - as if it is not worth elaborating on, and then quickly moves back to ponder his 

English acquaintances’ happy life (Mas, 496). Ma’s contemplations of London always 

end with exclamatory marks due to his deep admiration of the life in the city. If the 

exclamatory mark used in explaining the Chinese’s frugality in the above indicates Ma’s 

indignation and thus suggests that he still cares, the shortened “us” and the subsequent 

question mark “?” only serves to betray his contempt toward  life in China. More 

significantly, even though he suspects that his English friend, Miss Evans, is not happy 

just as he is not, he contemplates such things for only a moment before abandoning such 

a consideration. 

     The reason that Ma is fixated only upon the Londoners’ supposed “modern” life has to 

do with the intellectual trends of the 1920s inside China. In the 1920s, many Westernized 

intellectuals were totally enamored with European civilization. Hu Shi stands out as such, 

and even advocated that in order to strengthen China, “wholesale Westernization”21 of 

Chinese culture was absolutely necessary. This infatuation with western civilization 

within China propels the character of Ma in the novel to perceive London as being 

representative of modernity. His zeal is indeed so intense that he even ignores Miss 

Evans’ melancholy, which only attests to the fact that “feelings dominate over judgment 
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completely” when people see others.22 He refuses to face such facts because he believes 

that every Englishman is living a happy life, or at least one better than his. 

     The veracity of this image is naturally suspect. Virginia Woolf’s image of the 

character of Septimus Smith suggests as such. Here is a character who considers 

committing suicide throughout the novel Mrs. Dalloway, and does in fact kill himself in 

the end. Since London during the 1920s began to approach the reality of a truly feminist 

society, it is an appropriate context for which to analyze Mrs. Dalloway and her 

daughter's feelings towards the city. Right after she glorifies the vibrancy of London on 

the way to buy flowers for her party, Mrs. Dalloway slices “like a knife through 

everything;” while at the same time existing “outside” yet still “looking on” (Dalloway 5). 

Even though she is a woman with a daughter, a secure and eminent position in society, 

and a husband who loves her, she still thinks of death: “Did it matter then, she asked 

herself, walking towards Bond Street, did it matter that she must inevitably cease 

completely; all this must go on without her; did she resent it; or did it not become 

consoling to believe that death ended absolutely?” (Dalloway 6). The reason that such a 

fear is manifested in her thoughts is because she is an “imprisoned” soul “prevented from 

free development and full expression” while contained in a society in which “dogma and 

arbitrariness” are the main forces.23 In fact, she is Septimus Smith’s double. Even when 

her daughter Elizabeth Dalloway starts enjoying the ride on top of the minibus from 

Westminster to the Strand, “social conventions pull her back.”24 By juxtaposing these two 

images of London, we find that the repressive London of Mrs. Dalloway is looked upon 

as liberating and blissful in the eyes of Ma.25 
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     Lao She moves on to describe such novelties as leg contests, dog shows, cat shows, 

horse races, autumn car races, as well as more serious affairs like the feelings of brotherly 

love and peace between people during Christmastime. At a certain point, however, Ma 

Wei loses his feelings of awe for the modern life of London's denizens. Instead, he tries 

to figure out what makes Britain a truly formidable country. He realizes that “order and 

discipline are the hidden treasures of a strong nation” (Mas, 555.) As such, Englishmen 

“receive training for obedience, patience, observance of order, and teamwork” through 

sports (Mas, 636). The efforts that he makes to discover the secrets that make Britain 

powerful reveal the driving force behind the endeavors that Chinese iconoclasts 

undertook to westernize Chinese culture. Peter Walsh in Mrs. Dalloway, however, thinks 

of observance of order differently. While he wanders through the streets, he is overtaken 

by marching boys in uniform: “as if one will worked legs and arms uniformly, and life, 

with its varieties, its irreticences, had been laid under a pavement of monuments and 

wreaths and drugged into a stiff yet staring corpse by discipline” (Dalloway, 44). As 

Andrew Thacker points out, observance of order, under Woolf’s pen, only makes the 

lives of such boys “smothered” by discipline.26 While Walsh expresses respect for such 

activities, he also thinks “one might laugh,” for the boys “don’t know the troubles of the 

flesh yet” (Dalloway 44). Whereas Ma considers observance of order to be the secret to a 

powerful Britain, Walsh casts his suspicions on it, rooted in the reasoning that such rigid 

organization suffocates the vitality of life.  

     One could argue that observance of order is not necessarily unique to British culture. 

In fact, the argument can be made that it is more part of the authoritarian nature of 
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Chinese culture, in which people have no choice but to obey orders. How then do we 

explain the fact that among other elements in British culture, it is an observance of 

orderliness that inspires Ma Junior? Again, an ultimate concern for the fate of China 

determines what Ma sees in London. Further contextualization is essential to make such a 

statement. 

     When Lao She wrote his novel, China was governed by different warlords in different 

regions. There was an increasing sentiment across large segments of Chinese society that 

warlord rule and the chaos that it entailed needed to be eliminated. Indeed, it was the 

objective of the Northern Expedition - a military campaign that took place while Lao She 

was writing The Two Mas - to finally restore order and unify China. For Lao She, 

observance of order was indispensable to achieve any goals related to societal 

development or modernization. Therefore, his depiction of London manifests an anxiety 

in terms of Chinese self-hood. In contrast, Virginia Woolf wrote Mrs. Dalloway in post-

World War I England, when Englishmen were still suffering from a distinct post-war 

stress. It was also a time during which intellectuals frequently reflected upon the calamity 

the war brought about in people’s lives. The traumatic experiences in the war left people 

to wonder if being a “patriot” really meant going to the battlefield without reservation. 

Moreover, due to his years of stay in India, the character of Peter Walsh in the novel is 

represented as an outsider from London society. It is thus only from an outsider’s 

perspective that a critical view of society could be formulated. As such, it is not 

surprising that the order praised by The Two Mas is conversely considered a repressive 

force in Mrs. Dalloway.  
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     It is not merely the city core and its famous landmarks that catch both authors' 

attention, even if such other elements are only mentioned in passing. The suburbs of 

London, which are only gestured as “dismal destinations for certain lower middle-class 

characters,”27 never enter into Woolf’s literary representations. In fact, Mrs. Dalloway 

claims that “‘I love walking in London…Really, it’s better than walking in the country’” 

(Mrs. Dalloway, 3). Andrew Thacker contends that Septimus’ suicide indicates his 

rejection of any inspiration towards the Purley suburbs, much promoted in the 1920s and 

a prime marker of the newly affluent lower-middle class.28 While suburbs are basically 

detested in Mrs. Dalloway, Ma Wei and Li Zirong are enamored with a certain northern 

suburb of London called Weilin Town. With the help of science and technology, this new 

town is built as beautifully as a park and is extraordinarily aromatic, clean, neat, and 

hygienic. Its greenness and peace are so enchanting so that Ma and Li are “unwilling to 

move” while gazing upon it and stand there “for a long time just gazing the scene until a 

church bell strikes once, gently” (Mas, 629). The faint sound of the bell does not 

necessarily wake them up, as Lao She builds up suspension in the next paragraph by 

hinting that both characters remain enthralled by the suburban vista.  

     Many scholars point out that Big Ben is the central motif of Mrs. Dalloway.29 The 

phrase that describes the “leaden circles” dissolving “in the air” (Dalloway 2) resounds 

throughout the novel and all characters “live out their day within earshot of its booming 

chime.”30 Some scholars argue that it “represents time” and “foreshadows death,”31 while 

some assert that it is “associated with masculine authority;”32 and is “a part of the 

language of state power which is felt to be threatening and minatory.”33 No matter what it 
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is, it represents a sort of repression. The central motif of The Two Mas, however, is St 

Paul’s Cathedral’s spire. Yet, the spire does not stand alone and is always mentioned in 

relation to Ma Wei's gaze. The first time that he looks upon it is right after he visits his 

uncle’s tomb and old shop. Ma considers his uncle a hero because of his ability to have a 

successful career in a foreign country. Although his business is merely the selling of 

curios, he is still admirable, for he earns “foreign country’s money” (Mas, 449). As soon 

as he steps out of the curio shop that his uncle bequeathed to him and his father, Ma Wei 

looks up at the spire of the Cathedral. Whereas Ma Senior grumbles that the clock tower 

spoils their shop’s fengshui, the more Ma Wei gazes at it, the “nicer it looks.” (Mas 455). 

This foreshadows Ma Wei's plans to carry forward his uncle’s career and eventually 

surpass him in success. At this moment, Britain holds out infinite hope to him due to the 

fact that his uncle already made a career here. Encouraged by his uncle’s achievement, he 

is inspired to accomplish much more. His second experience with the spire takes place 

after Ma Wei learns his uncle’s success story from Li Zirong. He finds out from his 

uncle's former helper that his uncle had other businesses such as stock trading and 

purchases made on behalf of businessmen in the Canton area. In fact, the approximately 

two thousand pounds that he leaves behind come from these other ventures. Li also urges 

him to expand the curio shop, as curio dealings held potential for the amassing of a 

considerable fortune if one's luck held. After making plans to study business in the future 

and speak English with Li from that moment on, Ma is introduced to the owner of the 

curio shop next door. Following the introduction, Ma Wei “lifts his head and looks upon 

St Paul’s Cathedral’s spire” (Mas, 466). Lao She does not elaborate on this glance further, 
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for it only makes half of the sentence. Nevertheless, the context tells us that the spire 

seems to kindle Ma’s enthusiasm to succeed in Britain by competing with rivals. The 

third look happens after he is heartbroken by being mistaken as somebody else and is 

thus kissed by his crush, Miss Wendell. Ma “gazes motionlessly at the golden spire; he 

always loves to look at the golden spire” (Mas, 637). When Ma is at the saddest, the 

tower radiates with golden rays, of which no mention is made previously. The spire, with 

its radiant golden hue, builds up a sense of hope in Ma when he suffers the most. He 

remains attached to the moments of inspiration gained from gazing upon the tower, as if 

he obtains strength from merely looking upon it.  

     Therefore, the spire as a central motif in The Two Mas represents aspiration, hope, 

possibility and strength. It symbolizes that London is a place where Ma Wei knows he 

can make a career and surpass previous immigrants like his uncle in the achievement of 

worldly success. However, there is also no shortage of less optimistic portrayals of 

London in the novel. For instance, when Ma knows that Miss Wendell is engaged, “the 

dark cloud in the distance blends with Thames and trees to form an expanse of grey mist; 

gloomy and depressing” (Mas, 582). After he finds he cannot persuade his father to look 

for ways to boost their business, he is lonely as if living on “a barren island inhabited 

only by a flock of wild birds” (Mas, 633). When he finally comes to the decision to leave 

for another country, London is like a “deathly ghost” (Mas, 646). Nevertheless, all these 

bleak portrayals of London are countered by comparatively positive depictions. In the 

first scene, the segment of Thames that he describes is contained within a botanical 

garden, and Ma goes on to comment on the bamboos that come from different eastern 
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countries in the garden: “Zoology, botany, geography, linguistics and customs - those 

imperialists research them all. They take things home from places to do research. That’s 

the strength of imperialism” (Mas, 584). In the second scene, even though he feels lonely, 

he still knows that he is inhabited in “the most prosperous and lively” city in the world – 

London (Mas, 633). He moreover believes once dawn returns, London will be alive again 

(Mas, 646). After Ma leaves because of his failures in both business and love, Thames is 

still animated and even carnival- in the eyes of Li Zhirong: “the little boats have begun 

their activities; the small trees on the bank have started to sprout their light-green leaves... 

the morning tide is just rising; the sunlight embellishes the waves with sequins 

resembling the scale of a golden dragon” (Mas, 405). While Thames is not represented at 

all in Mrs. Dalloway,34 Ma Wei’s pilgrimage to London begins and ends in the spring, a 

season holding out infinite hope.  

 

London: A Medium for Satire of the Elderly 

 

     While London is a promised land for his son, it is for Ma Senior representative of his 

incongruity with the modern world. In this section, by focusing on depictions of both 

London's motorcars and its fog, I will argue that by placing Ma Senior in the 

metropolitan London, Lao She satirizes the elements of traditional Chinese culture 

embodied in his person. 

     Joep Leerssen asserts that “national images require to be studied as a dynamics 

resulting from cultural diversity, that is that they be studied in the historical context 
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[Italics mine] of confrontation between different cultures.”35 Indeed, the same object 

carries different meaning when represented in Mrs. Dalloway and The Two Mas, which 

as literary works are naturally associated with the historical contexts of the two countries 

and cultures. Mrs. Dalloway remains as my primary contrast in terms of English literature 

and representations of post-war London, and I will first analyze the varying significance 

of the motorcar – a true symbol of modernity – in both Woolf’s writing and The Two Mas.  

     In Andrew Thacker’s analysis, the motorcar is represented in Mrs. Dalloway as being 

inextricably linked with war and technology.36 He further quotes Alan O’Shea in saying 

that there was an “‘immense confidence in technology that prevailed at the beginning of 

the [twentieth] century’,”; yet the “‘fetishism of technology was severely dented by the 

experience of the First World War, and dystopian representations begin to proliferate 

from the 1920s.’”37 Because the First World War was considered the first truly 

technological war – present as it was “with the massive presence of the tank” and 

accompanying “mournful associations”38- the connection of the motorcar with 

technology was from then on inevitably tainted by the sense of violence. On her way to 

buy flowers, it is after the encounter of “the omnibuses in Piccadilly” that the idea of 

death pops up into Mrs. Dalloway’s mind (Dalloway, 5). This is especially so when she 

watches taxi cabs, as she has “a perpetual sense…of being out, out, far out to sea and 

alone” when seeing them, and “always” has the feeling that they make it “very, very 

dangerous to live even one day” (Dalloway, 5-6). Shortly afterwards, a backfire of a 

motorcar cuts into Mrs. Dalloway’s inner monologue like “a pistol shot” (Dalloway, 10). 

She jumps and is startled by “the violent explosion” (Dalloway, 10). As Andrew Thacker 
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points out, Woolf “associates the car with the recently finished war.”39 Exactly at this 

moment, the shell-shocked veteran Septimus Smith is introduced. He is terrified by both 

the explosion and the resulting traffic jam, as if “some horror had come almost to the 

surface and was about to burst into flames” (Dalloway, 12). 

     Whereas the car “resurrects the violence of the war” in Mrs. Dalloway,40 Lao She does 

not make the same connection in The Two Mas at all. Apparently, the First World War is 

not in the Chinese characters’ memory. Moreover, for Ma Senior, the car only attests to 

his laziness, extravagance and superstitions, which are also some of the national 

characteristics most criticized by Lao She. When it seems as if all of London's buses and 

cars are squeezing onto Oxford Street, Ma senior is easily dizzied by the speed and 

variety of the various forms of transportation. He does not want to take the subway, either, 

because he cannot “breathe” (Mas, 446) while inside. When taking a taxi, he asks the 

driver to take a “roundabout” (Mas, 446) route so that they go through “quieter” (Mas, 

446) streets, even though the surroundings does not affect him at all while inside the car. 

When he opts to go by taxi to his destination, he starts to worry about collision once in 

the car, thinking over that he should have brought a “horoscope calendar” (Mas, 446) 

with him so that he could predict if he would get into trouble before getting in the cab.  

     Ironically, Ma Senior makes a false judgment on the safety and stability of buses and 

cars. On his way back home, he is dragged by his son into a bus. Although he tries to read 

seal characters at the bottom of a teapot he obtains at his curio shop, due to his “limited 

knowledge of seal characters” (Mas, 456) and the “swing of the bus” (Mas, 456), he 

cannot recognize them. While he only blames the bus for his failure to understand those 
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characters, the bus continues to cause him trouble. The teapot nearly “slips out of his 

hands” when the bus is swerving to the left, and he almost “steps on the toes of an old 

lady sitting opposite to him” when it comes to a stop (Mas, 456). Pressed upon the 

question by his son if he will retain Li Zirong, he states that he would rather “jump off a 

bus” (Mas, 456). By satirizing Ma senior’s clumsiness in the bus, Lao She ridicules his 

incompatibility with the modern vehicle, a ubiquitous symbol of modernity.41  

     The typical London fog is not depicted at all in Mrs. Dalloway, as the entirety of the 

novel occurs during a sunny day in June. By contrast, Lao She not only describes it in 

The Two Mas,, but also dexterously translates the foreign scene into an opportunity to 

satirize traditional Chinese culture. My analysis follows below.  

     While Ma Senior loses all of his cultured elegance when confronting modern 

technology, he finds the luxury of leisure – a commonly acknowledged facet of 

traditional Chinese culture - in London’s fog. No matter what the fog represents for 

Londoners or London writers, it is an aesthetic object for Ma Senior. It is “interesting” to 

him in that it has “different colors”: light grey, dark grey, grayish yellow and reddish-

yellow (Mas, 550). Whereas some people would “become panicked” at the thought that 

the world “might have died of suffocation from the fog” and “dare not move a bit” when 

there is fog, none of these feelings would trouble Ma Senior, for he hardly goes out (Mas, 

551). As “the number one idler” in London, he sits and appreciates the weather 

phenomenon, having no worry about the inconvenience that the fog causes to all people 

except him (Mas, 551). The London’s fog even arouses his nostalgia and enjoyment of 

nature through the recollection of certain memories of China, such as “a boat returning 
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through the misty drizzles” or “a person treading across the snow in search of early plum 

blossoms” (Mas, 551). At this moment, Lao She cannot help noting that the Chinese god 

of beauty is a “thin old man with a smile on his face” (Mas, 551) as opposed to a young, 

strong and potent figure. After ridiculing Ma Senior's indulgence in the appreciation of 

the fog's beauty, Lao She advocates for injecting “scientific spirit” in Chinese culture 

(Mas, 551). Coupled as such innovation is with “uncorrupted government” – a feat which 

he thinks eventually attainable given that the Chinese “never forget their motherland” - 

Lao She believes that China will again have a golden age sometime in the future (Mas, 

551).  

 

2    English Women and English Men: 
Lao She’s Response to the Stereotypes of the Chinese 

 
 

     In his article “How I wrote The Two Mas,” Lao She asserts that not even “half an 

Englishman” portrayed in his writing is possessed with humanity, and that “the petty 

patriotism of Englishmen determines their sin.” 42 He states that such a negative depiction 

is deserving given their “prejudice against the Chinese” and thus he “pays attention to 

their relationship with their country” and admittedly “neglects other aspects.”43 Indeed, in 

the novel, Lao She fixates on the stereotypes that Englishmen hold for the Chinese and 

writes in opposition to them. Consequently, his portrayals of Englishmen verge on 

another level of stereotyping. In this section, I first argue that Mrs. Wendell and Miss 

Wendell represent typical Englishmen who take in the images of the Chinese represented 

in English media without reservation. By designing unsuccessful ends for the love stories 
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between western women and Chinese men, Lao She expresses his idea that China must 

be strong in order for its citizens to be respected. I then turn to Pastor Yi and the 

merchant Alexander and argue that while Pastor Yi symbolizes English national character 

in possessing a patronizing attitude towards the Chinese and haughty auto-images about 

themselves, Alexander – an undoubtedly caricatured figure - is a hetero-stereotype of 

Englishmen that Lao She creates in this Chinese novel. In the end, I argue that Katherine 

- who is not constrained by certain stereotypes of the Chinese or conservative English 

thinking - embodies Lao She’s cosmopolitan ideal. This ideal, however, is ultimately 

rather vague in character. 

 

Mrs. Wendell and Miss Wendell: 
Mise-en-scène of the Stereotypes of the Chinese 

 
 

     The interaction of Mrs. Wendell and Miss Wendell with Ma Junior and Senior 

witnesses how the stereotypes of the Chinese in the English media obstruct Englishmen 

from knowing the true nature of actual Chinese people. While Miss Wendell is a fanatic 

about certain portrayals of the Chinese in the media, Lao She ultimately assigns Mrs. 

Wendell an eccentric temperament so that she can overcome the stereotypes and nearly 

get married to Ma Senior. In this part, I analyze these two English ladies’ 

communications with the father and the son and reveal how their understandings of 

Chinese men are tampered by the stereotypes of the Chinese in English media sources.  

     Before I proceed, it is necessary to recapitulate the anti-Chinese sentiment that reach a 

climax in Britain during the 1920s. Research shows that there were 2,419 and 1, 934 
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registered Chinese in 1921 and 1931, respectively.44 Most of them were seamen or 

laundry owners.45 Their small population notwithstanding, the Chinese minority “could 

not shield itself against various strands of opposition” regardless of how they were 

“linked to serious economic, social or political issues, or a combination of these.”46 

Besides the unemployment threats that Chinese labor posed to white workers, Colin 

Holmes identifies three salient habits that the Chinese had and that were regarded as 

being “‘subversive of the comfort and well-being of society’”47 by contemporary 

Englishmen: gambling, sexual behavior, as well as their involvement in drugs.48 In 

Holmes’ account, he enumerates three cases in the period from 1918 to 1922 in which 

Englishmen died from the effects of cocaine, and, most importantly, also involved the 

Chinese selling the narcotics to them. These cases were not only reported sentimentally 

on newspapers, but converted into “social significance” in the context of the “xenophobic 

circumstances of the war and its aftermath.”49 Following the occurrence of these three 

tragedies, Holmes points out that “images which emphasized the presence of demoralized, 

immortal, or treacherous qualities in the Chinese,” - i.e., “the anti-Chinese stereotypes 

which had already come into circulation”50 - must be taken into account in order to 

understand the anti-Chinese sentiment stimulated by such calamities. At the time, 

newspaper, popular literature and cinema were the three main sources that helped 

perpetuate and create stereotypes and thus are what I refer to when I mention the “British 

media.” During World War I and the years afterwards, “it was in the columns of the 

popular press that the Chinese were persistently presented, often in crude racial terms, as 

‘primary targets’ with an emphasis on their immorality, their state of demoralization and 
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the dangers they posed to British society.”51 Sax Rohmer, who wrote his first Fu Manchu 

story in 1913, completed Dope: A Story of Chinatown and the Drug Traffic in 1919, 

inspired most significantly by the second case in Holmes’ recount. His primary trademark 

was his emphasis on a “Chinese connection with crime.”52 Finally, a series of British 

movies with subject matter related to Chinese criminals, fueled by “images culled from 

newspapers and literature,” contributed much to the transmission of racial stereotypes 

into popular consciousness.53 Even though police reports between 1906 and the mid-

1920s substantiated that “many of the fears and opinions” expressed in newspapers were 

“unfounded,”54 a distinct anti-Chinese sentiment continued to prevail in British society. 

     Imagology puts forth that literary representation “has proved to be remarkable 

persistent and vigorous,” as well as preemptive of “real-world experience and real-world 

behaviour.”55 When Mrs. Wendell is asked by Pastor Yi if she is willing to rent her rooms 

to two Chinese men, she instantly musters in her mind's eye all portrayals of the Chinese 

from “novels, movies, plays, and hearsays concocted by missionaries” (Mas, 412). The 

first image she puts forth is that of “the Chinese boiling rats” in her house. The second is 

naturally related to the smoking of opium (Mas, 412). As innocent as Mrs. Wendell is, 

she rebukes Pastor Yi's suggestion by saying: “do you think I can allow two Chinese men 

to cook rats in my house?” (412). Apparently, she does not cast even a tiny bit of doubt 

on the rumor that the Chinese eat rats. The bottom line in terms of the suggested 

arrangement is that since she is much more civilized, she and the Chinese obviously 

cannot live together. Constrained by the meager money she earns, however, Mrs. 

Wendell ponders her two options – making a little bit more money by renting rooms to 
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these two Chinese men or absolutely not serving the Chinese “who are murderers, 

arsonists, and rat-eaters?” (Mas, 412). This collective image of the Chinese certainly does 

not carry any merit and indeed bears all the vices that Mrs. Wendell can possibly 

conceive. Also, the stereotypes of all Chinese in general seem to apply to these two 

particular Chinese men as if they, being individuals, assemble all of the mentioned 

stereotypical qualities even though Mrs. Wendell has never met them. At the end of the 

conversation in which she finally acquiesces to the rental, she nevertheless hastens to 

supplement a condition: “I won’t permit them to use my bathtub” (Mas, 413). Although 

she is compelled by a need for money to lease her rooms, she does her best to draw a line 

between her and the two Chinese tenants.  

     When Mrs. Wendell meets Ma Junior and Senior, the fact that they are not as ugly as 

the Chinese in movies perplexes her. Instantaneously, her mental image of the Chinese 

and her real experience collide,56 and she ponders that “perhaps they are not genuine 

Chinese? Not Chinese? Then what…?” (Mas, 427). Again, she does not reject the mental 

image of the Chinese deriving purely from the media and rumors. Since what she sees 

does not conform to what she thinks - namely, the culturally accumulated images57 - she 

doubts if Ma Junior and Senior are real Chinese. When her mental image and real 

experience contradict each other, she unwittingly chooses to believe what she imagines 

over what she sees in reality.   

     Mrs. Wendell's recognition that Ma Junior and Senior are physically different from the 

stereotypes to which she has been exposed indicates that Miss Wendell’s image of the 

Chinese completely contradicts reality. At the breakfast on the second day after Ma 
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Junior and Senior move in, Miss Wendell warns her mother to “watch out for poison” 

before she lifts teacup to take a sip (Mas, 433). Surely Miss Wendell is not so innocent as 

to avoid taking precautions against the two Chinese men before they move in, as she did 

not oppose her mother’s decision. Nevertheless, it is precisely because she is naïve that 

she is not able to develop a prejudice against the image of the Chinese depicted in plays, 

movies, and novels. Her warning has “a history to it, somewhat akin to religious faith as 

“everybody knows the Chinese poison people!” (Mas, 433). Whereas Mrs. Wendell’s 

fantastical depiction of the Chinese still inhabits her mind, Miss Wendell converts her 

belief into reality in no time.  

     Not only that, when the stories she hears from friends conflict with those related on 

newspaper, she disgraces her friend rather than question the media. John, her friend, tells 

her in a letter that he kills five “yellow devils, including a woman” in Shanghai, China 

(Mas, 434). By contrast, the newspaper reports that “the Chinese slaughter English 

people whereas the British never kills even half a Chinese” (Mas, 434). Facing the 

confusion, Miss Wendell does not disbelieve the newspaper a bit; the explanation she can 

find for the contradiction is that John is “bragging and lying” (Mas, 434). Yet, she herself 

seems to be suspicious of her speculation: “is John really lying?” (Mas, 434). In Otto 

Klinegerg’s study on national stereotypes, he asserts that stereotypes, “of course have a 

cause, but the cause is more likely to be found in characterizations in novels or the 

cinema [earlier he mentions stereotypes occur in newspapers, radio broadcasts, cinema, 

school textbooks, popular magazines, etc.] than in actual experience.”58 In Miss 

Wendell’s case, even though she has sensed the antithesis between reality and the image 



 

 

73 

that has been painted about the Chinese in the newspaper, she apparently discounts her 

real life experience. When the evidence does not tally with the stereotypes, she, like her 

mother, prefers to “forcibly… adjust the evidence.”59 She thus determines that John is 

certainly bragging.   

     More importantly, when it comes to “auto-image” - or the images that Miss Wendell 

has of Englishmen - Englishmen must be braver, more able and more courageous 

regardless.60 As a result, while she totally trusts the newspaper’s statement, she is on the 

other hand elated by John’s heroic behavior. She even relates it to a movie that she has 

watched, in which an English hero brings down more than ten “yellow-faced, noseless” 

Chinese (Mas, 434). As long as it can confirm her auto-image of Englishmen being 

heroes, Miss Wendell quickly forgets about everything else, including her belief that it is 

an English value to think that “killing a woman is not human” (Mas, 434).  

     As Mrs. Wendell and Miss Wendell come to know more about Ma Junior and Senior 

through their frequent interactions, Miss Wendell cannot any longer neglect the fact that 

these two Chinese tenants do not fit into clear-cut stereotypes. She subsequently resorts to 

logic to argue that the stereotypes are true. Mrs. Wendell says “nothing in the movies is 

real,” merely to argue with her daughter; Miss Wendell supposes if a solid half of movies, 

plays and novels are lies, then at least “fifty percent of them are true” (Mas, 470). Mrs. 

Wendell then urges her daughter to smell the flowers that Ma Senior nurtures, with the 

intention to prove the Chinese truly appreciate flowers as civilized people do. Miss 

Wendell rebuts that “people enjoying flowers do not necessarily dislike murder and 

arson” (Mas, 475). When Ma Wei finally falls into her category of hero due to a fight 
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with Paul that he wins, Miss Wendell even sees Ma's features transformed into those of a 

Caucasian - “his yellow face in pale, hair in blonde” – confirming that for her, a hero 

always has to be a white man (Mas, 599).  

     Whereas Miss Wendell never likes Ma Wei as a lover because such an arrangement is 

“simply impossible,” her mother comes to fall in love with Ma Senior (Mas, 600). She 

not only finds that Ma Senior loves things such as puppies and flowers – as all civilized 

people do – but is also impressed by his generosity in regard to financial matters. 

Although she is ostracized by her relatives because she hosts two Chinese men, she 

receives tenderness from Ma Senior through his gifts and companionship, which she is 

unable to obtain from men in her own society. Her acceptance of Ma Senior, who is a 

yellow man outside of her usual social circle, also has to do with her eccentric 

temperament. Indeed, she is said at one point to have “rather curious idiosyncracy of 

taking great pleasure in deliberately being contrary” (Mas, 496). Because her society is 

vehemently prejudiced against the Chinese, she alone determines to be different. 

Nevertheless, she ultimately cannot fight against all of society by herself. When she and 

Ma Senior buy a wedding ring, the salesman only shows them cheap ones because Ma 

Senior is Chinese. After being asked for more expensive rings, the salesman apologizes: 

“I mistook this gentleman to be Chinese. I didn’t realize he was Japanese” (Mas, 601). 

When Ma Senior requests to look at rings priced over twenty pounds, the salesman 

almost reports to the police because “if a Chinese has over twenty pounds in his pocket, 

he must be a robber” (Mas, 602). Pressed by the “racial prejudice” that she experiences 

everywhere, Mrs. Wendell eventually calls off the wedding (Mas, 618).  
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     There is no research on interracial marriage between British women and Chinese men 

in London of the 1920s. However, scholarship done on British-Chinese interracial 

marriage in 1910-20 in London and Liverpool is quite illuminating. An investigation in 

1910 concluded that in London, “…the Chinaman if he becomes intimate with an English 

girl does not lead her to prostitution but prefers to marry her and treat her well.”61 Police 

reports stated that in Liverpool “The Chinesemen have no difficulty in getting English 

women to marry them, to cohabit them, or to act the prostitute with them, and in all these 

relations they treat women well, they are sober, they do not beat their wives and they pay 

liberally for prostitution.”62 The family backgrounds of these British women were “‘poor 

but honest.’”63 There was also “a fairly high proportion of women from Irish families as 

well as of ‘Chinese’ widows whose second and sometimes even subsequent husbands 

were also Chinese.”64 While it was possible that interracial marriage between British 

women and Chinese men in London declined in the 1920s because racial prejudice 

peaked during the time period, another source reveals that the finale that Lao She 

arranges for the relationships of his characters is artificial. In his autobiographical essay 

“My Various Landlords,” Lao She relates that his landlord’s daughter, Miss Darmin, 

offered to teach him how to dance for half the nominal fee, but he did not avail himself of 

the generous offer.65 According to Lao She’s friend Hu Jinquan, Miss Darmin had a crush 

on Lao She.66 Lao She himself concludes in his “My Various Landlords” that 

“landladies’ daughters often become the wives of Chinese studying abroad students. This 

is the stuff of which novels of trivia are based. But the students are not the only ones to 
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blame.”67 We can deduce from here that it is not unusual that British women actually 

ended up married to Chinese men in the 1920s when Lao She lived in London.  

     In his study on Lao She’s early works, Zbigniew Slupski states that Lao She was 

attempting to capture a veritable record of events.68 His aim “was to ‘record an authentic 

event, with care and polish, of course – but no more than that.’”69 Nevertheless, in The 

Two Mas, Lao She seems not interested in recording what happens. He himself claims 

that “all characters and matters in The Two Mas are imaginary” as “nearly none of them 

indeed happened or was seen in London” and as such he “pays more attention to the 

national characters that they represent.”70 When it comes to Anglo-Chinese relations,71 

Lao She gives up his usual writing techniques; instead, he “focalizes on their [English 

characters’] relationships with their country, but neglects other aspects.”72 In Mrs. and 

Miss Wendell’s cases, their relationships with Ma Junior and Senior are exploited by Lao 

She to demonstrate one of the novel’s primary tropes: If China is not strong enough, its 

citizens are looked down by the world. In absolute opposition to the subject matter 

included in Wang Tao’s stories, both Ma Junior and Ma Senior are rejected by their 

lovers only because they are Chinese. While Ma Wei is turned down outright, the 

individuality of Ma Senior truly moves Mrs. Wendell’s heart. Nonetheless, because the 

whole of English society is prejudiced against the Chinese, his charisma does not 

overcome the fact that he comes from a weak country. The love stories of western women 

and Chinese men are, under the pen of Lao She, utilized to express his anxiety about 

China’s weakness and thus advocate strengthening China for its golden future.  
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Pastor Yi and Alexander: 

A representative of English National Character and a Hetero-Stereotype of Englishmen 

 

     Since Mrs. Wendell and Miss Wendell have never been to China, they become good 

illustrations of how stereotypes prevent Englishmen from understanding the Chinese. 

Moreover, their gender makes them expedient mediums for Lao She to convey his idea 

that China must be strong in order for its citizens to be respected in the world. The other 

two major Englishmen in The Two Mas, Pastor Yi and the merchant Alexander, come 

into the story having been in China for many years conducting their respective affairs. 

Pastor Yi symbolizes the national character of the English – the reasoning for which 

perhaps being Lao She's familiarity with missionaries73 - while Alexander is depicted as a 

caricatured figure of a drunken loud-mouth.  

     The concept of national character centers on “a comprehensive understanding of the 

national way of life, the characteristic behaviour and the attitudes of the national 

population.”74 It manifests “in the field of customs, habits, institutions, norms, values.”75 

The first lesson that Ma Junior and Senior learn about how Englishmen handle things 

differently from the Chinese is when they discover the habit of paying for one's own bill 

at a meal, even if they are indisputably the hosts in such a situation. When Pastor Yi asks 

the Mas if they are hungry, Ma Senior replies in the negative only because he presumes 

Pastor Yi will treat them and he feels embarrassed to let him pay (Mas, 419). Considering 

that it will make Pastor Yi “lose face” if he does not let him treat them, Ma Senior finally 

agrees to eat (Mas, 419). He never expects Pastor Yi to ask them to pay for their own 
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meals. Although the meals are not expensive at all – only three or four shillings – Ma 

Senior “deliberately shows his scorn by actually offering to pay Pastor Yi’s bill” (Mas, 

421). Pastor Yi firmly refuses, exclaiming “No! No! When in England, do as the English 

do. Each one pays for his own bill. We don’t fight for the check” (Mas, 421). They 

quickly learn the custom, as Ma Wei soon takes out four pennies to buy tickets for 

himself and his father, English style. However, the British method of “reciprocity, with 

no one losing out” is difficult for the elder Ma to accept (Mas, 540). At one point, Pastor 

Yi needs Ma Senior to help him write a book about the history of Daoism in China. 

However, in order to make it a fair deal, he offers to translate in return if Ma Senior 

writes a book in Chinese with subject matter preferably related to a comparison of 

Eastern and Western cultures. However, he feels that he cannot ask for Ma Senior’s help 

unless he can “return the favor” (Mas, 540). Unfortunately, out of laziness and not 

wanting “a loss of face for the Chinese people” (Mas, 540), Ma Senior only assents to a 

one-sided bargain in which he provides the assistance. Yet, Pastor Yi does not accept Ma 

Senior’s help unless he can do something in return. When Ma Senior offers help in order 

to “square the debt of Ma Wei’s having beaten up Paul, thereby balancing the account” 

(Mas, 603), Pastor Yi insists that Ma Senior’s help and Ma Wei’s fight with Paul be “two 

separate matters” and thus urges Ma Senior to tell him how he could help immediately 

(Mas, 603).  

     Pastor Yi represents English national character largely because his habits and values 

are the inverse of those of Ma Senior. Whereas Ma Senior does not mind helping Pastor 

Yi without asking anything in return, Pastor Yi positively insists on mutual help. 
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Similarly, as Ma Senior intends to compensate for Ma Wei’s having beaten up Paul with 

helping Pastor Yi with his Chinese, Pastor Yi refuses to confound these two businesses. 

In fact, Ma Senior cannot help categorizing Pastor Yi’s thoughts and actions as “the ways 

of foreign devils” (Mas, 541). Later on he even generalizes how the conduct of such 

“foreign devils” is fundamentally different from that of the Chinese, stating that “instead 

of being vague, they insist on getting answers about every sharp edge and corner” (Mas, 

603). Although it seems strange to utilize a pastor to represent British national character, 

if we take into account Lao She's past close contact with missionaries and the church, his 

choice is actually quite understandable. As such, the Christians in The Two Mas “come 

across as fairly realistic, portrayed with their all too human foibles.”76 In the end, Pastor 

Yi humbles himself before Miss Wendell out of the genuine love for his daughter, and 

thereby demonstrates his true humanity through the humility of such a display.  

     It is due to Pastor Yi's past experience as a missionary that he treats Chinese people 

“with patronising affection.”77 However, he is unequivocally an Englishman after all is 

said and done. He possesses the overbearing attitude that Lao She's Englishmen all 

possess towards the Chinese. A few examples will illustrate this point. He uses every 

ounce of his diplomatic prowess - including the authority accorded to him by Christianity 

and the worldly assets he can muster - in order to persuade Mrs. Wendell to take on Ma 

Junior and Senior as boarders. He even uses methods of the most meticulous tact as not to 

offend her, as he does not even correct Mrs. Wendell in saying that Chinese people do not 

eat rats because the statement would be “a bit repudiating” (Mas, 412). Rather, he replies 

that he will enjoin them not to do so as to comply with her opinions. He also seems to be 
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quite considerate. He reckons that Ma Junior and Senior “cannot afford to stay in a 

hotel,” yet he does not want them to deal with people whom he cannot trust. Hence, he 

has endured every bit of displeasure brought by looking for lodgings for these two 

Chinese men (Mas, 412). However, even after he has worked such apparent benevolence 

on their behalf, he still curses them on the street by saying “Fuck it! For these two bastard 

Chinese…” (Mas, 413). Shortly after, he picks up Ma Junior and Senior at the Liverpool 

station, moves heavy luggage for them and offers to eat their first meal with them after 

they arrive in England. Nonetheless, as soon as they eat, he cannot help extolling the 

restaurant’s cleanness and England’s orderliness: “After all, this is old England! Ma Wei, 

do you see that? Huh?” (Mas, 420) And as mentioned above, Pastor Yi does not hesitate 

to teach them the English way of paying for bills. When Ma Senior refuses to 

irresponsibly write a book about Chinese culture because he does not want to “disgrace 

the Chinese people”, Pastor Yi is so surprised that “his mouth remains open for quite a 

while” (Mas, 540). It is thus revealed that he had never thought of Ma Senior as 

somebody who loved his country any less than the young generation did. It is described 

also that he “never had respect” for Ma Senior, as he at some point in the past came to the 

decision that the Chinese were “nothing more than dirty, smelly, stupid fools” (Mas, 540). 

     The skech on Pastor Yi made by Lao She vividly illustrate his attitudes towards the 

Chinese: 

He truly loves the Chinese people: in the middle of the night when he is 

unable to sleep, he always prays that God will soon make China become an 

English dependency. With hot tears forming in his eyes, he tells God: if the 
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Chinese are not supervised by the English, this flock of yellow-skinned, 

black-haired things [dongxi, 东西, Italics mine] will never make it to heaven! 

(Mas, 407) 

For Pastor Yi, Chinese people will not be better off until they are overseen by the British. 

In fact, he does his best to maintain the image of being “more able, more intelligent, more 

responsible, more courageous, more just, more industrious, etc., than the powerless,”78 

i.e., the auto-images of themselves. After Ma Senior becomes intoxicated along with 

Alexander, Pastor Yi decides to make a fuss about it for the reason that “if he does not, he 

cannot face God” (Mas, 506). Although it is “not worth fighting over Ma Senior,” he 

ponders how it will resolve itself if Ma Wei raises the matter (Mas, 506) since, according 

to him, the young Chinese are much smarter than the “older yellow-faced devils” (Mas, 

506). Pastor Yi even spontaneously adds the word “disgusting” after mentioning Ma 

Wei’s name (Mas, 506). In addition, he reckons he should take precautions in case Mrs. 

Wendell “inquires about the issue” (Mas, 506). In order to maintain his image as a man of 

God, he becomes determined to complain about Alexander in front of his wife. However, 

as soon as he is criticized by her in return, he quickly redirects such talk to his daughter 

and is never able to bring up the topic again. 

     Auto-images of Englishmen in a favorable light are evidently not very appreciated by 

Lao She. On the contrary, Lao She satirizes Pastor Yi’s hypocrisy on the treatment of 

alcohol and Christianity. When he eats with Ma Junior and Senior, he orders a glass of 

beer for himself. However, although he explains that he only drinks “when with friends 

for good cheer,” he conversely “drank under the table” when he was in China (Mas, 420). 
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He swallows another glass with one gulp and still repeats that such an action is “just for 

good cheer” (Mas, 420). It is thus obvious how much he really wants to drink, and keeps 

finding excuses to do so. Taking a canister of tea from Ma Senior, he “rolls his overcoat 

around it and holds it under his arm” (Mas, 429-30). He is afraid that “if he carried the 

roundish container openly, people would suspect it was a bottle of liquor,” and a minister 

“must behave with such decorum that he is always able to face his Maker without shame” 

(Mas, 430). Conversely, Pastor Yi regards Alexander’s getting Ma Senior drunk as 

“sabotaging” his efforts to convert people to Christianity and intends to pick a fight over 

such actions (Mas, 505). He describes the situation as doing his “utmost to persuade Ma 

Senior to be a good Christian,” an effort ultimately derailed by Alexander coming along 

and “in one fell swoop” foiling all of his “efforts” (Mas, 507). The irony is even though 

he drinks, anyone else who drinks is not a real Christian. In the end, he is too much of a 

coward to confront either Alexander or his wife over such hypocrisy. If Pastor Yi views 

Chinese people with “patronising affection,” then Lao She looks at Englishmen with 

“suspicion and reservation.”79 By satirizing Pastor Yi’s hypocrisy on alcohol and 

Christianity, Lao She ends up questioning Christianity itself. 

     Despite being an object of satire, Pastor Yi ultimately “becomes more whole” by the 

end of the novel, and “gets back in touch with some basic human values.”80 Alexander, 

by contrast, is portrayed as a static and stereotypical figure. Fixating on his two salient 

characteristics – his uncouthness and alcohol abuse - Lao She magnifies his comic 

features to display all of his burlesque qualities so that Alexander becomes a hetero-

stereotype of an Englishman as depicted by a Chinese writer. Alexander greets Mrs. 



 

 

83 

Wendell with an inquiry after the health of Mr. Winter, even though his sister tells him 

that Mr. Winter has passed away. However, he “does not pay attention” and rushes over 

to introduce himself to Ma Senior (Mas, 481). After saying grace prior to supper, he 

“snatches up” a bottle and pours a glass for everyone (Mas, 482). Even when he hands 

over a salt shaker to Mrs. Wendell, he “almost knocks over a pepper” in the course of his 

movement (Mas, 482). Not only is he unmannered, his study-room also manifests its 

owner's crudeness. The flames of the fireplace “sputter upward” as if “burning the world 

red” (Mas, 579). The rugs on the floor are so thick that they seem to “ensnare one’s feet” 

(Mas, 579). The legs of a large desk are “thicker than an elephant’s” (Mas, 579). We are 

told that many of his old friends avoid him because he is “loud and impolite” (Mas, 482). 

This is likely why he jumps at the chance to come to Pastor Yi’s house to eat. Moreover, 

he has no ability to grasp a concept like beauty “unless being told how much the 

commodity is worth per pound” (Mas, 482). He measures everything with money. 

     Every time Alexander appears in the novel, he is either drinking or talking about 

drinking, his breath simultaneously smelling heavily like alcohol. At Pastor Yi’s house, 

he is forced to drink the light beer provided by his sister despite preferring stronger fare. 

After the dinner, he “sneers” at the men and women in the park while dragging Ma 

Senior to a pub to continue drinking. Yet, when he sees the establishment he “breaks into 

hearty laughter” (Mas, 492). When he hears that Ma Senior is sick because of drinking 

too much with him, he “brings him over a bottle of brandy” for comfort (Mas, 504). He 

furthermore invites the Chinese man to celebrate the Christmas holiday with him in order 

for them to “have a jolly old time drinking” (Mas, 562). When Ma Senior comes to his 
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house, they finish an entire bottle of wine and then ask for another bottle. Even his cat is 

drunk because they “drank together the day before” (Mas, 581). Although the last time 

we see Alexander he is not drinking, “his nose is especially red and his breath smells as 

heavily of alcohol as if the stopper has been taken out of a whiskey keg” (Mas, 635). 

Thus, his stereotypical features are cemented in all relevant contexts. 

     Lao She definitely portrays Alexander as a rude alcoholic with a specific purpose in 

mind. As a response to the stereotypes of the Chinese in the English media, he intends to 

create a stereotype of Englishmen in his novel. Lao She certainly knows what a usual 

Englishman is like. In “My Various Landlords,” he states that Mr. Darmin is “a typical 

Englishman, having a house and savings, hard-working, clean, understands nothing, only 

knows his work is honorable and Englishmen are the best in the world.”81 Within his 

limited social circle, he never mentions that any of his English friends are either 

alcoholics or ill-mannered.82 Through this intentionally-created caricatured figure, we can 

see that the auto-images of Englishmen are not acknowledged by Lao She. Instead, his 

hetero-stereotype of an Englishmen is the absolute opposite.83 As for the reason Lao She 

invents such a negative hetero-stereotype of Englishmen in his novel, we should look at 

the historical context of such a “confrontation between different cultures.”84 Faced with 

the disparaging portrayals of the Chinese in English media at the time, Lao She cannot 

come up with any positive hetero-stereotypes of Englishmen. In his study on the images 

of Germans in English fiction, Gerd Rohmann states that they “consist of a complex of 

very subjective assumptions about reality. Not only is this reality perceived as containing 

meaning. It is also a product of British wishful thinking and value judgments which 
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depend on the authors’ world views.”85 Likewise, I believe that in the case of Alexander, 

it also attests to the fact that the image of a foreigner is a subjective assumption of reality. 

Thus, such images are largely contingent upon both historical context and Lao She’s 

specific viewpoint.  

 

Katherine: a Vague Cosmopolitan Ideal 

 

In his study on Lao She’s fiction, Alexander C.Y. Huang focuses on Chinese overseas 

students that have returned to China. By exposing their inability to “contextualize foreign 

commodities or to internalize the mode of thinking of another culture,”86 Huang argues 

that Lao She is skeptical of the validity of cosmopolitanism.87 This is primarily due to the 

fact that, in Huang’s point of view, Lao She intends to raise the question of “whether we 

can refuse to be defined by the local, either by birth or by acculturation.”88 While I agree 

with Huang that Lao She’s fiction bears out some theoretical issues engaged by 

cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism,89 I do think that in order to examine Lao She’s 

ideas on cosmopolitanism, we should not look at those literary characters who have 

refused to digest western “modes” of thinking. Rather, those who are critical of both 

natives and other cultures alike – as the characters Katherine and Li Zirong do in The 

Two Mas - should be our primary focus. 

     Before I proceed to analyze the image of Katherine, I would like to examine the 

theoretical issue of actually defining the concept of “cosmopolitanism.” Cosmopolitanism 

as I use the term applies to a viewpoint cultivated through traveling to different countries 
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that is also “a perspective, a state of mind, or - to take a more process-oriented view - a 

mode of managing meaning.”90 Genuine cosmopolitanism is first of all an “orientation” 

and “a willingness to engage with the Other” while also entailing “intellectual and 

aesthetic openness toward divergent cultural experiences, a search for contrasts rather 

than uniformity.”91 On the other hand, cosmopolitan figures are not tied to a particular 

community setting, and as Victor Roudometof argues, they are also less attached to a 

state or country.92 Ulf Hannerz points out that intellectuals have a special relationship 

with the state of cosmopolitanism because they are “people with credentials” and 

“decontextualized culture capital,” which “can be quickly and shiftingly recontextulized 

in a series of different settings.”93 Moreover, they share “culture of critical discourse”94 

so that they keep distance from any particular culture and define the meaning of life on 

their own terms.  

     Unlike her father, who is virtually a “walking encyclopedia” (Mas, 407) of things 

Chinese but cannot speak Chinese well, Katherine not only speaks Chinese well but can 

“read simple Chinese books with the help of dictionary” (Mas, 479). Also unlike her 

mother, she knows that the Chinese “do not like rice with milk and sugar” (Mas, 479). 

Similarly unlike her brother, she is friendly with Chinese people. She even volunteers to 

teach Ma Wei English and asks about learning Chinese from Ma Wei. As such, she “does 

not get along” with her father and mother, and “even less so” with her brother (Mas, 489). 

“Having been born in China and being English, she knows something about both 

countries” (Mas, 489). In her view, “the problem with England is that Englishmen do not 

read” (Mas, 488). The same applies to China (Mas, 489). Nevertheless, there are “some 
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Englishmen who do read and give the country the secure position” it has (Mas, 488). 

Therefore, Katherine encourages Ma Wei to concentrate on his study on business because 

“only by understanding business well can he help other Chinese compete with foreign 

businessmen” (Mas, 489). Unless Ma Wei is “capable to do something for China with his 

education, he is in no position to discuss how to save China” (Mas, 488). Knowing that 

Ma Wei out of filial piety hesitates to force his father to boost their business, Katherine 

tells him that “from an English point of view, extricating oneself from a dangerous 

situation is smarter than observing foolish rules of filial piety” (Mas, 489). While 

Katherine does not hold to the usual stereotypes that Englishmen have for the Chinese, 

her urging Ma Wei to compete with foreign businessmen and salvage China sounds oddly 

suspicious, and indeed sounds distinctly like the author’s speech. Once again, Lao She 

exploits the image of the western woman in order to articulate his ideas on how to save 

his country from weakness.  

     In some aspects, Katherine “conveys something of eastern women’s quiet beauty” 

(Mas, 486). She is “placid” (Mas, 521) and “unhurried” (Mas, 585).95 On the other hand, 

she is brave enough to break away from conservative concepts of happiness and marriage 

in order to elope with Miss Wendell’s fiancé. By comparing Katherine with her brother 

and Miss Wendell, Lao She praises her as being representative of the young generation 

after World War I that believes in “peace, freedom, and the abolition of marriage, 

religion, narrow-minded patriotism, and government by a parliamentary aristocracy” 

(Mas, 621). This is in contrast to her brother and Miss Wendell’s firm belief in the 

advantages of “war, patriotism and the preservation of the old forms of marriage and 
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religion” (Mas, 621). Nevertheless, while Katherine is critical of both English and 

Chinese culture, her image as a cosmopolitan ideal is vague in the sense that when she 

comments on China she comes across as the mouthpiece of Lao She. In her love story 

with Miss Wendell’s fiancé, we only find out what happens in the end and ultimately 

have no idea how their relationship develops or how she feels about the situation, as Lao 

She chooses to leave out the details.   

 

3 Ma Senior, Ma Wei and Li Zirong: 
A Vehement Criticism of Chinese Official Culture and Lao She’s Vision of 

New Chinese Culture 
 

Many scholars have noted the generational gap between Ma Senior and Ma Wei in 

their argument that Ma Senior represents “the older generation of Chinese who still held 

on to traditional values” while Ma Wei is “a representative of the new youth.”96 

Nevertheless, upon examination of the traditional values held by Ma Senior blatantly 

satirized by Lao She in the novel, it is apparent that the old man occupies the wen aspect 

of the wen-wu (cultural/martial) paradigm as it is argued that Ma Senior represents the 

declining scholar class in Chinese society; even going so far as to equate him with Kong 

Yiji.97 When attempting to identify the “hero” of the novel, scholars tend to point to Ma 

Wei as playing that role.98 As for Li Zirong, Kam Louie asserts that he is a “prototype of 

the ideal masculine men of later communist literature.”99 Although Ma Senior certainly 

manifests some characteristics of the Chinese scholar class in the novel, he is simply too 

fettered by “thousands of years of Chinese culture” to play such a role.100 I argue that Lao 

She is specifically critical of Chinese official culture101 in his lampooning of Ma Senior, 
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inasmuch as the image of Ma Senior seems to embody the mindset inherent to those who 

strive to becoming officials. In The Two Mas, this specifically refers to the psychological 

pressure that the vast majority of Chinese people feel at the time - not merely scholars – 

to strive to become officials. This psychology is simply more evident in the scholar class 

only because in most cases, being a scholar was a prerequisite to being an official. 

Moreover, Ma Senior personifies what Li Dazhao, Chen Duxiu and Hu Shi call Chinese 

“still civilization” as opposed to western “dynamic civilization.”102 While Ma Wei 

represents the young generation’s admiration of western culture, he is put forth by Lao 

She as a victim of China's inferiority complex to western countries. He is in fact a 

representative of what Leo Ou-fan Lee calls the May Fourth generation,103 which was 

characterized by the romantic and sentimental in opposition to the staid bureaucratic 

culture of imperial China. By exposing Ma Wei’s weaknesses, Lao She demonstrates that 

such a conflicted personality cannot shoulder the responsibility of strengthening China. 

To Lao She’s heterodox view,104 only Li Zirong represents an ideal “new” Chinese 

culture distinctly aligned with the pragmatism of British culture at the time.  

 

Ma Senior: 

A Satire of Chinese Official culture and Chinese “Still Civilization” 

 

     In English scholarship, I can only find one article, written by Kam Louie, which 

proceeds to specifically analyze Ma Senior. He argues that “as a pathetic, antiquated 

person who mouths the code of conduct for the ‘gentleman’ (junzi), he［Ma Senior］is a 
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perfect caricature of a wenren out of his depth, heading towards bankruptcy and ruin. In 

short, he is a most fitting candidate for ending up as a Kong Yiji in an indifferent foreign 

land.”105 Nevertheless, Louie overlooks the fact that Ma Senior was educated in an 

English school (Mas, 414). As such, he can neither write decent classical Chinese nor is 

capable of enjoying reading it (Mas, 414). On the contrary, he has “never developed a 

taste for reading”; for him, it is “ridiculous to hold a book” (Mas, 544). Whereas Kong 

Yiji had a broad knowledge of classical Chinese and desired to pass the civil examination, 

Ma Senior is enamored with a different goal for his life. In his mind, “the only way to 

glorify his ancestors” is to “serve as a government official” (Mas, 415). The ideal life for 

him is to “become an official, live opulently, have a lot of women, and raise fat children” 

(Mas, 543). Therefore, he is preoccupied by finding a position in the government and 

afterward never working again in another capacity. For instance, he would rather rely on 

his brother’s remittance from Britain to support his family than teach English in schools 

(Mas, 414). When his first wife passes away, he regrets that he does not make her an 

honorable official’s wife. He intends to remarry a government minister’s daughter so that 

he could obtain an official position through marriage (Mas, 416). Even after moving to 

London, he is still obsessed with the idea. He hopes that Ma Wei studies political science 

so that upon their return to China his son could become an official (Mas, 541). When he 

flirts with Mrs. Wendell, he cannot comprehend why Mr. Wendell does not share similar 

goals (Mas, 475). Even when he eats at Chinese restaurants, he “stares scornfully” behind 

his glasses at Chinese students there – likely men with similar goals to himself - only 

because they remind him of his unrealized goals (Mas, 589). His desires reach to such an 
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extent that, although he was never, nor ever will be an official, his gestures, movements 

and psychology imitate those of the men he so admires. For instance, when Pastor Yi 

picks him up at Liverpool Station, he “carries a small box, steps slowly down from the 

train in a manner befitting a ‘Commissioner’ of the bygone Qing dynasty alighting from 

his sedan chair” (Mas, 419). When they go to eat, he “swaggers along slowly, his two 

hands hold behind his back so as to raise the bottom of his long overcoat” (Mas, 419-420). 

Even when he dusts his shoes at the end of the trip to London, he does it as if “they were 

ceremonial boots, complete with green leather face, and he a high government official” 

(Mas, 430). Not only does Ma Senior mimic the official’s gestures, he internally 

considers himself an official. He is ashamed of mentioning going to his curio shop 

because only “going to the yamen has sufficient grandeur” (Mas, 522). He even compares 

his not returning to the shop after a quarrel with Li Zirong with “a government Minister 

not going into his Ministry when he is angry” (Mas, 537). When he takes a stroll on the 

street, even though he knows there is a sign in the distance telling which street it is, he is 

unwilling to go there and take a look because “no person with status looks for place name 

by himself” (Mas, 615).  

     Such behavior is appropriate to Ma Senior’s desire for official status, given that he 

continues such behavior even though his circumstances have by all accounts changed. He 

continues to busy himself with making connections in a foreign city, as he believes the 

way of becoming an official is to “make feasts and present gifts for previous and 

incumbent officials” (Mas, 439). Even though he sits tight like a petty official called on 

by his superior in order to sufficiently express his desire to please, he demonstrates an 
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extremely composed manner while he is presenting gifts to Mrs. Wendell and Pastor Yi 

in the landlady's living room. After being told by Ma Wei that there are only two 

canisters of tea in their small case, he still expresses fatigue after the long trip and only 

wants to “lie down and rest” when he is actually quite clear of mind (Mas, 427). He 

instantly figures out that they have brought the small case with them. After confirming it 

with Ma Wei, he orders: “Bring them in!” Elsewhere, Ma Senior is never so competent in 

such matters (Mas, 429). However, he is so good at presenting gifts that after a few 

concise sentences of introducing the tea, he hands one canister to Pastor Yi and places the 

other on the piano due to his long relationship with the man. Whereas he does not care 

about breaking the antiques in his shop, he is much more deliberate when he mulls over 

those to whom he is going to present gifts for Christmas and which gift is appropriate for 

whom. When hearing that Englishmen exchange presents at Christmas, he “becomes 

delighted” because he often has nothing to do (Mas, 552). More importantly, the custom 

would give him opportunity to “cultivate connections” (Mas, 552). Even if he does not 

like Li Zirong, he decides to buy him a pair of shoes because he believes “coarse people 

like practical things” (Mas, 552). Intending to contribute to Mrs. Wendell’s beauty by 

giving her a hat, he ponders which kind of hat would do for such a woman. While he 

carefully chooses suitable gifts for individuals, he even thinks of a gift for Mrs. 

Wendell’s dog and proceeds to wrap seven shillings and six pennies in paper for Mrs. 

Wendell to renew her dog’s license. If we are aware of that Ma Senior just “overhears” 

that Mrs. Wendell needs to renew a license for her dog and the license costs exactly 

seven shillings and six pennies, we would know how Ma Senior racks his brains for 
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pleasing people by gifts (Mas, 552). He is even meticulous on the wrapping for such a 

gift, and upon realizing that the strands for Mrs. and Miss Wendell’s gifts are too coarse 

and unattractive for his tastes. Therefore, as he is unable to find “fine string,” he dyes the 

ribbons with Ma Wei’s red ink and then dries them by the fireside because “the color red 

is striking and all women like red” (Mas, 567). Ma Senior not only presents gifts in order 

to please people but also holds feasts if he is pleased with others – all in order to show his 

“friendship.” As long as the socialists say good things about the Chinese, Ma Senior 

“cannot help smiling and inviting them to eat with him” (Mas, 589). If they praise 

Chinese civilization as fantastic, he is instantly gleeful, as he does not carry the “slightest 

doubt” that the Chinese are the “most civilized people under heaven” and thus treats them 

to another meal (Mas, 590). By showing his friendship through presenting gifts and 

holding feasts, Ma Senior never gives his money a second thought. He even gives away 

the antiques in his shop “for free” as long as a customer says something nice about 

Chinese-made goods (Mas, 487). Even though his shop loses money, he still considers 

buying Mrs. Wendell another hat to “thank her for taking care of him” when he is sick, in 

addition to the one he buys for Miss Wendell, because he cannot ignore social obligations 

and “maintaining good relationships with people” (Mas, 525).  

     Since Ma Senior’s goal is to become an official and the central task of his life is to 

maintain good relationships with people, he looks down doing business though business 

is exactly what he does in London. He despises businessmen “from birth” even though he 

uses his brother’s money by doing business in London to support his own family (Mas, 

416). For Ma Senior, “the great path to wealth lay in becoming an official” and to him, it 
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is “vulgar and undignified to make money by doing business because it means earning 

money through one’s sweat and blood” (Mas, 439). This philosophy leads him to make 

judgment on Li Zirong that Li is “coarse” because he works hard (Mas, 450). Since the 

business of the curio shop next door is much better than his and he cannot figure out why, 

he only assumes that it is because “all Englishmen have a taste for the vulgar” (Mas, 473). 

When Alexander tells him he has found a way for him to earn extra money, he puts on a 

“cold smile of disdain” as if he is quite displeased with the term “extra money” (Mas, 

580). He makes friends with the owner of the Chinese restaurant only because he is given 

“special treatment” and from time to time even “special dishes” by the owner (Mas, 589). 

Ma Senior would also feel “embarrassed if he were not friendly with him” (Mas, 589). In 

this case, he admits that there are “a few decent people” among businessmen (Mas, 589). 

In the end, he intends to sell his shop to become a shareholder in the restaurant so that he 

would have nothing to worry about, only “waiting for his dividends to come in” (Mas, 

636).   

     While Ma Senior bows deeply in front of Mrs. Wendell when he first meets her, he 

instantly puts on airs as he enters his curio shop, as he is “throwing his chest” forward 

(Mas, 451). The first thing he does is to order “Clerk Li” to make some tea (Mas, 451). 

When Li Zirong proposes to him that he buy tea outside with his personal money, Ma 

Senior immediately scolds Li: “Clerk! Should I, as the owner, take the money out of my 

own pocket when I just want a cup of tea? What nerve to say there are no teapots or 

cups!” (Mas, 452) He thus regards the shop as personal property at his disposal. When 

being asked to go over the account book by Li, he replies that there is no such need, 
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indicating that he does not want to generate any suspicions between the two by simply 

checking the book. Even when he finally asks Ma Wei to do such a review, he adds that 

“it does not really matter” if he “looks over it or not,” all for the purpose of maintaining a 

smooth and friendly relationship with Li Zirong (Mas, 455).   

     More idiosyncrasies occur when Li Zirong volunteers to resign due to the downturn in 

business at the shop. Although Ma Senior can see that Li chooses to leave the job for the 

sake of his own finances, he is of the opinion that Li’s quitting makes him “lose face” 

(Mas, 528). He in turn offers raising Li’s salary in order “not to hurt each other’s face” 

(Mas, 527). When Li does not accept the salary raise, Ma Senior simply drives him away, 

exclaiming to Li: “If you want to go, go. Go now!” (Mas, 528) Immediately afterwards 

he regrets that he “should not have subjected Li to such a loss of face” (Mas, 528). As Li 

insists on working two more weeks in the shop, he cannot stand to be in the same room 

with Li and leaves the shop because “with any hope of saving face already shattered, it 

would be impossible to work together, just impossible” (Mas, 529). When he intends to 

reconcile with Li for Ma Wei’s good, his way of reconciliation is to invite Li to eat 

Chinese food at a restaurant.  

     Above all, the mundane Chinese psychological conflicts included in the novel's 

characterizations of Ma Senior - such as the desires to become an official through making 

connections and looking down upon doing business and maintaining face - ultimately 

symbolize what Li Dazhao, Chen Duxiu and Hu Shi call “Chinese still civilization.” He is 

no more than fifty years old, yet always “deliberately conveys the impression of having 

lost interest in everything” as if a man of fifty “should not lift a straw” (Mas, 413). 
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During his trip to London, all day long he “eats then sleeps, sleeps then eats” and sleeps 

“like a small Buddha” (Mas, 418). Indeed, for him to walk one step would be “at odds 

with principle” (Mas, 413). His favorite activity while living in Mrs. Wendell’s house is 

“sitting and drawing on his pipe with a sucking sound as ring after ring of bluish smoke 

spirals over his head” (Mas, 438). It is thus no wonder that Miss Wendell’s impression of 

him is that he “sits... and says nothing for hours at a time” (Mas, 469). Whereas Ma 

Senior first takes a taxi when he goes to far-off place, he eventually decides that “riding a 

car is unsafe” (Mas, 526). To an even greater extreme, he begins to worry that Li 

Zirong’s bicycle riding puts his life at risk. Even when he wanders on the street, he fears 

of “being run over by a car because the traffic is so chaotic and he is so angry” (Mas, 

537). He does not bother to brush away a bee that is alighted on his forehead because all 

he wants is “to be sedated” (Mas, 525). When he walks, he “stops as he pleases” so that 

the people behind him have to swerve quickly to either side to avoid colliding with him 

or having a pile-up with others (Mas, 457). Even so, he complains that “Englishmen 

move so fast as if everyone has a death in the family” and they “lack the slightest 

semblance of serenity” (Mas, 526). Therefore, Ma Senior is “backward in everything” 

except when it comes to women (Mas, 458).  His switch “from disputing to agreement” 

with Mrs. Wendell on the subject of advertising is so “swift” as to startle her (Mas, 442). 

However, his laziness knows no bounds. He refuses to increase inventory at the shop 

because he already has enough to “keep himself busy” (Mas, 473). When Pastor Yi asks 

his help with Chinese and intends to exchange it with helping him write a book, he does 

his best not to, as he is “already fifty years old. Why bother?” (Mas, 538); in his mind, 
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only “foreign devils” try to repair a business plan when it is losing money (Mas, 527). 

When something agitates Ma Senior, he can always find a way to placate himself and 

then eventually becomes satisfied with the status quo. In the first few days, he feels 

uncomfortable living in Mrs. Wendell’s house so he decides to move to a hotel, no matter 

how much it costs. Then he looks over his cases and other belongings and calms down a 

little bit, coming to the conclusion that it is “too much trouble to move” (Mas, 437). He 

pauses again and his anger abates further, finally admitting that “for the time being” he 

will “put up with it.” (Mas, 437). After quarreling with Li Zirong, he runs off to a 

Chinese restaurant and eats two bowls of noodles. When he becomes aware that he is able 

to eat two instead of one, “his fury is transformed into joy” (Mas, 537). Ma Senior’s 

thinking logic always swings “from negative to positive and ends with a happy medium” 

(Mas, 543). First he deplores that being alive does not carry any meaning, then becomes 

excited when daydreaming of becoming an official. Eventually he concludes that he’d 

better to “go on living, to muddle along,” no matter if being alive in such circumstances 

is good or bad (Mas, 544).  

     In the end, despite Ma Senior's lifelong experience in China and the thousands of 

years of Chinese civilization that he holds behind him, the one new thing that he learns 

from living in London is that he accepts the images that Englishmen have of the Chinese 

and act accordingly.106 He is out “rambling around in a silk gown” only because an 

English lady tells him how beautiful she thinks Chinese clothes are, even though he 

attracts a bunch of children who follow him down the streets yelling “chink” (Mas, 487). 

Since Englishmen believe every Chinese has five or six mistresses, when being asked 
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how many wives he has, he replies “five or six” even though he does not have any (Mas, 

487). As a native Chinese, he “ceremoniously welcomes the British troops” in order to 

prove General Gower’s point that it is in the best interests of the Chinese that the British 

troops remain in China indefinitely (Mas, 487). Ma Senior willingly retains the hetero-

image of a Chinese man that Englishmen possess and internalizes them as auto-images, 

all of which are represented by the power relations between Britain and China at the 

time.107  

 

Ma Wei: 

A Victim of the Inferiority of China and a Representative of the Sentimental May Fourth 

Generation 

 

    While Ma Senior personifies old Chinese culture, Ma Wei represents the Chinese “new 

youth.” He holds an iconoclastic world-view distinct from his father and adores his uncle, 

who “came to a foreign country and established a business there,” going on to wax fondly 

that “he made a living off foreigners and that is quite something” (Mas, 449). He 

disparages his father by saying that he is “useless” and that he “either dreams to become 

an official or puts on the air of an eccentric intellectual. Damn being an official or a 

pseudo-intellectual. The only people with any real ability are the ones who learn genuine 

knowledge and make money fairly and squarely” (Mas, 449). In contrast to the fact that 

Ma Senior never bothers to go out and look around London, Ma Wei soon learns to adapt 

to the new environment. Right after Pastor Yi insists on paying one’s own bill at the 
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Liverpool Station, he refuses Pastor Yi's offer to buy his and his father’s tickets to the 

British Museum. Instead, he “accepts two pennies from Pastor Yi and takes out four 

pennies from his own pocket” and does not even pay for Pastor Yi (Mas, 421). While his 

father sits like a petty official called upon by his superior in Mrs. Wendell’s living room, 

Ma Wei “imitates Pastor Yi, crossing his legs and placing his left hand in his trouser 

pocket” (Mas, 427). He seems quite relaxed as his eyes “scan the various objects” in the 

room while Pastor Yi praises Mrs. Wendell’s dog. When Pastor Yi smiles, he “grins 

accordingly” (Mas, 427). While his father says nothing in response to Pastor Yi’s 

compliments on Mrs. Wendell’s house, Ma Wei immediately eulogizes her rooms 

because he is aware of that “it is necessary to speak supportively about everything when 

dealing with foreigners, especially women” as otherwise they become “really unhappy” 

(Mas, 430). While his father is frustrated by every inconvenience caused by living in a 

foreign land, Ma Wei quickly comes to realize the importance of Pastor's Yi's advice to 

“do as the English do” while he is in his new country of residence (Mas, 437).     

     Ma Wei is portrayed as being eager to learn western culture, yet he acknowledges his 

goal as still being the strengthening of China. For him, “only nationalism can save China” 

(Mas, 488). On the other hand, the novel revolves around his rejection by Miss Wendell 

because he is Chinese. Ma Wei falls in love with Miss Wendell at first sight, as he is 

attracted by her “exuberance” resembling “a little wildcat” (Mas, 436). He experiences a 

multitude of feelings when she enters his gaze, including “surprise, admiration, 

compassionate affection and, finally, infatuation” (Mas, 436). When he meets Miss 

Wendell, however, he also realizes that she “dislikes Chinese” (Mas, 436). Although Ma 
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Wei initially hesitates over his feelings for Miss Wendell, he eventually becomes 

determined to “show her what the Chinese are genuinely like” (Mas, 436). “Wait and 

see” becomes his motto to win her over (Mas, 436). Nevertheless, even after he lives 

under the same roof with her for a year, and even after he shows his heroic deed by 

fighting Paul and wins, he is still not even in Miss Wendell’s good graces because for her, 

a relationship between them is simply “impossible” (Mas, 600). Ma Wei understands that 

it is only because he is Chinese. He makes a great speech in which he states that “love 

has no boundaries” and that Chinese also have the right to love (Mas, 600). He also tries 

to convince Miss Wendell that he, as a real Chinese, is different from what she has seen 

of his race in the media. Unfortunately, his persuasion fails to move her, as she is not 

interested in him in the least. 

     In his work entitled The Romantic Generation of Modern Chinese Writers, Leo Ou-fan 

Lee points out that the literary men in the 1920s were passionate about love and 

revolution. They used autobiographies, diaries, and letters to unleash their personal 

emotions.108 Ma Wei is representative of such a figure. He cannot help but be in love with 

Miss Wendell, yet he tries to forget about her because his ethnicity forces the relationship 

in the realm of the unrequited. Although he feels that “a new youth’s highest goal is to do 

something for his country and his society” (Mas, 555), he is enmeshed in thinking about 

Miss Wendell more than anything else (Mas, 535). While he does his best to cut off 

relations with her, either by “physical exercising” (Mas, 555) or by “exerting man’s will” 

(Mas, 634), he remains deeply enamored with her. At the end of the novel, he entrusts Li 

Zirong to give Miss Wendell a ring that will convey his sincerity to her once and for all. 
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     Despite all the “good” traits that Ma Wei possesses, such as his embracing western 

culture and eagerness to contribute to his country, he fails not only in terms of love but 

also in terms of career. In the end, he cannot stop his father from selling their curio shop, 

and leaves Britain for another western country and other dreams. 

 

Li Zirong: 

A Representative of the Ideal New Chinese Culture from Lao She’s Perspective – 

Pragmatism in British Culture 

 

Kam Louie summarizes that there are ambivalent answers in scholarship to the 

question of who embodies Lao She's ideals in The Two Mas. David Wang does not think 

that Li Zirong is such a figure, yet some scholars feel that it is not one particular character, 

but a combination of Ma Wei and Li Zirong. This is due to the fact that Lao She himself 

states that he creates Li Zirong as a “supplement” for Ma Wei.109 In this section, I argue 

that Li Zirong actually represents Lao She’s ideal of new Chinese culture, which leans 

toward pragmatic British culture.  

     Lao She is correctly extolled as another modern Chinese writer who, in conjunction 

with Lu Xun, pays much attention to the reform of Chinese national characters.110 This 

quality affirms Lao She’s place among the May Fourth writers. Nevertheless, as many 

scholars note and Lao She himself claims, he is a “specialist in missing revolutions.”111 

Immediately prior to his writing of The Two Mas, Lao She was not a participant in the 

May Fourth Movement. At the time of its beginning in 1919, he was a “mere onlooker” 
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and even after could only observe the Northern Expedition from the “insuperable distance 

of London.”112 Alexander C.Y. Huang lists the years that Lao She spent outside China in 

his lifetime: England (1924-29), Western Europe (June-August 1929), Singapore (1929-

30), the United States (1946-49), and Japan (1965).113 In his book, Zbigniew Slupski 

points out that Lao She’s early works are distinguished from those of the other modern 

writers in that they are written in part for amusement.114 Although The Two Mas was 

published in Xiaoshuo Yuebao, many of his other stories and novels appeared in the 

periodicals published by Lin Yutang’s group.115 Some scholars even go as far as to 

attribute Lao She’s distance from the mainstream to his Manchu family origins.116 The 

fact that he depicts Mei Wei as a literary lame duck attests to Lao She’s dissatisfaction 

with the literary mainstream of the 1920s in his homeland. Who, then, was Lao She’s 

ideal? 

     Ranbir Vohra elaborates on the fact that the May Fourth writers split into two groups 

in the 1920s: one turning to communism and revolution and the others to democracy and 

gradualism.117 He sorts Lao She into the group that upheld the pragmatic and gradualist 

approach as spearheaded by Hu Shi.118 In addition to the fact that Lao She advocated for 

students to study harder and not to participate in politics, his categorization is also based 

on the hardship that Lao She endured during his childhood. Unlike other prominent 

writers at his time who came from the ranks of the wealthy, Lao She grew up in a poor 

family and had to support his mother from a very young age. The difficult childhood 

undoubtedly cultivated a pragmatic and practical world-view in Lao She. He once 

claimed that he “taught Chinese only because it provided me with bread.’”119 In Vohra's 



 

 

103 

view, Lao She never forgets in his writing that “money, or the lack of it, was a ruthless 

force that determined the relationship between a person and his environment.”120 Li 

Zirong, in this respect, is almost Lao She himself.  

     From Ma Senior’s perspective, Li Zirong is vulgar. He “only admires foreigners for 

one thing: they know how to make money” (Mas, 626). In Li’s view, the prosperity of the 

fine arts, music and literature requires money. It “takes money to be generous, to promote 

the arts and philanthropy” (Mas, 627). While Ma Senior aspires to become an official and 

Ma Wei yearns for love, Li’s goal is to “become a millionaire and then be able to 

establish libraries, newspapers, museums, art galleries and theatres” (Mas, 627). 

Therefore, he chooses to study business rather than to promote Chinese culture in 

England such as “translating Zhuangzi” and thus “swindling a degree” (Mas, 465). When 

he first arrives in London, he is desperate because of a lack of a government scholarship 

that was supposed to support his study abroad. Nevertheless, he makes a living by 

interpreting for the police and translating. Moreover, in order to pay his tuition, he finds a 

job working for Ma Wei’s uncle. He has the brain to do business. For instance, he 

implores Ma Wei to expand the antique business because of a lack of “enormous capital 

to compete with larger companies” (Mas, 465). He also skillfully takes advantage of 

unexpected incidents - such as the Chinese workers’ smashing of Ma’s shop - to make the 

shop well-known and therefore increases sales. In addition to his intelligence, he is also a 

hard worker. He “flies through the streets riding bicycle to deliver, often squeezing his 

way through traffic” (Mas, 557). One time the front wheel of his bicycle “kisses” the rear 

of a car (Mas, 558). When he serves customers, he is a “very experienced businessman” 



 

 

104 

(Mas, 532). Since Sir John always buys stuff in the shop and knows much about antiques, 

he let Sir John decide how much he would like to spend. He even knows when he 

delivers he should avoid Sir John’s wife. Here is his typical image: “sleeves roll up 

beyond elbows and hands are full of dust and rust, as he is tidying up the shelves 

displaying bronzes” (Mas, 450). His arms are “thick, strong, well-developed, and bursting 

with energy” (Mas, 450). Ma Wei likes him instantly because everything suggests Li 

Zirong is “hard-working” and in his view, “one has to be to compete with foreigners” 

(Mas, 450). Eulogies overflow Lao She’s descriptions of Li Zirong. Although he looks 

like “more Chinese than Ma Wei” (Mas, 450), he has a broad, “erect back that is a 

paradox since the Chinese are known to be worthless scum with hunched backs” (Mas, 

451). Instead of swaying while walking, Li Zirong “clatters along very quickly and 

moves without staggering in the slightest” (Mas, 451). The image of Li is presented as 

strong and competent as opposed to the usual image of the Chinese as weak and unable. 

Since Li Zirong is better than usual Chinese, westerners categorize him as a “mixture of 

Japanese and Chinese” (451).  

     While Ma Wei is just learning western culture in the beginning of the novel, Li Zirong 

has already begun running the business by British methods, which is why he always 

comes into conflict with Ma Senior. For him, “social relationships are independent of 

business relationships” (Mas, 452). When Ma Senior orders him to make some tea, he 

first asks him to take his own money; then explains that “one cannot charge personal 

expenditure to business. Teapots and cups in the shop are for sale and not for use” (Mas, 

452). He holds “business is business” so insists that Ma’s going over account book has 
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“nothing to do with” his honesty (Mas, 453). When he discusses business with Ma Senior, 

he never considers saving his boss’s face, since he always speaks forthright. Nevertheless, 

whereas Li runs business like a real Englishman, he still holds on to his Chinese identity 

on serious matters. For instance, he turns down an offer made by the boss from the shop 

next door, as he never doubts that he should work for the Chinese. More importantly, he 

definitely does not revere the west, as he states that if he were the President of China, he 

would issue an order “forbidding Chinese to wear western clothes” because traditional 

Chinese clothes are to him “the most elegant and beautiful” in the world (Mas, 613). 

     There is one thing that makes Li Zirong not a “new youth:” his fiancé is arranged by 

his mother. She recognizes a few characters, but has never gone to school. What Li 

expects from her is to “cook and do the laundry,” in which she also happens to be quite 

proficient (Mas, 610). In other words, Li’s stance in regards with marriage accords with 

Ma Senior’s, which certainly is strongly opposed to that of Ma Wei. Ma Wei advises him 

to find another female who can help his career, like a high school or a university student. 

Nevertheless, in Li’s view, there is “no opportunities for women to work in present-day 

China since millions of men are without jobs” (Mas, 611). Feminists would naturally be 

against Li because he thinks that “the first thing to do is to find work for all men and then 

let women help them by doing the domestic chores” (Mas, 611). Why does Li hold such a 

view? Because he is “pragmatic” as opposed to that Ma Wei is “too impractical” (Mas, 

612). On the matter of Ma Wei’s fanatic love for Miss Wendell, Li Zirong prescribes an 

antidote that is simple: “no Englishmen will fall for a Chinese” (Mas, 535). He thus asks 
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in a straightforward manner: “Why should Miss Wendell be different from the masses 

and love the little Ma Wei” (Mas, 535)?  

     David Wang claims that “judged by Lao She’s assumption about Chinese marriage, Li 

Zirong is in fact even more a dupe than the two Mas.”121 I see it differently. According to 

Wang, Lao She himself announces that the romantic theme he explores in fiction “‘has 

nothing to do with the so-called love triangle, etc. Put in a more frank way, it is mainly 

about the problem of sexual desire.’”122 This statement tells us that in Lao She’s eyes, 

there is no romantic love in man-woman relationship, which coincides with Ma Wei’s 

characterization of Li. Indeed, in Li’s world, “between man and woman, there is only 

sexual relationship, no room for love” (Mas, 634). In fact, this attitude is consistent with 

Lao She’s real life experience. In his article “Lao She in England,” Ning En-ch’eng 

points out that Lao She never asked women out when he was in England, partially 

because he was poor.123 After Lao She came back to China, his friend Luo Changpei 

introduced Hu Jieqing to him and then they married.124 Therefore, Li in some sense 

reiterates Lao She’s life experience and view of life, because, as Ma Wei asserts, in Li’s 

world, “there is only room for work, not for dreams; for sexual relationships between 

men and women, not for love; for substance, not for fantasy; for colours, not for art” 

(Mas, 634). Saliently, in contrast to that Lao She satirizes Ma Senior and presents Ma 

Wei as a victim of the inferiority of China, he glofies Li a “man of valour because he is 

able to fashion a world for himself” in conjuction with the eulogy overflown in his 

depiction of Li’s image (Mas, 634). Therefore, by pinpointing Li as his ideal, Lao She 
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envisions a new Chinese culture that incorporates the elements of pragmatism in British 

culture.  
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CHAPTER 3    THE BANISHED: BAI XIANYONG’S A DEATH IN CHICAGO 

 
 
     Acclaimed by Xia Zhiqing as “one of the few contemporary short story wizards” and 

“being as equally talented as Lu Xun and Zhang Ailing,”1 Bai Xianyong wrote his first 

short story, entitled A Death in Chicago, one year after he arrived on America's shores. 

The protagonist of the story, Wu Hanhun, frequently strikes readers as one of the most 

memorable characters in not only Bai’s short stories, but also in the whole works of 

Taiwanese overseas student literature.2 However, whereas there exists much scholarly 

writing on Bai Xianyong’s Tales of Taipei Characters, A Death in Chicago has not yet 

been studied similarly in any sort of depth. This is likely due to the perceived difficulty of 

the work in terms of its heavy use of “symbolism and impressionism.”3 In this chapter, I 

will argue to the distinct nature of Wu's alienation in a foreign setting. However much 

alienation might be inherent to the “typical” modern experience, Wu's lack of 

companionship in Chicago finally releases a previously suppressed sensual desire. 

Therefore, contrary to the familiar and violent Chicago seen through the eyes of Herzog 

in Saul Bellow’s novel of the same name, Wu’s experience overseas instead derives from 

his own foreignness in the city. I also put forth the notion that the typical modernist 

image of Chicago in A Death in Chicago must be conceived of within the context of 

Taiwan's thriving modernist literary movement in the 1960s. In the second section, I 

argue that the character Laura’s interaction with Wu manifests opposing attributes of 

western culture and Chinese culture – including those of aggressiveness and passiveness - 

and thus suggests the incompatibility of these two cultures. In such a case, the image of 
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Wu symbolizes a state of existence for the majority of overseas Chinese. It is not only 

because he inevitably endures the incompatibility of western culture and Chinese culture, 

but also because he fails to find in America the remedy for China’s problems. The 

symbolism that A Death in Chicago achieves is made possible by Wu’s banishment from 

mainland China, which, in the context of Chinese history, remains a trauma often present 

in the works of current Taiwanese writers. 

 

1    Chicago in the 1960s: Estranged and Sensual 
 

 
     In terms of theme, Bai Xianyong’s A Death in Chicago is exactly opposite to that of 

Saul Bellow’s Herzog. Whereas Saul Bellow condemns “the Wasteland outlook”4 in his 

novel – referring to the T.S. Eliot work and the distinct philosophical bent contained 

within - such a concept is precisely the sort of viewpoint that Bai Xianyong seems to 

express in A Death in Chicago. Nevertheless, regardless of such critical differences in the 

foundations of the works, they have much in common. Both of them are set in Chicago in 

the 1960s5 and more importantly, offer a full rendering of the modern experience 

centering on psychosis as set in an urban environment.6 In this section, I analyze how the 

experiences related in these two works are different. I argue that whereas Chicago for 

Bellow's Herzog is familiar yet violent, Wu Hanhun feels completely estranged in a city 

that is not his own. While it is a typical modernist experience, such feelings of alienation 

primarily derive from the fact that Wu comes from another country and is a true outsider 

in western society. It is precisely because Wu has no family or intimate friends in the city 

that Chicago activates his sexual desire. 
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     Because of the fact that Chicago is often known as “the Windy City,”7 it is not 

surprising that Saul Bellow frequently refers to the wind in his novel. It usually blows 

when the protagonist Herzog is in a bad mood, and indeed right after Herzog hears that 

his wife wants a divorce, “a gust from the lake” makes the framed glass he is grasping 

“tremble”8 (Herzog, 8). Upon returning from Europe - to which he traveled in order to 

escape the pain of his divorce – he immediately encounters a blizzard. Although it stops 

the next day, the wind is afterwards quite “cutting” (Herzog, 36). However, the wind is 

not always so malevolent, and often blows pleasantly when Herzog is under the influence 

of happier emotions. When he wheels his daughter’s stroller on the Midway, “a warm 

lake wind” drives him “westward, past the gray gothic buildings” (Herzog, 52). He smiles 

as he feels it brush against him. Whereas the wind as a complementary emotional force is 

a salient feature in Herzog, it is absolutely absent in A Death of Chicago. Such an 

obvious attribute likely escapes notice in Bai's work due to the fact that Wu Hanhun 

usually sequesters himself in his basement studying and consequently, hardly emerges 

into the open space of the city. In fact, the basement itself already symbolizes his 

detachment from Chicago. It does not have a view of Chicago as rooms aboveground do, 

yet its window “presses close to sidewalk” and half of it “stretches out to the pavement” 

(A Death in Chicago, 222),9 tempting Wu with the outer world. In the summer evenings, 

Wu “covers up his ears with his hands” in order not to be distracted by the noise made by 

people outside and thus feels his basement is “insulated from the world” (Death, 222). 

Inside the basement, Wu builds a wall around himself with books, laying all editions of 

The Shakespeare Collection, The Anthology of Greek Tragedy, Plato’s Dialogues and 
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Selections from Nietzsche's Works on his table and “imprisoning” himself inside the walls 

(Death, 227).  

     Aside from the wind, Herzog is also quite affected by his environment. Two days 

before he finds out that his wife is having an affair with his best friend, there is “ten-inch 

snow” on the ground, which he finds “freezing” due to his being dressed in a covert-cloth 

coat and thin-soled loafers (Herzog, 36). When he waits outside for shelter after his wife 

kicks him out, Herzog “chafes” his hands and “works” his toes inside his shoes to “keep 

the blood going” (Herzog, 79). Wu Hanhun is affected by the winter in much more 

positive terms. For him, winter is “much better than summer,” as he does not have to 

cover up his ears (Death, 222). One or two feet of snow piles up over his window, and as 

such he is filled with a “sense of safety” and feels like an “Eskimo” (Death, 222). Wu is 

apparently content with remaining marginalized by the city as he is satisfied to compare 

himself to a solitary arctic dweller. Much as Wu is given comfort by the building of walls 

of books around his work-space, he only feels safe when the snow shields him from the 

world. 

    Wu Hanhun isolates himself to the point that once he goes out for a walk, he suddenly 

feels Chicago “strange” enough for him as to just be a “pure geographical noun” (Death, 

228). He cannot help “hesitating” when he walks and thus loses his “sense of direction 

and assurance” when Chicago seems to “vibrate” under his feet (Death, 28-29). On the 

other hand, when Herzog drives like a maniac on the highway of Chicago while in a 

murderous rage, he still recognizes that the new Expressway cuts through “old streets, 

streets he knew” (Herzog, 254). This latent recognition also occurs in more subtle senses, 
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like the “familiar odor of the fresh water, bland but also raw” that reaches him as he 

speeds south (Herzog, 254). On his way to Hyde Park, the “typical” and “characteristic” 

Chicago to which he is accustomed greets him (Herzog, 259). Even though the scenery is 

“clumsy” and smelly, Herzog feels “at home” (Herzog, 259). Perhaps partially because of 

his attachment to Chicago, Herzog gives up on his planned massacre by the end of the 

novel. By contrast, Wu’s sense of estrangement in Chicago intensifies after he spends a 

night at a night club, at which time his claustrophobia extends from within his basement 

to the whole city. For him, Chicago is “an Egyptian tomb,” imprisoning individuals as 

they “wane and perish within” (Death, 238). With this impression of Chicago in his mind, 

Wu commits suicide. 

     In her article entitled “Bellow’s Chicago Humor,” Sarah Blacher Cohen points out that 

Saul Bellow’s protagonists share an “attraction for the criminal.”10 She quotes a 

confession of a character in Bellow’s Humboldt’s Gift as having an “attraction for Mafia 

types and delinquents in general.” Cohen characterizes the image of such types through a 

detailed description: “This type, the impulsive-wrong-headed, was now making it with 

the middle class…the highjackers, kidnappers, political theorists who murder hostages or 

fire into crowds…Cantabile [a character] was manifesting these tendencies in Chicago.”11 

Herzog also shares similar traits. When he accelerates on the highway, he “cries out” to 

himself as he speeds up because he is thinking to himself that he doesn't want “nobody” 

to hurt his daughter (Herzog, 254). “The thread of life” is “stretched tight in him,” and 

quivers “crazily” yet he does not “fear its breaking so much as his failing to do what he 

should” (Herzog, 254). He is aware of his being insane and violent, yet he still plans on 
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conducting his murders “with a clear conscience” (Herzog, 254). He imagines what his 

wife and her lover would be like when he kills them, and feels “the sweet exertion of 

strangling - horrible, and sweet, an orgastic rapture of inflicting death” (Herzog, 255). He 

sweats “violently, his shirt wet and cold under his arms” (Herzog, 255). Into his mouth 

comes “a taste of copper, a metabolic poison, a flat but deadly flavor” (Herzog, 255). It is 

not a coincidence that Saul Bellow focuses particularly on Herzog’s violent emotions. 

His vision of the city is equally unstable and twisted. Chicago is dominated “by the brute 

forces of industry, by stockyards and farm-machinery works and automobile assembly 

lines, it was the city, in Sandburg’s famous line, of ‘big shoulders.’”12 As if infected by 

its “slaughter stink,”13 Herzog comes to Chicago from the Northeastern coast to commit 

his massacre. 

     Whereas Saul Bellow underscores the violence in Chicago, Bai Xianyong's 

interpretation of the city induces a sort of lust in the psyche of his main character that has 

long been suppressed during six years of intense study. However, once Wu finally 

receives his degree, his libido emerges from where it had long been hidden. When Wu 

comes back to his basement after graduation ceremony, Chicago “delicately” wakes up 

from its siesta (Death, 225). The ensuing horns sound like a “gentle sign” (Death, 225). 

Wu's gaze turns to a window, and it seems to Wu as if various colors of women’s legs are 

“embedded” in the frames: ivory-white, yellow and chocolate (Death, 225). For the first 

time in six years, Wu comes to realize that his own windows are able to lure him with 

sexual pleasure. In addition to the colors of the “legs,” Wu even senses their 

voluptuousness and describes the legs as “perfectly round” and capable of enticing him 
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with the supple nature of their flesh (Death, 225). Wu’s libido is aroused even more when 

a group of female shop assistants let out “a burst of licentious laughter” when they pass 

his room on the street (Death, 225). Suddenly Wu’s ears “redden” and his temples starts 

to “twitch” as he recalls his last night in Taiwan when his lover wanted to make love with 

him for the first time (Death, 225). A flirtation between a couple outside his window, in 

which a man is “clutching [the woman's] tight, thin waist” in public, brings him back to 

reality and is enough to drive Wu out of his basement (Death, 227). 

     Once Wu Hanhun steps outside, it is dusk. Whereas the heat of the summer in Chicago 

stirs in Herzog wild fantasies of killing, June in Chicago for Wu is just like a steak right 

off the grill; “juicy” and “full of a meaty aroma” (Death, 228). Since in Chinese the word 

for “meat” also indicates “carnal,” this sentence insinuates that Chicago has become a 

city tinged with eroticism. The couples in love that he observes are too lofty to be 

compatible with the earthly city, because for them, Chicago is like a “balloon in a dream” 

and they are “riding the balloon” and “floating” in the sky like “celestial lovers” (Death, 

228). It is upon such realizations that Wu's feelings of estrangement reach a crescendo. 

     Soon, Wu lets loose. Chicago's bars, theaters and strip clubs quickly tempt him to 

indulge himself in sexuality and alcohol. Once his libidinal thirst is quenched, Chicago 

transforms into a “drunken rascal, leaning on the door of the bar and nodding off” (Death, 

235). It is also precisely at this moment that Wu's claustrophobia suddenly extends from 

his basement to the whole city. Lights on the streets beam like “ghostly sparkles” and 

buildings seem to him like “specters escaped from a tomb” (Death, 236). The later sexual 
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encounter only seems to make Wu more vulnerable, which is the last straw in his path 

towards oblivion. 

     In her article “Sinking in the Foreign Land – Comparing the Narrative of Death in Yu 

Dafu’s Sinking with Bai Xianyong’s A Death in Chicago,” Song Guihua points out that 

both stories, one written in the 1920s and the other the 1960s, revolve around the sexual 

seduction in a foreign country.14 Song argues that this is due to the fact that much as 

Japan witnessed sexual emancipation in the 1920s, the 1960s of Chicago was also a time 

when it was a notable hotbed of activities related to sexual liberation.15 Song makes a 

connection between the two works based on such comparisons. However, I would add 

that while the physical needs of young men studying alone in foreign countries indeed 

make this type of writing possible, such compositions also owe their existence to both the 

domestic ethos of individualism of the 1920s and of the status of Freudianism of the 

1960s in Taiwan. Such elements no doubt colluded in Bai's creative vision, yet also 

emerged in an America immersed in “civil rights demonstrations, student radicalism, race 

riots, feminist demands, antiwar protests, and a general rejection of authority and 

mainstream values.”16 Such a combination of elements related to inner turmoil, combined 

with the actual turmoil enveloping Chicago in the 1960s, provided inspiration for Bai's 

writing of A Death in Chicago in a way completely different from overseas Chinese 

authors before him. 

     Literary developments in Taiwan were undoubtedly crucial to the imagining of Bai's 

story as set in an American context. Wu Kwung-chung summarizes the situation of 

Taiwan’s literary scene in the 1960s as follows:  
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          During the early period of the twentieth century, two schools of thought 

          pre-dominated the contemporary Western literary scene: Marxism and   

          Freudianism. What those Chinese writers who have fled to Taiwan are   

          opposed to are the collectivism of the former, and the kind of literature  

          that has been used as an instrument for political propaganda. With these  

          frightful and repulsive experiences still fresh in their mind, the majority  

          of these émigré writers have gone so far as to become indifferent to, or at    

          least distrustful of, any kind of socio-realistic literature. There is only one  

          way out: to go inward, i.e., to dwell in the personal world of sensory 

          [Italics mine], subconsciousness and dream experience.17  

It thus becomes apparent why Bai focuses on the release of sexual desire of Wu Hanhun 

in his work. The notions of Freudinism were prevalent in the 1960s Taiwan and Bai was 

inevitably influenced by the trend, in conjunction with the inner turmoil and actual 

turmoil that I mentioned above propelling him to do so. On the other hand, the reason that 

Lao She did not feel it necessary to focus on sexual emancipation in his novel The Two 

Ma is because his personal views on the subject were simply too distant from the 

mainstream in the period that he was writing.18 While writers like Yu Dafu and Guo 

Moruo centre on sexual awakening in their works, Lao She is simply more interested in 

practical issues such as earning money.   

     We do not know what Wu Hanhun’s sex with Laura was like, since there is no 

description of it in the story. However, it is most certain that the reader is aware of the 

actual act of sex not being particularly meaningful, as Wu afterwards provides the 
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comparison of Chicago to a tomb – which is a comparison that just seems to aggravate 

his claustrophobia as it grows in his tiny basement. In contrast to Wang Tao and Lao 

She’s benign portrayals of London, this image of Chicago aligns quite well with Saul 

Bellow’s complaint about modern western literature in which he states that “writers [of 

his generation had] inherited a tone of bitterness from the great poems and novels of this 

century.”19 From T.S. Eliot’s London and Ezra Pound’s Paris to James Joyce’s Dublin, 

western cities are often “frightful, brutal, hostile to whatever is pure in the human spirit, a 

waster land and a horror.”20 Compared to the descriptions of London in the writings of 

Wang Tao and Lao She, Bai Xianyong’s portrayal of Chicago is indeed an exception 

among all overseas Chinese student literature in the 20th century. Certainly some aspects 

of this portrayal must be associated with the domestic ethos of “nihilism, agonism, and an 

anxiety over the absurdity of existence”21 predominant in Taiwan’s literary scene at the 

time,22 which likely ultimately derived from Taiwanese writers’ studying modernist 

western literature.23 As Imagology tells us, “over time, images may spawn their very 

opposite counter-images.” In this case, Bai's image of the western city of the 1960s 

contradicts with that expressed in other, similar contexts. Whereas other similar tropes 

suggest hope and promise to the Chinese protagonists, the city of Chicago here only 

seems to muffle and eventually destroy Wu.  

     According to Song Guihua, Wu Hunhan commits suicide because he cannot live with 

himself after his uninhibited display of sexual release – i.e. sex with a stranger – due to 

the fact that he is ultimately too “imbued with traditional Chinese ethics.” She takes his 

turning down of the offer of sex extended by his girlfriend in Taiwan as being best 
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representative of such values.24 Although I do not agree that Wu’s suicide can be 

explained in such simple terms, his sex with Laura is indeed the last straw for him. In his 

criticism of Nie Hualing’s Mulberry Green and Peach Pink, Bai Xianyong relates Peach 

Pink’s eventual choice of “sexual freedom” to the “collapse of traditional Chinese 

values” and thus associates such a result with a state of utter “turmoil.”25 From this we 

detect that Bai is inclined to preserve traditional Chinese values. Ou-yang Tzu also 

insightfully points out that Bai prefers soul over flesh in his Tales of Taipei Characters.26 

Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang modifies Ou-yang’s argument with the examples of Bai’s 

Wandering in the Garden and also his later novel Crystal Boys, arguing that Bai situates 

himself “within a tradition of resistance vis-à-vis the repressive elements of the Neo-

Confucian ideology” that have been imposed on the innate desire of the individual.27 

However, such an assertion does not challenge the view that Bai actually opposes the 

concept of sexual emancipation. Instead, I believe that Wu’s story as set in Chicago 

reflects Bai’s reserved stance towards western cities and western civilization in general. 

     Karl Ulrich Syndram argues that “the foreign can be glorified in its charming 

picturesqueness or can be dismissed or denigrated as strange or uncouth; and such 

mechanisms may be turned inwards in a cultural self-assessment which articulates the 

own identity in terms of one’s unusualness.”28 To put it simply, Syndram hints at the idea 

that if the image of the foreign is portrayed in the negative, we can thus deduce that the 

author thinks highly of his or her own culture. Proceeding from this argument, we can 

infer from Bai Xianyong’s portrayal of Chicago that he does indeed regard Chinese 

culture in positive terms. Nevertheless, the conception of China put forth in his story is 
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not so simple, and I will discuss such an image in the third section of this chapter. Before 

that, however, I shall turn to the image of Laura.  

 

2    The Image of Laura and Wu Hanhun: 
The Incompatibility of Western Culture and Chinese Culture 

 
 

As Sheng-mei Ma sharply observes, “there is scarcely any in-depth depiction of 

Americans” in the entire canon of Taiwanese overseas student literature.29 This is very 

much true of A Death in Chicago. Hence, our investigation of the image of Laura must be 

confined to the perspective of her interaction with Wu Hanhun. In this section, I argue 

that the interaction between Laura and Wu both demonstrates Laura’s aggressiveness and 

Wu’s passiveness and thus symbolizes the incompatibility of western and Chinese 

cultures. As this portrayal most definitely falls within the realm of stereotype, Bai 

Xianyong most definitely conveys his aversion to western culture through the character 

of Laura. 

     After Wu Hanhun's feelings of alienation reach their apex, he walks into a basement 

bar. As he goes downstairs, he feels like he is “entering a story by E.T.A. Hoffmann” 

(Death, 229), which were well-known for combining realism with the macabre. Yet this 

feeling simply seems to accent the fact that Wu’s knowledge of western literature and 

culture does not help him adapt to the environment in any way. Whereas people in the bar 

either flirt with each other or drink glasses of wine one after the other, Wu chooses to sit 

alone. Whiskey is the sort of alcohol he knows the English name of, and two sips of the 

liquor “burn his throat like fire” (Death, 229). Inundated by “frantic jazz music” (Death, 
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230), Wu “stares blankly” at the intoxicated denizens of the bar, not even noticing that he 

has caught the attention of a blond woman (Death, 231). When Laura “all of a sudden 

draws near” to Wu’s ears and quite provocatively asks why he sits alone, Wu does not 

respond, only looking at Laura “in a daze” (Death, 231). Even though Wu does not 

answer her question, Laura quickly answers for him by commenting on the fact that he is 

“unable to find company” (Death, 231). It does not occur to her that Wu might just want 

to be alone or is waiting for someone. Again, before Wu affirms or denies her derogatory 

speculations, Laura already offers herself to keep him a company by both directly stating 

her intent and ogling at him while speaking. Once again, “before Wu could say 

anything,” she tugs on Wu’s arms and finds them a seat by “sweeping away empty 

glasses” on a table occupied by another drunk patron (Death, 231).  

     Even though Laura voluntarily introduces herself in their suddenly intimate interaction, 

Wu does not immediately respond. Only after Laura asks forthright about his name, he 

gives a direct answer. Hearing it, Laura covers her mouth and guffaws: “Clumsy! I will 

just call you ‘Tokyo’” (Death, 232). This time the reticent Wu swiftly corrects her: “I am 

Chinese” (Death, 232). Laura does not care, however, if he is Chinese or Japanese, as 

“Orientals look alike” to her (Death, 232). When Laura intends to lure Wu into sex by 

asking if he is looking for “something exciting” because of his being “lonely,” Wu 

apparently does not take the hint (Death, 232). He just states that “this is the first time 

I've been here” (Death, 232). Although the side of Chicago he has seen after his 

graduation ceremony arouses his sexual desire, Wu indeed does not come in the bar with 

any agenda, as prior to coming to the bar he just “rambled on the street aimlessly, like in 
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a dream” (Death, 229). It is thus pure chance that has drawn him to the location. Whereas 

Wu is just telling the truth, Laura interprets it as “Orientals” liking to “pretend” that they 

are “saints” (Death, 232). Certainly Laura is saying this not to tell Wu her honest opinion 

on “Orientals”; she simply wants to put Wu off-guard. However, Wu does not relax a bit 

and repeats that “it is [Italics mine] the first time I have come here” (Death, 232). Their 

communication runs on two different tracks: whereas Laura aims to seduce Wu into bed, 

Wu thinks that Laura just wants to get to know him. 

     Seeing that her innuendo is not working, Laura begins to touch Wu Hanhun’s body. 

She “pats” Wu’s shoulder, assuring him that she is “very open” and inquires if he is a 

student (Death, 232). Wu “does not respond,” only drinking up the remaining whiskey in 

the glass. The alcohol, however, “scratches his throat to the point of scorching,” like 

“chicken claws” (Death, 232). While “scorching” insinuates that Wu’s desire is aroused, 

the word “scratch” (抓) suggests it is primarily stirred by Laura’s flirtation in both the 

verbal and physical sense. And again, since Wu remains silent, Laura replies to her own 

question and accompanies her speech with more bodily contact: she “again all of sudden 

draws near” to Wu’s neck, sniffing and ridiculing that Wu’s “body” is full of the sourness 

of books (Death, 232). With no visible reaction to Laura’s more palpable coquetting at 

the moment, Wu remains engrossed in his own world: “I am not a student; I just 

graduated” (Death, 232). Laura then seizes the opportunity to demand Wu to buy drinks 

for both of them so that they can celebrate and “have a good time” (Death, 233).  

     Alcohol does not loosen Wu Hanhun’s restraints. When the drunk on the other side of 

the table splashes wine on Wu’s suit, Wu wipes it off “silently” (Death, 234). Laura once 
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again “draws near” to Wu and “looks at him carefully,” asking whether or not he is 

feeling well (Death, 234). Wu’s reply that his head hurts is immediately interpreted as an 

invitation by Laura, and his attributing it to the stuffy air in the bar makes it sound even 

more to her like a sufficient pretext to relocate. Laura keenly takes it as a hint or as an 

opportunity – in stark contrast to Wu’s obtuse response to her flirtation – and says “in an 

undertone: ‘Let us go to my place. I will cure you’” (Death, 234). We do not see Wu’s 

reaction to the blatant seduction, and only know that Wu “follows” Laura to her 

apartment (Death, 234). In the apartment, Wu “stares blankly” at her eating drumsticks, 

and Laura – interpreting it for anxiety over sexual tension – moves to comfort him: “Be 

patient. I will treat you” (Death, 234). At the moment, Laura is not pretty nor tempting to 

Wu because she “bares her teeth,” which are stained with lipstick and even some chicken 

residue (Death, 234). The most startling scene takes place right after Laura finishes 

eating, as she “goes directly in front of Wu Hanhun and tears down her tight skirt” 

(Death, 234). Her naked body does not excite Wu, as he only begins to objectively 

examine her body. Besides her wrinkled skin, it is traumatic to see that Laura “turns 

around, puts her hand on her head and pulls off her whole red hair” (Death. 232). With 

her sparse “real” hair, Laura instantly becomes a forty-year old woman, and Wu “almost 

throws up” in response (Death, 232). Yet, he hears Laura urging him to take off his 

clothes and not to be shy. She giggles while turning off the light, saying: “I have not had 

sex with a Chinese before. It is said that Orientals do it very tenderly” (Death, 232). 

Laura thus finally explains why she has worked her hardest to seduce Wu: she ultimately 

just wants to try what it is like having sex with an Oriental.  
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     In the process of her seduction, Wu is ordered by Laura to enter her bed. A dance back 

in the bar during their conversation vividly foreshadows the reversed gender role between 

Laura and Wu. The male dancer is “flexible like a snake” while the female one “wears 

man’s clothes” and “shouts herself hoarsely” during the dancing (Death, 233). It turns out 

that the male dancer is called “Miss Red Magnolia” whereas the female one “Mr. Red 

Magnolia;” their names both corresponding to their dancing postures. It is not unusual in 

Bai Xianyong’s stories that female characters are aggressive whereas male characters are 

passive.30 However, since A Death in Chicago is imbued with symbolism31 and 

aggressiveness is atypically assigned to a western woman, it is thus not too far-fetched to 

conceptualize this pattern as a symbol of the two opposing traits of western culture and 

Chinese culture - aggressiveness versus passiveness. While this depiction also certainly 

draws upon stereotypes, there is a reason that Bai pins down this particular attribute 

between the two cultures as being America’s aggression in Taiwan before he comes to 

America. In his article “The Wandering Chinese: The Theme of Exile in Taiwan Fiction,” 

Bai resorts to Mou Tianlei, the protagonist in Yu Lihua’s Again the Palm Trees to 

describe the rampant American aggression in Taiwan of the 1960s: “Taipei is inundated 

with American Jazz and G.I. bars. Only once in a shabby roadside restaurant…American 

aggression still proves futile.”32 Bai’s negatively tinged concept of the aggressiveness of 

American culture deriving from living in Taiwan determines his portrayal of westerners 

in his writing. Indeed, Manfred Beller states that “our way of seeing and judging is 

conditioned by preconceived notions”33 and ultimately, only that which confirms his 

“preconceived ideas” is “worth noticing.”34 Bai’s gaze is fixated on this particular aspect 
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precisely because it ratifies his observation of Taiwan in the 1960s. Other aspects are 

eclipsed because they are “beyond” his “immediate sphere of interests and feelings.”35 

Again, the construction of the Other is determined by the interests of the “in-group,”36 

which are in this case, naturally those of Taiwan. 

     One line in the story highlights the aggressiveness of Laura and western culture in 

general: Laura claims that her sex will “cure” Wu Hanhun (Death, 234). She repeats the 

same idea when Wu stares blankly at her eating chicken, to which she coos at him to “be 

patient” (Death, 234). Again, these two lines contain tremendous symbolic significance. 

The first line symbolizes western countries’ combative, condescending attitude towards 

the backwardness of China since the Late Qing. One extant example is the British firing 

cannons at Guangdong during the First Opium War for the sake of forcing China to 

become open to international trade. They referred to such an action as helping China 

open to the world, much as Laura alleges that she can cure Wu’s sickness. The reality is 

that they plundered China not only in terms of indemnities accrued, but also by the 

cessation of Hong Kong. Such plunder is recalled in the revealing of Laura's true 

intentions behind her seduction. On the other hand, Laura might genuinely think that Wu 

needs her treatment, as she forcefully assures Wu that she will treat him. Quite parallel to 

Laura's misguiding “cure,” western countries might have thought at that period that China 

needed their salvation, as missionaries founding universities in China undoubtedly did. 

The allegory I suggest is by no means fanciful, as Xia Zhiqing specially points out that 

“Wu Hanhun’s fate is intimately correlated to the fate of China.”37 He further asserts that 
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it is the symbolism and the magnification of theme in A Death in Chicago in contrast to 

his earlier, less-complex stories demonstrates Bai’s progress as a writer.38  

     While Laura voluntarily offers to cure Wu Hanhun, Wu does not ultimately oppose it 

and seems to willingly follow Laura to her apartment. When he is exposed to Laura’s real 

body, he “almost throws up” and his head seems as if it is going to “crack,” all of which 

indicate Laura's repugnance (Death, 235). If such a reaction symbolizes something, then I 

dare say it reveals Wu’s – and thus Bai's - aversion to western culture.  

 

 
3      Wu Hanhun: A State of Existence 

 
 

     Although Wu Hanhun is hailed as one of the “the most powerful characters” in the 

whole of Taiwanese overseas student literature,39 he has drawn much less scholarly 

attention in comparison with those figures detailed in Bai’s Tales of Taipei Characters. In 

addition to Sheng-mei Ma’s brief discussion of his schizophrenia,40 only Joseph S.M. Lau 

has given us an analysis of the character in any real depth.41 I believe that the 

inexplicable nature of Wu’s seemingly “improbable and melodramatic”42 suicide 

contributes to the lack of scholarship related to his significance in overseas Chinese 

literature. The scholarship in Chinese generally attributes Wu’s death to his identity 

crisis43 which is sandwiched between the culture of China and the West.44 However, this 

argument does not seem that it is based on a close-reading of the text, as it borders on 

being over-general and obscure in its explanation. Lau’s theory is much more solid. He 

contends that Wu commits suicide because “the death of his mother has deprived him of 
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his most important cause for living” and he is faced with a life “surrounded” by the 

“Lauras” of the world who cannot even pronounce his name, much less understand him 

as a person.45 While I agree that Wu’s aversion to western culture likely factors into his 

choice to kill himself, I also think that it is implied that Wu has already abandoned his 

life in Taiwan prior to his arrival in America. However, he does not find what he is 

looking for in America. Disappointment compounded by the despair he feels ultimately 

sends him over the edge. 

     In the early part of the story, Bai Xianyong specially details how Wu ignores the 

telegraph and letter sent by his uncle that inform him of his mother’s death for the sake of 

his examinations. Lau asserts that “by ignoring his uncle’s letter, he [Wu Hanhun, mine] 

did what his mother would have wanted done,” as Wu comes to America for advanced 

studies “not so much for his own sake as for honoring his family” and his mother “left 

instructions” not to disturb her son “during his exam period.”46 For Lau, Wu is a filial son, 

and thus he obeys his mother’s will without such compliance being spoken outright. 

Nevertheless, let us see if it is the truth.  

     Wu’s mother’s ultimate wish is that he will come back to Taiwan someday to visit her. 

Before he leaves, she urges him: “Do come back to Taiwan to visit me when I am alive, 

even if it takes three or four years. You must [Italics mine] come back” (Death, 222). Yet, 

Wu seems to have no intention to return, which is a sentiment his girlfriend seems keenly 

aware of. Sensing that once he leaves, “their relationship is over,” she hints that she 

would like to give herself to him (Death, 226). Upon the request, Wu “takes her hands off 

his clothes, covers her with cloak and carries her arms, going out of the park, silently” 
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(Death, 226). Whereas Wu acts restrained and composed, his girlfriend’s arms are 

“trembling intensely in his palm” (Death, 226). Even though Wu “knows his girlfriend 

sincerely loves him,” he still conducts himself in a disinterested manner. Song Guihua 

interprets such a manner as Wu being responsible and imbued with “deep traditional 

Chinese ethics.”47 While it might be partially true, it cannot explain why Wu has kept 

distance from his girl friend since he enters America. Whereas his girl friend’s letters are 

described to come as frequently as one or two letters per week, his own correspondence is 

“rather sparse” (Death, 226). It is not because he is too busy to write back, he reasons, it 

is because the idea of replying to her letters always occurs to him “when he is busy in 

writing book report or preparing for exams” (Death, 226). Since he is occupied by his 

study, he has the conscientious pretext to just “let go” (Death, 226). After his girlfriend 

informs him of her forthcoming wedding to another man, he spends “the whole 

afternoon” on choosing a card for her (Death, 226). The irony is that if Wu could have 

lavished his time on her as much as on a wedding card after she has already given up on 

him, he ultimately could have expended the requisite in maintaining their relationship.  

     After finishing his exams, Wu looks through his letter and telegraphs and burns them 

afterwards. That night he has fever and nightmares. In his dream, the corpse of his mother 

is lying “on the lid of the coffin, naked” (Death, 226). When he approaches to her, she 

“all of sudden opens her eyes and stares blankly at him” (Death, 226). The corner of her 

mouth is “faltering” as if she wants to talk to him, but is not able to speak (Death, 226). 

Wu thinks it is legitimate to assume that she is going to say “come back and visit me,” 

since these are the last words she says to him before he leaves and such a wish is 
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certainly what a mother expects of a son. Wu then moves as if he intends to hold his 

mother back from saying as such, while at the same “thrusting” her forward (Death, 226). 

The corpse, however, is “icy and heavy, like having been frozen” (Death, 226). Wu “uses 

all his energy” and “pushes the corpse into the coffin” (Death, 226). Wu’s extreme 

actions – even if taken within a dream – emphasize his desire to sever himself from 

Taiwan regardless of familial obligations. After all, if Wu were truly a filial son, he 

would most definitely not thrust his mother’s body. Wu knows that he had truly fulfilled 

his mother’s will, she would have died without regret. Just because Wu knows he did not 

have the intention to go back to Taiwan in the first place, his mother’s corpse for him is 

icy and heavy, like having been frozen, pressing him as not wanting to leave the world. 

By pushing it into the coffin, Wu comforts his own soul and is assured that he will not be 

bothered by his mother’s wish any more.  

     At the end of the story, Wu Hanhun vents feelings of his heart and describes that “he 

does not want to go back…He does not want to go back Taipei; Taipei does not have 

twenty-story buildings” (Death, 237). If twenty-story buildings embody western 

modernity – and they most often do - then there is no modernity in Taipei. This is 

primarily why Wu leaves Taiwan and does not want to return to Taiwan. The meaning of 

“modernity” in this specific context might be “material prosperity” or “democratic 

freedom,” as Chen Ruoxi is intent on defining them.48 In his discussion on A Death in 

Chicago, Liu Jun states that “in Wu Hanhun’s soul, the mother, who symbolizes the 

matrix of traditional Chinese culture, is appallingly an icy, rigid corpse.”49 While some 

stretches certainly must be made when discussing a story full of symbolism, I would go 
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as far as to claim that traditional Chinese culture exists in Wu’s mind in a state of 

corruption, especially considering that Taiwanese writers in the 1960s were “not fanatic 

about iconoclasm” due to the fact that “traditional Chinese culture’s obstructions to 

moving China forward” had been eroded.50 Nevertheless, it is obvious to a reader that Wu 

is not completely attached to some aspects of Chinese culture, as his name shows: Wu 

Hanhun, literally translated, means “no Chinese soul.” 

     When asked why many Taiwan writers did not go back to Taiwan after finishing study 

in America, Bai Xianyong replies that “in the 1960s, Taiwan’s politics were very 

conservative. There were a lot of taboos. We very much repulsed by those political 

constraints.”51 Regarding how they viewed traditional Chinese culture, Bai mentions on 

different occasions that they “tried to shackle off world views that their father and brother 

imposed on them and thus aspired for an independence of selfhood and thoughts.”52 We 

indeed do not see the image of father in A Death of Chicago; it is instead his maternal 

uncle that sends Wu the letter and telegraph. As such, “traditional values cannot be their 

only reference for belief. They have to build their own stronghold of values standing on 

the ruins [Italics mine] of traditions.”53 In this sense, Taiwanese writers are “spiritual 

heirs to their May Fourth predecessors”54 due to the May Fourth intellectuals’ “spirit of 

breaking off traditional taboos and their strength of reform and innovations have 

encouraged them.”55 It is certainly too much to claim that the West is their “spiritual 

homeland;” but indeed they “embark on the pilgrimage to the West pregnant with the 

admiration of western civilization.”56 However, what they find in America is, in Liu 

Chao’s words, “not the heaven they imagined.”57 
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     In A Death in Chicago, it is Wu Hanhun’s fondness for the West - inspired primarily 

by T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land – that subsides almost as quickly as it initially aroused 

hope in him. When he receives his uncle’s telegraph stating that his mother is dead, “he 

rolls it into a ball and throws it into the corner of the drawer after a few minutes in a 

daze” (Death, 223). At one moment in the work, it happens that The Collection of T.S. 

Eliot’s Works is on his table, which he “turns to The Waste Land and recites from 

memory: April is the cruelest month, breeding/ Lilacs out of the dead land, 

mixing/Memory and desire, stirring/Dull roots with spring rain/Winter kept us warm, 

covering/ Earth in forgetful snow” (Death, 223). April seems promising, as it “breeds” 

lilacs burst forth on the dead land, the beauty of which sparks hope. Moreover, spring 

rains hold hope of reviving withered roots. Nevertheless, it is the cruelest just because it 

kindles expectation. The land is still deathly still and the spring rain is just “teasing” the 

roots (Death, 223). It happens that to be spring when Wu recites the poem. Outside his 

basement “the snow is melting;” it does not make it better, however, because “the slush 

brings mud to his glasses” (Death, 223). He mentions that it does not make the basement 

warmer, either, even as “the hot and dense coffee” is brewing on the stove (Death, 223). 

If T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land ever gives Wu spiritual support, it soon loses its resonance. 

Wu begins to describe his studies as fighting “spooks of English letters in the past seven 

or eight hundreds years” (Death, 223). The word spooks suggests Wu’s estrangement 

with not only the American city in which he dwells, but also with the English letters that 

he is constantly studying. 
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     Since Wu Hanhun is eager to come to America, his feelings of loneliness are even 

more deserving of analysis. Certainly it has to do with the fact that Wu is immersed in 

works of western modernist literature. Kafka, Joyce and Mann were all literary giants for 

the Taiwanese at the time.58 Bai Xianyong points out Taiwanese writers are “imbued with 

an anxiety of existentialism.”59 He states that the existentialists' “rebellious spirit” is to 

“disavow everything” and thus the “nihilism permeated in western modernist works suits 

our appetite.”60 This is exemplified in his statement that “every Taiwanese writer reads 

Camus’ Stranger... the anti-heroist Meursault is our hero of absurdity.”61 The nihilism 

and the absurdity in the western modernist works he studies translates into Wu’s overall 

feelings towards western culture and in a more general sense, life itself. Thus, in the end, 

after digesting so many western literature works, he only remembers Macbeth’s 

exhortation that “life ‘is a tale/Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury/Signifying 

nothing’” (Death, 237).  

     While modernism prevalence in 1960s Taiwan contributes to Wu Hanhun’s overall 

nihilistic feelings toward western culture and life in general, this explanation again risks 

seeming too abstract. Even Li Zirong of Lao She's The Two Mas perfectly synthesizes 

positive attributes of both western culture and Chinese culture. As such, why does Li hold 

the ability to accomplish this while Wu eventually rejects both and commits suicide?  

     Li Zirong is broad-minded enough to embrace both cultures because he never doubts 

that he will return to China and thus is not completely separated from his native culture. 

The hardship he endures in England has a purpose: he will use what he learns there to 

help strengthen his beloved country. On the other hand, because Wu Hanhun has cut off 
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his umbilical cord from his native land, life in a foreign country has lost its meaning. If 

there is an “identity crisis” - at least in the sense to which the Chinese scholarship 

attributes his suicide and as Bai Xianyong asserts in his essay - then Wu’s identity crisis 

is, in reality, due to the loss of contact with his native culture combined with his inability 

to instantly transform into an American (which actually happens in Zhouli’s Manhattan’s 

Chinese Lady in the 1990s). However, aside from vague allusions about Taiwan's lack of 

modernity, it is not immediately apparent why Wu lacks the desire to return to the island. 

There was no modernity in China of the 1920s either, which did not make the “new 

youth” Li Zirong and Ma Wei abandon their country. Thus, we are brought back to the 

one element that is most salient in Bai Xianyong's specific context: the schism between 

Taiwan and mainland China 

     Wu Hanhun does not want to go back Taiwan because Taiwan is essentially not his 

home. His homeland is the mainland, to which he cannot return because he is one of 

those banished by Communist China. Monumental figures in western modernist literature 

such as Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot were themselves self-exiled to Europe. If they had 

wanted, however, they could always go back to America. T.S Eliot even accepted a 

professorship at Harvard University and eventually returned to America to teach at a later 

point. Nevertheless, writers at Wu’s time could not go back to mainland because they 

were politically cut off from Communist China.62 In fact, even when they lived on the 

island, the political propaganda always reminded them of their only being “‘transit 

passengers’”63 because the primary political slogan at the time was to “‘Recover the 

Mainland.’”64 As Joseph Lau claims, “they might have lived in Taiwan for some years, 
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yet psychologically they refused to accept it as their home.”65 Therefore, these writers 

were incapable of locating even “an inch of land” that they could “set their feet on” 

(Death, 237). The analysis of Mou Tianlei by Bai Xianyong vividly illustrates mainland-

born Taiwan writers’ relationship with Taiwan and with Chinese culture. Bai writes that 

“Mou Tien-lei [Mou Tianlei] is a Rootless Man because, cut off and unfulfilled, he has 

been transplanted from his motherland before his cultural heritage could come to full 

personal fruition…Deprived of his cultural heritage, the Wandering Chinese has become 

a spiritual exile: Taiwan and the motherland are incommensurable.”66 Bai’s point is that 

before those writers came to the age where they could fully absorb Chinese culture, they 

had already been uprooted to Taiwan - a small island that was not necessarily 

immediately hospitable to traditional Chinese culture. As “Taiwan and the motherland are 

incommensurable,” they forever lost the opportunity to connect to their native culture.  

     Without the physical severance from mainland and a defective relationship with 

Chinese culture, the spiritual pain that Wu Hanhun suffers in America might not have led 

him to commit suicide. On the other hand, what exactly makes the character of Wu 

suddenly so keenly aware of his Chinese identity? The answer is the foreign land. After 

all, Bai Xianyong checked out many Chinese history and literature books only after 

coming to America.67 However, Wu's interaction with Laura twists his alienation and 

foreignness into a powerful urge towards despair and eventual self-destruction. No matter 

if Wu realizes it consciously or subconsciously, the incompatibility of Chinese culture 

and western culture is always present. Although Wu is distant from the Chinese mainland 

and thus “authentic” Chinese culture, he is still Chinese. As his autobiography shows, 
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although he has “no Chinese soul,” he has to add “Chinese” right after his name to 

identify his nationality and cultural roots (Death, 221). The two are stunningly juxtaposed, 

demonstrating the irony caused by certain events in modern Chinese history. More 

ironically, Wu studies at an American university, insinuating that Chinese intellectuals 

still have to learn from the West. The final destiny of Wu dying in the foreign context of 

an American city not only marks the most disastrous fate imaginable for a Chinese man 

of his mindset, but also symbolizes Wu’s disappointment in western culture. He does not 

find what he expected and imagined in America, and is thus severed his already tenuous 

ties with Taiwan before his departure, for which there seemed to be no return. 

     Wu Hanhun’s suicide is neither “improbable” nor “melodramatic,” although it is 

indeed dramatic. Such extreme feelings are ultimately motivated by the incompatibility of 

Chinese culture and the West that Wu is keenly aware of. They also have to do with the 

despaire that Wu expriences that is he does not find what he seeks in America. Both 

feelings may be universal for overseas Chinese intelletuals who come to the West to look 

for ways of modernization of China. As both Chinese scholarship and English 

scholarship unanimously point out, Wu suffers from the hardship of being sandwiched 

between Chinese culture and western culture.68 Joseph Lau adds that Wu’s frustration is 

made even worse by being surrounded by the Lauras who could not even pronounce his 

name. It would not be like this in the first place if the Chinese did not feel as if they had 

to go on a pilgrimage to the West. Chinese intellectuals instead must face the fact that 

they cannot find the remedy for China’s problems in western countries. Leo Ou-fan Lee 

asserts that the modernists in Taiwan, “in their inability to transcend the Taiwan reality,” 
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seem “incapable of avoiding the fate of being somewhat ‘provincial,’”69 which I do not 

agree with in the case of Bai’s A Death in Chicago. Borrowing Joseph Lau’s term, Bai 

writes an “ego-universal history” of overseas Chinese intellectuals.70 In this sense, Bai 

himself is a spiritual heir of May Fourth intellectuals because “the individual fate” in his 

story is “inevitably bound up with the national destiny of China.”71  
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CHAPTER 4    THE ENTREPRENEURIAL: ZHOU LI’S MANHATTAN’S 
CHINESE LADY 

 
 
     The literary and cultural scene of the 1990s underwent significant changes due to 

several factors. Chief among them was the beginning “of the dominance of popular 

culture” and a “decline in interest in elite forms of culture created by the market economy, 

and globalization.”1 The novel entitled Manhattan’s Chinese Lady was one which 

received a warm reception in the realm of popular literature. The writer, Zhou Li, even 

claims in the Forward that it is a book very much rooted in “autobiographical fiction” 

based on real life experience,2 illustrating an attempt to convince the reader that her 

success story in America is an authentic and imitable one. In this chapter, I argue that the 

displays of wealth in New York in Zhou Li's novel emphasize the entrepreneurship 

inspired by the metropolis, which also corresponds to the Chinese Zeitgeist of the 1990s 

related to the pursuit of wealth and government encouragement of the entrepreneurial 

spirit. By comparing Zhou's novel with Don DeLillo’s Mao II, I try to distinguish the 

different connotations of postmodernism in American and Chinese contexts. While the 

three works discussed above do not depict any “real” westerners due to various factors, 

the actual portrayal of genuine Americans in Manhattan’s Chinese Lady manifest nothing 

less than a heightened sense of the Chinese self in reference to the Other. Zhou’s husband 

Michael is depicted as a mirror to her own sense of “Chineseness” and thus enhances 

Zhou’s own national pride as resonating distinctly with sentiments of the sense of 

Chinese national pride developing in the 1990s. In the third section I argue through an 

analysis of Zhou's youth that her story in fact constitutes an indictment of socialist China. 
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Among the targets of her criticism are the hierarchy and repression of freedom of speech 

that seem to be the main forces that influence her life in China. As such, it is only in 

America that she has an opportunity to succeed. Therefore, by comparing her misery in 

China to her later success in America, the book thus proclaims that America is a true land 

of opportunity. As such, the comparison explains why China’s century-long search for 

modernity in the West has ended with the overseas exodus of its own intellectuals. 

 

 
 

1 New York in the 1990s: A Spectacle of Wealth and Entrepreneurship 
 

     Although both Manhattan’s Chinese Lady and Don DeLillo’s Mao II are generally 

categorized as postmodern fiction,3 the depictions of New York in these two works 

demonstrate a distinctly different postmodern consciousness. In Mao II, the replicated 

images of Chairman Mao manifest “the consumption of sheer commodification”4 – a 

telling characteristic of classic postmodernism. On the other hand, the novel also ventures 

to detail places like the shantytowns of Tompkins Square Park in describing the destitute 

nature of some areas in a city like New York. By contrast, Manhattan’s Chinese Lady 

displays spectacles of American wealth, which also act as symbols for New York in the 

work at hand. As such, it is labeled as postmodern work only because it stirs up the desire 

for money for both the protagonist and the reader. Moreover, whereas the mutation of 

objects in Mao II suggests the “decentering” of the subject self,5 scenes in Manhattan 

only kindles Zhou Li’s entrepreneurial spirit and indicate an autonomous bourgeois 

individualism that is only called postmodernism in the Chinese context because of its 
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lack of nationalist discourse.6 In this section, I argue through a comparison of both works 

that the depiction of New York in Manhattan’s Chinese Lady resonates with the 1990s 

Zeitgeist that is the striving for wealth through entrepreneurship. Such a goal has been 

incessantly promoted by the Chinese government and the aspiration to become an 

entrepreneur has thus become a burning desire among common Chinese. 

     The city of New York in Manhattan’s Chinese Lady is depicted as “the most desirable 

city in the world, if there was not so much crime” (Manhattan 77).7 Aside from one 

instance in which Zhou Li is robbed, its portrayal is replete with similarly laudatory prose. 

While Zhou from time to time extols its artistic atmosphere and the beauty of Central 

Park, New York is attractive more because of its being the business center of the world. 

She goes into particular detail about Fifth Avenue by describing that “gifts buildings are 

located on 20th street; toys buildings on 23rd street; household textiles on 29th street; shoes 

and clothes on 32nd and briefcases and luggage on 30th” (Manhattan 36). If the main body 

of the book centers on how Zhou runs a business, then its prologue - which traces Zhou’s 

wanderings around the city - reveals that New York ultimately only signifies wealth to 

her. “It is too simple to describe the Park Avenue as prosperous and bustling; it in fact 

represents America’s grandeur, luxury, generosity and the awe of the Golden Empire” 

(Manhattan 1). Taking a stroll on the Fifth Avenue, Zhou recalls the billionaire himself 

when seeing Donald Trump's Trump Plaza and Trump Tower. The next spot she notes is 

the well-known Tiffany’s jewelry store. In its new edition published ten years later, Zhou 

furthermore elaborates on the Park Avenue’s “elegance and magnificence” (Manhattan 7). 
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Wherever she roams, the associated CEOs, billionaires and bosses associated with such 

sights spring into her mind and merit mention. 

     While Zhou Li presents an opulent and luxuriant metropolis for the reader, in Mao II - 

which is set in almost the same time as its counterpart - “New York has fallen” (Mao 

23).8 Indeed, Don DeLillo makes a point to mention the slum in Tompkins Square Park, 

and later describes a tower under construction in the center of the city in terms of its 

being “a ruin, an abandonment” due to several kids playing on the girders (Mao 23). In 

the protagonist Bill Gray’s opinion, New York ages and stains “like Roman walls” (Mao 

39). While Gray thinks such signs indicate dilapidation, it is the same scenery that attracts 

the photographer Brita for the reason that “everything human about the lower island” in 

which she lives: The delight she takes in chaos is represented in a heap of objects on her 

rooftop, which includes water tanks, laundry lines, little crouched gardens, statuary, 

painted signs and so on (Mao 39). Much different than Zhou’s awe for New York’s 

majesty and splendor, Brita instead loves its homeliness. A profound melancholy seizes 

her when she thinks of it “being flattened and hauled away” (Mao 39). The dichotomy in 

both novels of the wealthy versus the fallen as represented by the city of New York 

derives from the authors’ different cultural backgrounds. Given the fact that Zhou’s work 

is written after 40 years of poverty in socialist China and also during the Chinese 

government's promotion of market reform, it is not surprising that New York’s affluence 

and magnificence appeal to her above all else. As Imagology states, people tend to look 

for the ideal in another culture that is lacking in their own country.9 Zhou’s obvious 

ignorance of the destituteness in New York are thus best explained by the exclusion of 



 

 

140 

the facets of the city that do not factor into her ideal vision. This phenomenon has already 

been discussed in relationship to other city portrayals in the previous chapters. 

     No better place is New York's magnificence displayed in such a visual way than in the 

World Trade Center. In Mao II, Brita complains that its size makes it “deadly” (Mao 40). 

What she is concerned about is that whereas “sick and dying people” have “nowhere to 

live,” there are “bigger and bigger towers all the time... with miles of rentable space” 

inside (Mao 40). While Brita can still appreciate the twin towers’ “play of light,” Gray 

simply comments that they are “forgotten-looking” (Mao 40). When he ridicules them as 

“harmless and ageless,” what he seems to mean is just the opposite (Mao 40). In her 

article, Laura Barrett asserts that mirrored buildings “conspire to deprive humans of solid 

subjectivity, suggesting that postmodern art forms are the catalyst for the slippage of 

personality.”10 Whereas the twin towers for Gray suggest a personality characterized by 

“slippage,” they only kindle hope for the character of Zhou Li. When Zhou looks upon 

them after working all day for next semester’s tuition, they “radiate bright light” to her 

(Manhattan 79): 

          I looked at them and recalled my determination and promise: “someday    

          one of those windows will belong to me!” I reached my hands out in the     

          dark, letting the light shining on my fingers, as if they were dancing… “It     

          is not easy to come to America. I must succeed,” I say to myself     

          thousands of times. Instantly, I feel energetic again and walk towards the     

          subway with big strides. (Manhattan 79) 
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The image of the World Trade Center not only intrigues Zhou but also seems to provide 

large amounts of energy in order to overcome physical and psychological fatigue. The 

towers are symbols of wealth, and thus inspire in her a dream of working in such a place 

at a future point in time. Therefore, instead of being deprived of “solid subjectivity,” 

Zhou’s determination and enthusiasm to succeed in America is strengthened by her 

gazing upon the Twin Towers. 

     Zhou thus begins to put her plans into motion. Although she notes that only delivery 

men ride bicycles in the heavy traffic of New York, as “it is no less risky than steering a 

tiny boat without sail in great waves,” she decides to buy a bike in order to make 

meetings with clients stationing in different buildings (Manhattan 35). Putting her 

briefcase in the basket, she “dashes into the sea of cars” (Manhattan 35). The moment is 

significant to merit exclusive mention: “From 1987 to 1999, I rode my bicycle every 

morning. The wind of New York blew my long hair as I cruised along Fifth Avenue – I 

found that I was the only woman that rode bicycles there.” (Manhattan 35-36). 

Accompanying her bike-riding is the feeling that “half of New York” is within her grasp 

and that the city is a “paradise of adventurers” (Manhattan 36). Whereas Zhou is 

stimulated with even more ardent entrepreneurial spirit in the traffic, Gray describes 

himself lost “in the midst of a crowd”:11 

          The rush of things, of shuffled sights, the mixed swagger of the avenue,    

          noisy storefronts, jewelry spread across the sidewalk, the deep stream of  

          reflections, heads floating in windows, towers liquefied on taxi doors,     

          bodies shivery and elongate, all of it interesting to Bill in the way it 
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          blocked moments, the way it simply rushed at him, massively, like your  

          first day in Jalalabad, rushed as it was.” (Mao 94) 

Don DeLillo chooses to equate New York with the poverty-stricken, third-world city of 

Jalalabad, and Bill Gray is inundated by a similar sort of chaos on the streets of New 

York. As Laura Barrett claims, “postmodernism architecture rebelled against 

modernism’s minimalism, replacing it with ‘the disorientation of the saturated space.’”12 

Placing herself in the same traffic described as debilitating by DeLillo, Zhou brims with 

excitement and is thus driven to accomplish and conquer whereas Gray is easily drowned 

in the crowd.  

     Similar to the objects on the street that DeLillo describes, everything in the Heartland 

Hotel described in Mao II is similarly infused with a kind of momentum: “... Everything 

is “slowing turning” and there music coming from “somewhere” (Mao 24). Scott sees 

people inside the elevators, “deftly falling” as well as “high up,” and “on the walkways, 

an occasional figure looks down, head and upper body” (Mao 24). While postmodernist 

works frequently feature “a mutation in built space itself,”13 the character of Scott being 

mesmerized by the elevators insinuates a “fragmentation” and “decentering” of his 

subject.14 Thus, postmodernism announces “the ‘death’ of the subject itself” as “the end 

of the autonomous bourgeois monad or ego or individual.”15 By contrast, Zhou Li is quite 

content with the “classic” nature of the western architecture of a place like the Tavern on 

the Green when her clients throw her a party there. For her, it symbolizes that she has 

achieved success in America. In her article on the popular TV serial Beijing Sojourners in 

New York, Lydia Liu points out that “the popular Chinese term for entrepreneur, qiye jia, 
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enjoys a special niche in the official media of the 1990s.”16 Corresponding with the 

current strain of ideology towards entrepreneurs popular in China at the time, the 

portrayal of New York in Manhattan’s Chinese Lady accentuates opportunities of the sort 

that enrapture Zhou. 

 
 

2 Michael and Bernice: A heightened Sense of the Chinese Self 
 

     When we look back the images of westerners in the previous chapters, we find that 

those three works actually rarely depict “real” westerners. Wang Tao chooses to adopt the 

genre of chuanqi and zhiguai to write about western women. Because of the genre’s 

ambivalence in regard to historicity and functionality, the images of western women in 

his works can only be treated in a purely literary sense. Although Lao She utilizes realism 

to portray Englishmen and Englishwomen, he is also entangled in the stereotypes of 

Chinese in British society in the 1920s and creates a hetero-stereotype in the person of 

Alexander in order to compensate for such bias. Moreover, the representative of English 

national character Pastor Yi belongs to a special class. When it comes to Bai Xianyong’s 

A Death in Chicago, Laura serves only as a representative for western women and as a 

foil for Wu Hanhun. Only in Zhou Li’s Manhattan’s Chinese Lady are there realistic 

depictions of Americans. The main examples are the characters of Michael - who, strictly 

speaking, is not American but German - and Bernice. In this section, I argue that the 

images of Michael and Bernice, realistic though they may be, only heighten Zhou Li’s 

pride in being Chinese. 



 

 

144 

Michael: A Mirrored Chinese 

 

     Earl Jeffery Richard argues that Montesquieu, in order to make his own criticism of 

French national character objective and truthful, contrives an “exotic Oriental” in his 

Lettres Persanes - a Persian - to serve as a critic.17 Richards points out that the reading 

public forgets the foreigner’s “fictionality” and thus takes the image of the Persian as an 

“accurate representation of the Other.”18 Indeed, the essence of the Persian’s image is a 

foil to French identity.19 Whereas the Persian acts as a critic in Lettres Persanes, the 

image of Michael in Manhattan’s Chinese Lady also functions as a foil that additionally 

enhances Zhou Li’s sense of pride in being Chinese.  

     In the book, Zhou Li cannot help admiring and appreciating everything exotic about 

the character of Michael, including his blue eyes (Manhattan 363), a robust body that is 

as flawless as Michelangelo’s David (Manhattan 363) and all the cultural influence 

conferred by a purely western upbringing (Manhattan 290). Likewise, Michael is 

attracted to Zhou because of the range of unique qualities that he discovers embodied in 

her. He reveals why he is deeply in love with her: “I started to like you when I saw you 

playing tennis. Your playing The Maiden’s Prayer and Moonlight Sonata, your singing 

Chinese and John Denver’s songs all impressed me, but until I read your writings and 

revised your Doctor’s Diary, I found you harbor a world that I don’t know. This world 

strongly appeals to me.” (Manhattan 359). This “world” is Zhou’s youth in the Great 

Northern Wilderness as revealed to Michael, the specifics of which are the primary 

subject matter of her Doctor’s Diary. Even when they make love for the first time, Zhou 
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relates stories about “millions of educated youth” that dwelt in “huts in the Great 

Northern Wilderness.” When she mentions such stories, Michael’s eyes “brighten up” as 

if under her enchantment (Manhattan 364). 

     When Michael is finally able to travel in China, he compares China with Europe and 

praises it by exclaiming that “China is so beautiful! China is so big! It takes one hour 

from Germany to Switzerland and two hours to France, but it takes three days from the 

West Lake in Hangzhou to the Museum of Terracotta Warriors and Horses” (Manhattan 

385). He “keeps extolling China’s landscapes and historical sites, customs and human 

relationships” and “taking photos ceaselessly” (Manhattan 385). He likes everything in 

China and has no complaints at all. When he sees a village man making popcorn in a 

labor-intensive method quite unfamiliar to American eyes, he is very excited because, as 

he sees it, “childhood in China is extremely interesting” (Manhattan 385). Moreover, 

Michael possesses an appreciation for Chinese music. When he listens to Zhou singing 

the Chinese children’s songs The Flying Swallow and Listen to the Story of the Past that 

Mother Tells, he is “deeply moved by their elegant and pure melody” and “his eyes are 

saturated with tears” (Manhattan 518). “It is so beautiful when I listen to Chinese music,” 

he says (Manhattan 518). Most amazingly, he lives a simple life and does not seek fame 

and wealth, which Zhou categorizes as aspirations endemic to a Chinese lifestyle. When 

Michael receives a trophy from his company, he throws it to Zhou, saying “its only use is 

to be a chopping board” (Manhattan 518). Zhou relates Michael’s lifestyle to Lin 

Yutang’s The Art of Living, which proclaims that a simple lifestyle is “the highest ideal of 

Chinese culture” and that “only by living like this people can enjoy a happy life” 
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(Manhattan 518). Although Zhou originally likes social interaction and extravagance, she 

is influenced by Michael and slowly comes to enjoy both nature and a simple life much 

more than before. 

     Michael is not only fascinated by China and Chinese culture, but he himself comes to 

be more and more “Sinicized” in some ways. Although Zhou Li mentions in a passage 

that he has a career in the Wall Street, her portrayal of him focuses on his being an 

assistant and caretaker for Zhou while she runs her business. He often “joins her in 

negotiations at hotel after work; during the negotiation, he dashes back to his company, 

prints out contracts, makes photocopies and then dashes back. After being signed, he 

brings those contracts back to his company and makes copies again” (Manhattan 18). It is 

worth noting that Michael uses his company’s computer and copying machine to work 

for his wife, and it is never seen as a problem by both of them. When negotiating, he 

“flushes when he brings up questions even though the questions he asks are the most 

critical” (Manhattan 19). She details such devotion by commenting that “No matter when 

and where, as long as I need him and make a phone call to him, he dashes to me, printing 

contracts, making copies, talking to clients and attending banquets” (Manhattan 19). 

When Zhou loses her business cards, despite the fact that he has saved all information 

about her business partners on his computer, he still accompanies her to search for them 

in the Twin Towers “again and again” because he knows she will be relieved once she 

finds them (Manhattan 19). When Zhou loses a large amount of money in their savings 

because of her indiscretion, Michael does not blame her and only remarks that “‘if you 

had listened to me it would not have been like this” (Manhattan 20). In sum, Michael is 
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an ever-present, supportive figure that gives her intellectual and psychological support. 

As the foreword in the new edition says, Michael truly possesses an “Oriental spirit” 

(Manhattan 2).  

     If Michael indeed possesses an “Oriental spirit,” then his attitude towards sex also 

illustrates similarly strong “Oriental family values” (Manhattan 2). One of the most 

important reasons that he breaks off relations with Bernice to pursue Zhou Li - a poor 

student who is divorced and has a daughter - is that Bernice is too casual in her sex life. 

While Bernice does not care if he has sex with other girls, Michael does not want to “play 

games” with her and insists on them both having only one sexual partner at a time. For 

him, a partnership is an exclusive commitment. In regard to Bernice, he remarks that he 

“always thinks” she “loves” him [Italics mine],” and inquires to himself: “Why does she 

have sexual relationships with other men?” (Manhattan 315) He also respects Zhou’s 

decision not to have sex with him before they marry, saying to her that “as long as you 

insist, I will never touch you.” (Manhattan 360) Only after they are engaged do they 

make love.  

     Therefore, besides Michael’s physical traits, we cannot find anything that makes him 

different from a Chinese man. When Zhou Li praises Michael, it does not seem clear 

whether or not she is praising her foreign husband or extolling China and Chinese culture. 

Whereas Zhou worships New York, she also divulges her obsession for things Chinese in 

her portrayal of Michael. Dai Jinhua asserts that the success of Manhattan’s Chinese 

Lady and Beijing Sojourners in New York lies in “their confirmation of the status of the 

Chinese and China in the world in everyday life.”20 While the cultural Zeitgeist of the 
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mid-1980s was to “walk towards the world,” which consisted of a general fervor for 

Western-style modernism and cultural cosmopolitanism,21 the failure of the June 4th 

movement made it clear that “the crusade from the margin of the world to the center 

wrecked havoc.”22 As such, “the relationship between China and the world had to be 

mended, and the frustrated public needed an image that confirmed the status of China 

through globalization in order to comfort them.”23 In her article “Behind Global 

Spectacle and National Image Making: The Tide of Nationalism,” Dai Jinhua elaborates 

on the strong nationalistic sentiments present in the popular consciousness of the mid-

1990s.24 While the praise of China and Chinese culture in Manhattan’s Chinese Lady 

corresponds with the general trend of the time,25 it is worth noting that this appreciation 

of native culture resurfaces only after going unmentioned throughout an entire century of 

overseas Chinese student writing as represented in the works of Lao She and Bai 

Xianyong. Imagology states that “the image of a given nation will include a compound 

layering of different, contradictory counter-images,” and although in any given textual 

expression “some aspects” may be “activated and dominant,” the “remaining 

counterparts” will all be “latently, tacitly, subliminally present.”26 The national 

sentiments serve as an “identitarian process of maintaining a sense of selfhood across 

time.”27 In other words, Chinese people have never forgotten the fact that China was once 

the “Central Kingdom” of its namesake, and that its prosperity lasted thousands of years. 

It is precisely the glory of Chinese history and culture that has caused Chinese people to 

retain a strong sense of national pride. 
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     It is thus not surprising at all that both Manhattan’s Chinese Lady, along with the TV 

serial Beijing Sojourners in New York, are two overseas literary works that ignite and fuel 

national sentiments.28 Bai Xianyong writes that in terms of the themes included in 

Taiwanese overseas student literature, “cultural nostalgia goes deeper and deeper as the 

time after leaving one’s homeland becomes longer and longer.”29 Likewise, Tu Wei-ming 

points out that overseas Chinese can “assume an effective role in creatively constructing 

a new vision of Chineseness that is more in tune with Chinese history and in sympathetic 

resonance with Chinese culture” although they “may seem forever peripheral to the 

meaning of being Chinese.”30 In fact, the national and/or cultural nostalgia embedded in 

overseas Taiwanese writers’ works was already exploited by the CCP government in the 

1980s in order to promote their own political agenda to establish the mainland as the 

“official” China. In the 1990s, overseas Chinese works were again utilized to instigate 

national sentiments, which were then subsequently used to legitimize the CCP regime 

after the June 4th massacre. Ironically, it seems that it is at times when overseas Chinese 

intellectuals are either banished or severed from “the emotional attachment of the 

diaspora Chinese to the homeland”31 that their works can then be utilized in such a 

manner by the domestic government. Wang Tao and Lao She never doubt that they will 

return to their home country and thus their works have never had the same effect that Bai 

and Zhou’s works have had in mainland China. This irony only shows that China’s 

former cultural strength is deeply ingrained in Chinese historical remembrance, even to 

the point that those “banished” from their native culture are incapable of forgetting the 

power their people once held. 



 

 

150 

     In Lettres Persanes, Montesquieu “allows his protagonist to become at least partially 

Westernized in order to show both the superiority of the West and to show that this 

Western identity is not genetically transmitted.”32 By the same token, Zhou Li sinicizes 

Michael so as to demonstrate that westerners – who have unarguably frequently taking a 

patronizing political stance towards China – are willing to appreciate and even implement 

Chinese values in a new era. By presenting the image of a sinicized westerner in the 

character of Michael, Zhou’s work only serves to further heighten a Chinese sense of 

pride that can be used much more effectively by the domestic government to legitimize 

its regime.  

 

Bernice: a Marxist 

 

     If the “westernness” of the character of Michael in Manhattan's Chinese Lady is only 

manifested in his appearance and upbringing, then Bernice demonstrates a stark contrast 

from Chinese values. This is primarily rooted in her licentious ways. She has “many, 

many boyfriends” when her Chinese husband is in Taiwan’s prison (Manhattan 331). She 

ultimately loves her husband first, and says that once he “gets out of prison, she will be 

his wife”; yet she is also determined to live “like a real woman” (Manhattan 331). She 

has a boyfriend in school while simultaneously having a relationship with Michael, who 

is living in Manhattan. Because of such duplicity, Michael leaves her. Aside from this, 

however, the portrayal of Bernice primarily revolves around her love for the Chinese 

people and her criticism of American government. Bernice is “Vice-president of Chinese 
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Students Union,” because the Chinese on campus seek her help “no matter what 

difficulties they have” (Manhattan 331). One time she even seeks out alive yellow-fin 

tuna in a Korean store ten miles away from the school just because one sick Chinese 

student wants to eat it. She lends her computer to Chinese students for free, organizes a 

“Chinese Night” party and invites a governor and senator to school to speak to her fellow 

students. She even claims she would like to “become Chinese in the afterlife” (Manhattan 

295). Although she loses Michael to Zhou Li, she is still involved in an inexorable 

relationship with the most obvious symbol of her affections for everything Chinese: her 

Taiwanese husband. 

     Bernice is also a fervent Marxist. She accuses the American government of being 

responsible for diseases such as AIDS, drugs and crimes in American society. “As long 

as someone mentions American government, she immediately lets loose with the phrase 

“I accuse” as in Émile Zola’s books” (Manhattan 342). Such rabid support for her beliefs 

draws playful comments from Chinese students that she should become a CCP Central 

Committee member and that it is a pity that she is an American and can only be an 

associate. This joke only shows that Bernice is more “Chinese” than most Chinese 

students due to the fact that her stance towards the American government is similar to the 

CCP. While Chinese students believe that “capitalism is better than socialism” after 

comparing China with America and other western European countries, she claims that it 

is wrong inasmuch as comparison should instead be made between China and India since 

“both of them are agrarian countries” (Manhattan 342). She concludes that “socialism is 

better than capitalism” (Manhattan 342). Since her stand is so resonant with that of the 
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CCP's propaganda, Chinese students eventually change her title to “the CCP Central 

Committee’s alternate member” (Manhattan 342). Bernice even modifies the first 

sentence of Manifesto of the Communist Party into “A spectre is haunting America 

[Italics mine] - the spectre of communism” (Manhattan 342). As the Chinese have 

idealized western countries, Bernice has idealized China as to find a cure to social 

problems in her own country. 

     While we have stated that the image of Michael affirms traditional Chinese values, the 

figure of Bernice reminds the reader of socialist history in mainland China. It is 

astonishing that whereas most overseas Chinese students yearn to belong to capitalist 

America, Bernice - at least in theory – chooses to support socialism. However, Zhou Li’s 

own accounts of her childhood and youth invalidate Bernice’s belief, which I will analyze 

in the next section.  

 

 
 

3  An Indictment of Socialist China versus America as a Land of Opportunity 
 

 
     There are two opposite arguments in scholarship on which country Zhou Li identifies 

with: China or America. Dai Jinhua argues that Manhattan’s Chinese Lady “creates a 

new image of China’s being the centre of the world.”33 However, other scholars point out 

that this story “is targeted for western audience and Zhou Li identifies with western 

culture [Italics mine]. That the potential of Chinese women can only be fully realized in 

the West suggests that the Chinese rely on the West to judge themselves.”34 The conflicts 

derive from the fact that these scholars are looking at different aspects of the book. By 
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the image of Michael and the rhetoric that eulogizes China and Chinese culture, this work 

sets forth the image of China as the center of the world. Nevertheless, if we look into 

closely Zhou’s recounts of her childhood and youth in China, we find that her story in 

fact constitutes an indictment of certain aspects of socialist China. As such, although 

Zhou criticizes some societal problems in America, the main point she gets across in the 

book is that America is a land of opportunity.  

 

Childhood: Loneliness and Pain from Hierarchy 

 

In her book, Zhou Li claims that she can succeed in America because she had an 

“admirable childhood” back in China (Manhattan 53). Not only that, she compares her 

childhood with those of Americans and concludes that “many American kids live their 

childhood in luxuriant materialistic lives and lonely spiritual lives” and thus she believes 

that “this is one of reasons that many Americans can only become secretaries and make 

low salaries after they reach adulthood” while she is able to speak “directly” with 

important people even though she “has come to America for only a few years” 

(Manhattan 53). She then elaborates on the experiences that shaped such a personality. 

    As the child of Party cadres, Zhou describes her family as poor and only able to afford 

rice and vegetables. Only on weekends could her grandparents, parents and five siblings 

eat something as decadent as a bowl of pork, which thrilled all the children in the family 

(Manhattan 89). Once when she is sick and longs for a fried rib, her mother finally 

decides to buy one for her. She is “elated” to take her first “big bite,” after which she 
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gives it back to her mother (Manhattan 89).  However, even if such poverty at least gave 

her the opportunity to be affirmed of her mother's love, a full “half” of her childhood she 

recognizes as “lonely and painful” (Manhattan 91). Since her parents are described as 

being very busy - she was sent to kindergarten when she was only one-year old – she 

feels that it was no less lonely an experience than those of the American kids she 

mentions. She emphasizes that for her, “unforgettable pain in kindergarten derived from 

being left alone.” (Manhattan 91). In addition to personal feelings like loneliness, Zhou 

also notes that her parents were the lowest rank among all parents who could send their 

kids to this kindergarten. Other kids had nice clothes; she did not. Other kids had a car to 

pick them up, while her grandparents walked all the way to the school in old, tattered 

clothes. Such was the gap between children that “divided kids into two parts; one whose 

parents come from cities, the other from the countryside.” (Manhattan 92). While 

teachers paid much attention to the kids whose parents’ ranks were higher, they “never 

touched” her, although she always “dreamt” one day her teacher would “hold her for a 

second and kiss her” (Manhattan 93). Whenever the teacher takes off her clothes and 

changes her, she complains that the “‘clothes are old and shabby.” She then accuses her: 

“You are not like the child of a cadre. You are a bumpkin.’  (Manhattan 93). She 

accentuates her loneliness by describing that nobody played with her except a disabled 

child. She describes that she felt like an “orphan” and “a contemptible ‘ugly duckling’” 

with her heart “imbued with loneliness and desolation” (Manhattan 93).   

     The only fond memory that Zhou Li has of her time in kindergarten is when she 

volunteers to recite Pushkin’s poem The Story of a Fisherman and Goldfish at her 
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graduation ceremony. After that, she is in the same situation from primary school through 

middle school: her teachers “know better than their textbooks about whose parents are in 

what ranks, live where, and even own which brand of car.” (Manhattan 96). She explains 

such a system in a brief passage: “There are obvious hierarchical discrepancies among 

cadres’ kids. I was bullied the first day when I went to primary school… I don’t 

understand why I was always bullied. Is it only because my father is a lowest-rank 

official and I wore shabby clothes?” (Manhattan 96) Among teachers who only care 

about whose parents have higher ranks and among classmates who compete with each 

other for whose parents are higher officials, the only way that she had a chance to stand 

out was school performance. The opportunity comes when she is nominated by her two 

classmates to sing for Soviet Union officials. On the day she wears new clothes, which 

are hand-made by her mother, and new shoes, which are bought with loans and too big 

for her feet. After she sings, a Soviet Union official kisses her. From that moment, she 

starts to have confidence in herself. It is worth noting that again, it is the approval of the 

Other that changes her. Since she cannot get any praise from her teachers, the official's 

kiss means a lot for her. It seemed to mean a lot to her teachers as well, because “from 

then on, her fate changed” (Manhattan 99). She then gets promoted all the way up to the 

time that the Cultural Revolution takes place.  
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The Youth: Calamities Doomed by Independent Thinking 

 

     The first chapter of Manhattan’s Chinese Lady - which recounts how Zhou Li runs 

business and succeeds in America - was initially published in October, a well-known 

literary journal, after which the whole book was on market. Interestingly, “the whole 

book is more popular than the first chapter.”35 To explain this we have to look at what the 

rest of the book is about. Most of the text narrates Zhou’s youth in the Cultural 

Revolution in addition to her childhood that I have mentioned above. Lu Jie points out 

that “rapid change and violent rupture with the past in the 1990s made Chinese 

intellectuals more acutely conscious of history.”36 Indeed, Zhou’s youth in Manhattan’s 

Chinese Lady is related differently from the genres of scar literature, reflection literature 

and root literature that were so popular in the 1980s.37 In the book, Zhou narrates how a 

letter that she writes at eighteen years old - an age when she is not legally obliged to take 

responsibility for her behavior - brings a series of adversities to her life. 

     Zhou Li’s fate is upset again in Cultural Revolution when her father is accused of 

“taking the capitalist counter-revolutionary route,” a crime for which she cannot wear a 

Red Guard band anymore (Manhattan 104). A few days later, her mother is charged as a 

“traitor” (Manhattan 105). On the road to visit her imprisoned mother, Zhou witnesses a 

man jumping to the ground from a 10-story building, carrying two kids, crying his wife’s 

name and screaming that “I am not guilty” (Manhattan 106). Afraid of looking at “the 

boy and the girl, the blood and the final struggle of those three corpses,” she realizes that 

she cannot return to her “innocent past” as her “childhood, full of dream and flowers, has 
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finished” (Manhattan 106). In a corridor of the prison where her mother is held, she is 

appalled to see the slogan that says “Down With” her mother posted on a dazibao, which 

“lashes” her heart like a “whip” (Manhattan 106). Since her mother is not a high official, 

she simply “cannot believe that a kind-hearted, generous woman could be the enemy of 

the people” (Manhattan 106-07). Finally, Zhou sees her mother “kneeling on a bench, 

arms tied behind her back, clothes falling into pieces, with scars on arms and back” in a 

cell (Manhattan 107). On the way back, she is horrified again by a group of people 

throwing three plastic bags into a truck, which contain the corpses of the man and his 

kids from the suicide she witnessed, and the “icy, indifferent” faces on the bystanders 

(Manhattan 107).  

     Since that day, Zhou Li started to have doubts on the Cultural Revolution and read as 

many books that she could get access to, such as “Plekhanov’s The Development of the 

Monist View of History, Anna Louise Strong's The Stalin Era, General History of the 

World, and The History of the French Revolution.” (Manhattan 117). These works make 

her realize that “the Stalin Era and the Cultural Revolution are like twins” in the way that 

“a sudden vanishing or death of a person, an unknown fate of a family, both of them are 

linked with those pretentious speeches such as the party’s demand and the party’s cause” 

(Manhattan 117). Ultimately, the seventeen-year old Zhou writes a letter to Wenhui 

Newpaper that advocates ending the Cultural Revolution because it “wrecks human lives, 

the party and the country” (Manhattan 108). In the letter, she warns that there are 

“careerists” in the party, who intend to usurp the power the way as Francisco Franco’s 

Fifth Column did in the Spanish Revolution. She thus comes to the conclusion that 
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“white terror prevails in China.” It never occurs to Zhou that she will be persecuted 

because of this letter. Although she is not given physical punishment, “her name appears 

on dazibao and is denounced again and again” (Manhattan 120). “Workers Propaganda 

Teams, Military Propaganda Teams and Rebel Groups in turn put her on trail” and 

confiscate all her “reading notes and diaries” (Manhattan 120). Not only that, all 

materials that denounce her are placed in her dossier, which she quickly realizes will 

follow her for the remainder of her life. 

     Zhou Li’s youth is thus doomed by this youthful letter. When she is laboring in the 

Great Northern Wilderness, the object of her worry is not the demanding and exhausting 

work, but her dossier. Because of the materials in it, she is denied the conferral of all 

rewards and promotions. Although she is told that her record is clean once she leaves 

high school, she wastes no time in becoming the rare person that has “historical 

problems” when only eighteen years old, (Manhattan 141). Fighting against such a 

verdict engenders no results. She goes back to Shanghai and asks every person involved 

in handling her dossier about modifying her files, yet only receives vague rhetoric that 

exhorts her to “trust the people and the party” (Manhattan 147). Only one man tells her 

the truth by saying that “nobody can get rid of the materials in your dossier without the 

party’s permission” (Manhattan 147). Zhou thinks of death: “Since there is a devil in my 

dossier, I am a devil” (Manhattan 147). For the first time in her life, she enters into a 

church and then she “transports her body to the Great Northern Wildness and waits to be 

peeled off” (Manhattan 152).   
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     Zhou Li's one hope lies in her connections made by her parents when they were party 

cadres. When asked if she wants to become a reporter or a nurse, she declares that she has 

decided not to write anymore because “the pen and opinions are always connected with 

politics” and she “has had enough” (Manhattan 168). She feels fortunate that she can 

have another choice before she is “downright devastated” (Manhattan 168). After the 

disgrace of Lin Biao, the first thing Zhou does is to inquire as to the possibility of 

discarding the incriminating materials in her dossier. When the “devils” haunting her are 

burnt, she feels “being the same as others is a type of happiness” (Manhattan 172). It is at 

this moment when her “dignity as a person” returns (Manhattan 172).  

     Since there are no longer any political obstacles for her, she is “elected” to be 

admitted into a medical school in Dalian (Manhattan 173). Nevertheless, she still cannot 

decide her own fate. When she graduates, her original work unit takes her dossier back to 

the Great Northern Wildness and she thus has to go back while many educated youth 

from Shanghai are gone. Whereas she helps many of them through such a fate by 

providing fake medical records, she is sent to a more remote countryside after offending a 

supervisor. After staying there for only two years, Zhou Li is able to return to Shanghai 

after the changing of policies.  

 

A Synopsis of the Holocaust of Socialist China 

 

     In addition to the suffering of Zhou Li, the stories of some other characters’ also 

encompass the catastrophes of socialist China since 1949. Yu Lian’s father, an owner of a 
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textile mill, willingly hands over all his assets over to the CCP. However, in 1957, he is 

labeled as the rightist when he writes an article about the party’s bureaucracy. His not-

guilty plea only makes him become a “double counterrevolutionary,” or a “capitalist and 

rightist” (Manhattan 173). He at last commits suicide, and just as Yu Lian refuses to 

respond to Zhou’s love due to the crisis of his circumstances. Zhou’s friend Shao Yanqin 

is refused promotion because her uncle is “a rightist and counterrevolutionary,” despite 

her being an incredibly hard worker (Manhattan 158). Even more, she is raped by her 

supervisor “with a pistol on the table” with no consequences to the perpetrator 

(Manhattan 160). However, such injustices extend beyond even the twisted logic of the 

Cultural Revolution. If Yu Lian and Shao Yanqin at least suffer because of certain 

reasons related to their background – no matter how ridiculous – men such as Pei Yang – 

a brilliant scholar designated to be the President of Fudan University by Shanghai’s City 

Council - are put on trial for no reason. He does nothing, but because he is nominated 

before 1976, he has to go through a ten-year investigation after 1976. The irony here is 

that the nomination is done by the City Council, and when the members of the City 

Council change upon the fall of the Gang of Four, the nominees approved during their 

reign undergo similar downfalls. 

 

An Indictment of Socialist China versus America as a Land of opportunity 

 

     Dai Jinhua writes that “in Zhou Li’s accounts, the sufferings in China endow her with 

enormous spiritual richness.”38 Although Zhou rhetorically attributes her success to what 
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she has gone through in China, this is likely not what she truly considers to be the case. 

When Zhou reflects on her personal experiences in the Cultural Revolution, she says that 

she “almost died, yet that it would not have been a death for anti-fascism but instead one 

in the midst of fear and injustice stemming from sudden denunciation” (Manhattan 430). 

As such, she exhorts: “It is just because I asked a question to the party for the sake of my 

lost family and the surrounding good people that I almost died” (Manhattan 431). In 

regard to the millions of others that suffered, she alludes to the story of an old man who 

comes from the Soviet Union. The old man submitted a poem to those who persecuted 

him, reading: “No matter what crimes you say I commit, I am guilty/ no matter when you 

say I commit crimes, I am guilty/ no matter how severe you say my crime is and how 

long you punish me, I am guilty/ Because it means I am disloyal if I say I am not guilty/ 

In order to pledge my allegiance, I devote my whole soul/ - I am guilty” (Manhattan 441). 

Because he did not “trade his life with principle,” he lives on after his liberation while his 

colleagues remain very sick or insane (Manhattan 441). Zhou comments thus: “This 

movement is inhumane. There was a dirty hand that distorted you so that you could not 

recognize yourself. You had something sacred from you blood, but other people made 

you think that you had desecrated them. When those people were not just some people 

but became an irresistible power, you had to kneel down and confess ‘I am guilty!’ It is 

so woeful…Why is the fate of millions of the Soviet Union’s people similar to ours?” 

(Manhattan 442). Sheldon H. Lu points out that one of the reasons that Manhattan’s 

Chinese Lady was never transformed into a TV program was likely due to the fact that 

“the story of a Chinese woman being ‘taken’ by an American man, regardless of her 
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living in New York, would probably not have fared well with a large share of the 

domestic male TV audience.”39 I would add that Zhou's indictment of socialist China is 

also a reason that such a show could not be shown on TV and potentially reach a much 

larger audience.  

    Dai Jinhua refers to the sufferings of such characters as included in Manhattan's 

Chinese Lady as “spiritual assets.”40 However, we must note how exactly the characters 

absorb different types of spiritual nourishment. That they end up deriving their spiritual 

strength from western works is certainly a surprising twist of events. Pei Yang reads 

books from the likes of Socrates and Plato to those by Freud and Sartre. His intelligence 

comes from reading and thinking. Yu Lian is likewise fascinated with the art of 

Rembrandt and Millet. Even for Zhou Li, who declares that if she had lived her childhood 

and youth in America she will “let her children get pregnant at 14 and become gay, drug 

addicts and drunkards,” she nevertheless recites what she reads from western works to 

help herself battle through adversity (Manhattan, 81). When she is denounced because of 

the incriminating letter, it is Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea that encourages her. 

Bearing in mind that “man can be destroyed, but not defeated,” she lives through her 

hardship (Manhattan, 152). Zhou writes that “my childhood gave me an aura of idealism 

and still shines on me”; yet she is also ironically nurtured by western works produced in 

the culture that frequently falls victim to her condemnations. Aside from a few places, 

there are paragraphs and paragraphs throughout the book that discuss great men, great 

thoughts and great works from the West. Many scholars point out that while the Cultural 

Revolution ended up destroying the majority of extant literary works from China, the 
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Soviet Union and the West, the discrepancies between political propaganda and the real 

situation on the countryside that the Red Guards saw when roaming the country also 

prompted educated youth to undertake an underground reading movement.41 It is 

astonishing that almost all her spiritual nourishment at the time comes from western 

works. Therefore, Zhou’s claim that spiritual richness nurtured in China was prerequisite 

to her success in America is mere rhetoric with little basis in fact. 

     Even during Zhou Li’s darkest days, it is Nixon’s inauguration address – of all things - 

that kindles her hope for the future. One day she picks up a newspaper and reads. “There 

is one sentence that seizes my heart: ‘the essence of freedom is that we each can decide 

our own fate.’” (Manhattan, 152) Zhou then elaborates on the miraculous changes that 

she experiences after reading this sentence: “I cut the piece of the paper and bring it with 

me. From then on, I am not frustrated by the wildness and the pigs surrounding me any 

more. I have passions again; it seems I am expecting something. I feel there is another 

existence that is better; it is like mirage on the horizon and it opens the door of new 

possibilities for me” (Manhattan, 153). In fact, this sentence also summarizes that which 

appeals to Zhou in America: opportunity and freedom. She might not agree with 

America’s decadent culture, but she indeed appreciates the opportunity and freedom that 

she can enjoy in America. Whereas she endured the hardship brought by the enforced 

hierarchy of her childhood, America is a “furnace of equal competition.” (Manhattan 

445). While she admits that it “mostly consists of white people,” she also asserts that 

“your skin color cannot guarantee that you live better” (Manhattan 445). This is in 

contrast to China, where “a person can be killed because of a thought” (Manhattan 442). 
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In America, “the more critical a movie is of the American government, the more likely it 

receives awards” (Manhattan 443). Zhou especially compares her constraint in thinking 

with Michael’s freedom of thoughts, stating that “His thinking is free. He can choose 

what to believe and what not to believe whenever he wants…He chooses them naturally 

and easily, as he chooses to swim at sea or in a river; by contrast, there is always a burden 

in my thinking…”(Manhattan 439). The address by Nixon is repeated several times in the 

book and always accompanied by the symbolic image of the Statue of Liberty. 

     Dai Jinhua argues that Manhattan’s Chinese Lady appeals to young readers because of 

the “American dream” set forth in it. At the same time, however, it seems that middle-age 

readers and the above are attracted to it because it exhibits the spiritual richness of their 

generations.42 Dai thus ultimately circumvents a critical question in relation to the book: 

If those generations have spiritual richness, why is it only in America that the so-called 

spiritual assets can be transformed into success? Although such a question goes 

unanswered, it is undoubtedly true that Zhou Li's intent is to state that while socialist 

China only gives its people torture and hardship, America – for her - is the land of 

opportunity and freedom.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

165 

CONCLUSION 
 

 

     My research has examined how Chinese intellectuals perceive and represent western 

cities and westerners in literature written in relation to their own experiences abroad. My 

conclusion is that the literary image of the West manifests an intricate sense of the 

Chinese self. By comparing the images of western cities in Chinese literature with those 

in similar works in English literature, I have thus argued that the Chinese perceive and 

represent western cities differently from the westerners that inhabit them.  The reason is 

that the Chinese, similar to most “outsiders” in unfamiliar contexts, operate with their 

own distinct social agenda and cultural baggage when they look at the West. In the 

process, they tend to disregard that which they consider irrelevant or contrary due to their 

preoccupation with their own concerns.  Since the works of literature that I have chosen 

to examine are relatively influential works and thus had wide-ranging audiences at the 

time when they were written, their representations of western cities embody the Chinese 

intellectuals’ own interests in western modernity during different historical periods. 

These interests range from the proliferation of western technology in the Late Qing to a 

more general western “culture” in the 1920s, as well as to the modernist movement in the 

1960s and the trends of wealth and entrepreneurship in the 1990s. On the other hand, it 

can be reasonably argued that English writers fail to see what the Chinese see in western 

cities: the “spirit” of modern life – such as urban landscape, advanced technologies, the 

opportunity to succeed, wealth, and so on.  This failure of recognition can ultimately be 
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explained in terms of their own cultural background, which tends to learn toward a 

tradition of social criticism.   

     When we look at other literary works created at the same period, contrasting examples 

are always present. Wen Yiduo’s poem Lonely Wild Goose, written in the 1920s, 

describes America as a “ferocious eagle/its sharp claws/tear up the nature/and build up a 

nest of wealth/the steel, iron and machines/drink the blood of the disadvantaged.”1 While 

Wen Yiduo, like other intellectuals in the 1920s, was dedicated to studying western 

learning, he was nonetheless a cultural nationalist.  As Wen was imbued with a deep 

knowledge of classical Chinese poetry and influenced by western romantic poetry in the 

19th century, he contrasts environmental decline in America with his imagined, perfect, 

pastoral China, thereby highlighting his nostalgia for his homeland.  Although the poem 

was written during the same time period, this stark image of the west is in complete 

antithesis to that shown in The Two Mas.  Wen Yiduo thus carries a different cultural 

agenda when he provides an image of America, and as such is a cultural nationalist 

instead of a westernized intellectual like Hu Shi or Lao She.  In addition to the continual 

advocation by intellectuals of the wholesale westernization of Chinese culture, anti-

imperialist and nationalist sentiments were also very strong in the 1920s owing to the 

impact of the May 4th movement in 1919.  This environment - in combination with his 

rural upbringing – led Wen to tend toward rather extreme views on the West that can 

occasionally seem to demonize certain aspects of its culture. 

     Another example of the manifestation of Chinese self-hood in a novel is Zhang 

Wentian’s Journey. Although the work was written at almost the same time as The Two 
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Mas, the former novel's description of two American women falling in love with the 

Chinese protagonist Junkai is very much a reversal of the arrangement of relationships 

detailed in The Two Mas. Zhang Wentian's confidence in the victory of the Chinese 

Revolution demonstrates that the author’s point of view thereby determines its 

representation. On the other hand, the novel also criticizes China's “stagnant” civilization 

in a similar way to Lao She in The Two Mas, whose characterization similarly 

corresponds with the iconoclasm inherent to the May 4th period. Imagology puts forth the 

idea that the representation of the Other is the combination of the current idea in domestic 

settings and the personal point of view of the author. In Xiaomei Chen’s discussion of 

overseas Chinese student literature in the 1920s, she claims that “the constructions of the 

West and China are almost always dialogical, multifaceted, and paradoxical in every 

period, and different from writer to writer, or even from piece to piece authored by the 

same writer.”2 While her characterization is partially true, such a comparison echoes a 

very general aspect of postmodernism and does not say much about how the Other is 

represented.  

     We have also seen that themes characterizing a representative American city such as 

New York as “hell”3 are prevalent even in the 1990s. This is in opposition to the New 

York represented in the form of a capitalist paradise in Manhattan’s Chinese Lady. While 

nationalist sentiments may have propelled this type of description - which also functions 

to maintain a sense of Chinese self-hood - and also indicates that while interaction with 

the Other occurs more often in the current age of globalization, portrayals of both groups 
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and individuals may also be more versatile and thus more realistic upon further 

consideration. 

     My analysis incorporating the theory of Imagology unifies several previously 

disparate lines of thought in relation to my topic. The dominant theories concerning East-

West contact is Orientalism by Edward Said and Occidentalism by Xiaomei Chen. In 

response to Said’s Orientalism, Xiaomei Chen’s Occidentalism revolves around how the 

Chinese – referring to either Chinese government or Chinese intellectuals - utilize the 

Western Other either to suppress its own people or to rally against ideological oppression 

within the context of a totalitarian society. Whereas Xiaomei Chen focuses on the 

political effects that Occidentalism brings about inside China, my research applies 

Imagology-related theories to overseas Chinese student literature in the sense of 

regarding East-West contact as a form of two-way cultural communication. I argue that 

regardless of whether or not the images of the west presented in the works discussed 

above are idealizations, demonizations, stereotypes, or other related cultural 

determinations, they all manifest a type of anxiety in regard to the Chinese Self.  

     Said - in operating from the discourses of power and hegemony put forth by Foucault 

and Gramsci - argues that “the relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship 

of power, of domination.”4 However, this only reveals one side of the story. We must 

recognize that interactions between the East and West also inevitably involve the East’s 

own projection and imagination of the West. Thus, the West can only influence eastern 

minds through easterners’ own conceptions of the West, which may completely deviate 

from its own self-image. 
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