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‘People do not only live in the here and now; 

life is not just a string of moments. 

 

We need history, 

for it is a wellspring of inspiration’
1
 

 

 

– Fei Xiaotong, an eminent Chinese anthropologist and sociologist, 

reflecting upon the apparent lack of tradition 

in the United States as compared to China, in 1944 

                                                           
1
 Reproduced in English in R. David Arkush and Leo O. Lee eds., Land without ghosts. Chinese impressions of 

America from the mid-nineteenth century to the present (Berkeley etc. 1989) 176. 
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Introduction 

 

‘[I]f we wish to make China strong and preserve Chinese knowledge,  

we must study Western knowledge.’
2
 

 – Zhang Zhidong 

 

‘[F]or a long time conditions have been at a standstill in China and development has been slow.  

Now it is time for us to learn from the advanced countries.’
3
 

– Deng Xiaoping 

 

These two quotes from leading Chinese statesmen convey the idea that China is lagging behind 

‘advanced’ Western countries in terms of development, and must learn from them in order to catch up. 

Surprisingly, almost a century passed between the publication of the first statement and the second. 

The first dates from 1898; they are the words of Zhang Zhidong,
4
 a leading government official during 

the later days of the Qing dynasty, when the Chinese empire was experiencing defeat after defeat in 

military confrontations with colonial powers. The second statement dates from 1978 and is by Deng 

Xiaoping, a prominent figure in the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the unofficial ruler of the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC) near the end of the Cold War. Why did both Chinese leaders turn to 

Western or ‘advanced’ countries as a model for reform? Do these statements indicate a continuity in 

Chinese perceptions of the West, over almost a century?  

These questions lead us into the theoretical debate around Occidentalism. Let me first clarify 

what I mean by this term. From the literature on Occidentalism, which I will review later, emerge 

three interrelated aspects.
5
 First, images of the West serve as a category in identity construction. 

People living in the West may identify themselves as Westerners. Or, more often, the West features as 

an Other in the construction of non-Western identities. Second, representations of the West have a 

strategic function. They are invoked in order to achieve certain – often political – goals. At one 

extreme, the West may be heralded as an example worthy of emulation. At the other it has often been 

criticized for its secularism, scientism, or capitalism – to name a few of the charges – in this guise it 

functions as a dystopian example of how not to arrange a society. Third, the West is an actual power 

block on the world stage. Its constituent countries have jointly and separately had the military, 

economic and political upper hand over the non-West for several centuries; first through colonial 

                                                           
2
 Zhang Zhidong in 1898, quoted in Franz Schurmann and Orville Schell eds., Imperial China. The eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries. China Readings I (Harmondsworth et al. 1967) 228. 
3
 Deng Xiaoping in a talk with a press delegation from the Federal Republic of Germany on 10 October 1978. 

Quoted in ‘Carry out the policy of opening to the outside world and learn advanced science and technology from 

other countries’, available online at http://web.peopledaily.com.cn/english/dengxp/vol2/text/b1240.html, last 

revised on an unknown date, accessed on 21 May 2009. 
4
 Chinese names are given surname first, given name second, as is the customary in Chinese. 

5
 ‘Chapter one: Occidentalism’, in this thesis, 8-19. 
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conquest and domination; in the last half century in terms of economic prowess as well as through 

political influence in such international organizations as the World Trade Organization (WTO). The 

quotes from the Chinese statesmen Zhang and Deng suggest that Chinese images of the West are 

characterized by a degree of consistency. However, the extent to which this is so, and possible 

explanations for similarities, merit further study. This touches upon an unresolved question in 

theoretical debates about Occidentalism – namely the extent to which its forms are stable or subject to 

change.  

Several authors have stressed that images of the West have no inherent form, thereby setting 

no limits to its changeability. For example, the anthropologist James G. Carrier, an influential theorist 

of Occidentalism, represents this view. He forwarded the idea that images of the West are part of 

dialectical processes of identity formation and therefore have no inherent content. He emphasized their 

context-dependence.
6
 As a strategy, Occidentalism may be considered equally formless. Each 

representation of the West is dependent upon the intentions of its producers, their understanding of the 

world, and the audience they target – which are all embedded in a certain place and time. Indeed, after 

James Ketelaar had theorized about Occidentalism as a strategy, Chen Xiaomei demonstrated that the 

forms of strategic Occidentalism were multiple, depending upon the interests of their makers, and that 

they changed over time.
7
 In similar vein, Alastair Bonnett stressed the changeability of ‘the West’ as 

he was reviewing the historical development of its meaning and scope.
8
 

 Others have suggested that historical continuities work to sustain certain forms of 

Occidentalism. Among them, some have focused solely on enduring negative stereotypes of the West. 

For instance, in their influential yet theoretically superficial book Occidentalism. The West in the eyes 

of its enemies (2007), Ian Buruma and Avishai Margalit treated Occidentalism as a stable kind of 

negative imaging of the West that inspires violence against it. In their argument, several aspects of the 

West have consistently raised feelings of hate, namely: urbanism, science and reason, a selfish 

bourgeoisie, and secularism.
9
 Other authors, including Akbar S. Ahmed, Bryan S. Turner and Rhoda E. 

Howard, have pointed out that it is often actual experiences with the dominant West that are at the 

basis of articulations of a derogatory Occidentalism.
10

 They suggest that centuries of Western world 

                                                           
6
 James G. Carrier, ‘ Introduction’, in: idem ed., Occidentalism. Images of the West (Oxford etc. 1996) 1-32, esp. 

2, 4. 
7
 James E. Ketelaar, ‘Strategic Occidentalism. Meiji Buddhists at the World’s Parliament of Religions’, 

Buddhist-Christian studies, 11 (1991) 37-56, esp. 39; Chen Xiaomei, Occidentalism. A theory of counter-

discourse in post-Mao China (2
nd

 edition; Lanham etc. 2002). 
8
 Alastair Bonnett, The idea of the West. Culture, politics and history (Houndmills etc. 2004) 5, 8. 

9
 Ian Buruma and Avishai Margalit, Occidentalism. A short history of anti-Westernism (London 2004) 11. The 

book Occidentalism also appeared under a different subtitle: Ian Buruma and Avishai Margalit, Occidentalism. 

The West in the Eyes of its enemies (New York etc. 2004). 
10

 Akbar S. Ahmed, Postmodernism and Islam (revised edition; London 2004) 177; Bryan S. Turner, Orientalism, 

postmodernism, and globalism (London 1994) 7; Rhoda E. Howard, ‘Occidentalism, human rights, and the 

obligations of Western scholars’, Canadian Journal of African Studies / Revue Canadienne des Etudes 

Africaines, 29, 1 (1995) 110-126, esp. 111, 113. 
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domination through colonization and unrivalled Western power in international organizations have 

been a consistent cause for grievances against the West. Still, exclusively focusing on negative forms 

of Occidentalism seems unnecessarily restrictive in light of studies that point to the persistence of both 

positive and negative representations of the West. Studying the case of Turkey, for example, Meltem 

Ashika argued that the West has featured as both a model and as a menace for over a century. On the 

one hand, Turkish political elites perpetuated the view of the West as an exemplar of development. On 

the other hand, those same elites warned that becoming too much like it was dangerous and 

undesirable.
11

  

An investigation into Chinese Occidentalism makes a good case to contribute to this debate. 

There are plausible arguments for stability in Chinese representations of the West. China has been 

struggling to become stronger ever since it was first overpowered by Western countries in the 1840s. 

On the one hand, this effort spurred movements to learn from the West and remake China in its image. 

Both Zhang and Deng apparently advocated this course of action. To them, the West featured as a 

model. On the other hand, China’s maltreatment by colonial Western powers, and more recently, 

efforts to block the country from becoming a member of the WTO, may have been a source of 

discontent, quite possibly leading to negative evaluations of the West. 

China has also experienced many changes in the past one and a half century; images of the 

West may have changed accordingly. Until the first few decades of the nineteenth century, China was 

a stable empire. In the nineteenth century, over the course of several wars, this mighty empire yielded 

to Western nations. In the early twentieth century, the emperor was toppled and a republic was 

founded that soon became conflict-ridden. In 1949, the mainland became a socialist state marked by 

socio-economic experiments. In the late 1970s, the CCP-government started implementing market-

oriented reforms. All the while, changing international alliances and diverse political ideologies 

probably made praising or rebuking the West a potent political tool. 

So far, Chinese Occidentalism has been the topic of several academic enterprises, but none of 

them has systematically investigated the durability or changeability of its forms. First, in her 

influential Occidentalism. A theory of counterdiscourse in post-Mao China (1997), Chen focused on 

the images of the West produced by Chinese intellectuals from the late 1980s to the early 1990s. They 

pleaded for radical reforms through idealized representations of the West in contrast to Chinese 

traditions that they presented as decrepit. To deliver their plea, these intellectuals used popular media, 

most notably a television series. However, Chen’s study did not exhaustively explore consistency and 

change in Chinese Occidentalism. To be sure, she did mention changes in the ‘anti-official 

Occidentalism’ of the radical intellectuals, as well as in the ‘official Occidentalism’ by the CCP-led 

government from the time of Mao Zedong to the late 1980s. Still, this historical comparison remained 

                                                           
11

 Meltem Ashika, ‘Occidentalism. The historical fantasy of the modern’, South Atlantic quarterly, 102, 2/3 

(2003) 351-379, esp. 353.  
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at a general level and was not based on an in-depth study of earlier versions of Chinese 

Occidentalism.
12

 Second, in The lure of the modern. Writing modernism in semicolonial China, 1917-

1937 (2001), Shih Shu-mei responded to Chen’s theory of Occidentalism, emphasizing the importance 

of the structural conditions beyond internal Chinese politics. In other words, Shih brought in the 

dimension of Western domination, while Chen had focused on the domestic strategic uses of 

representations of the West. In particular, Shih described the May Fourth movement of Chinese 

writers, who in the two decades before World War II accepted the Western narrative of modernity. 

They argued that China had best take the West as a model for development. During two decades, this 

movement positively evaluated the West, providing an example of a stable kind of Occidentalism.
13

 

Third, in an article, Xianlin Song related Occidentalism to a poetic movement that existed around 

1985. However, she did not provide many clues with regard to the tenability of particular images of 

the West. Fourth, a brief reflection upon Occidentalism in China by Wang Ning suggests that Chinese 

conceptions of the West started out as negative in response to colonialism, while they are both positive 

and negative today, pointing to both a consistency and a change. But these inferences merit further 

investigation, as his investigation of Chinese Occidentalism is but brief.
14

 

Beyond these works, there are some studies of Chinese imaging of the United States. This 

country may well be taken as a proxy for the West in the twentieth century, as it was the most 

powerful Western country from at least the end of World War II onwards. But Chinese images of the 

United States have yet to be firmly linked to the theoretical debate on Occidentalism. In a – by now 

somewhat outdated – chapter from the late 1970s, Tu Wei-ming argued that Chinese people have 

viewed the United States on the one hand as a model for development and on the other hand as an 

arrogant power, maltreating China time and again.
15

 Another noteworthy work is Land without ghosts 

(1989), edited by R. David Arkush and Leo O. Lee, which reads as a collage of sources on Chinese 

perceptions of the United States. While successful in covering a colorful range of representations of 

the United States – as an exotic place, a menace, a model, and a flawed society – the editors were not 

guided by an explicit theoretical framework in their selection of sources; neither did they aim to draw 

theoretical inferences.
16

 Finally, Peter Hays Gries viewed Chinese images of the United States – in his 

view instantaneously synonymous to ‘Chinese Occidentalism’ – from the perspective of Chinese 

nationalism. He argued that since the mid-1990s, a popular Chinese nationalism is rampant that 

                                                           
12

 Chen, Occidentalism, 4-6. 
13

 Shu-mei Shih, The lure of the modern. Writing modernism in semicolonial China, 1917-1937 (Berkeley etc. 

2001) 128-129, 131, 133-134. 
14

 Song Xianlin, ‘Post-Mao new poetry and “Occidentalism”’, East Asia, 18, 1 (2000) 82-106; Wang Ning, 

‘Orientalism versus Occidentalism?’, New Literary History, 28, 1 (1997) 57-67. 
15

 Tu Wei-ming, ‘Chinese perceptions of America’, in: Michel Oksenberg and Robert B. Oxnam eds., Dragon 

and eagle. United States-China relations: Past and future (New York 1978) 87-106, esp. 94-95, 97. 
16

 Arksuh and Lee eds., Land without ghosts, 12. 
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‘depicts Americans as an aggressive, militaristic, and threatening people.’
17

 However, this says 

nothing about changes in perceptions of the United States in the long run.  

Thus, the persistence of the various appearances of Occidentalism in China has not been 

satisfactorily studied. While it has been demonstrated that Chinese portrayals of the United States have 

varied, a systematic study of continuities and changes within them, and the possible explanations for 

consistencies and shifts, has yet to be conducted. Also, a theoretical link between the changes in 

representations of the United States found so far and the theoretical debate on Occidentalism remains 

to be forged. In this thesis, I conduct such a systematic study of change and consistency in Chinese 

Occidentalism. In particular, I focus on images of the United States as a proxy for the West, produced 

by the CCP in its official newspaper People’s daily (人民日报) for two two-year periods roughly three 

decades apart. 

 The CCP has consistently considered media and media control of great importance. Prior to 

1949, the Party already issued a growing number of publications in areas under its rule, and a number 

of underground publications in other areas. Some of them were explicitly Party-affiliated, others were 

published by mass organizations related to the CCP. These organizations were obliged to propagate 

Party policies. After the establishment of the PRC, Party journalism became state journalism without 

much structural change. Until the early 1950s, a number of independent newspapers and radio stations 

were allowed to continue their operations in urban areas, as the CCP – with its initial rural focus – was 

unfamiliar with catering to urban tastes. However, the new state soon came to dominate their contents 

and had no long-term plan for their continued existence. The number of independent newspapers 

dwindled until there were none left by 1952. In similar vein, independent radio stations also stopped 

broadcasting. When television was introduced in 1958, its content also came under CCP control. Next 

to newspapers and other printed media, radio, and television, art was hijacked for political purposes as 

well. Even before the foundation of the PRC, art came under strict political control in CCP territory. 

This would remain unchanged until at least the 1980s, when artists regained some space for artistic 

expression.
18

 

News reports have been, and continue to be, an important policy instrument for the CCP. As 

such, representations of the West contained within them have a prominent strategic function – an 

important dimension of Occidentalism. The Chinese news media are modelled after Lenin’s views of a 

Party newspaper’s functions as a propagandist, agitator, and organizer. The credibility of state-

endorsed Chinese news reports is subordinate to the goal of changing people’s beliefs and behavior. 

Ideology and value orientations are essential parts of journalism. During the first years of the PRC, 

                                                           
17

 Peter Hays Gries, ‘Harmony, hegemony, & U.S.-China relations’, World literature today, 81, 4 (2007) 44-47, 

esp. 45. 
18

 Zhao Yuezhi, Media, market, and democracy in China. Between the Party line and the bottom line (Urbana 

and Chicago 1998) 16-17, 21-22; Michael Sullivan, ‘Art in China since 1949’, The China quarterly, 159 (1999) 

712-722, esp. 712, 715. 
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Chinese media policies consciously mirrored those in the Soviet Union. Yet even later, after the Sino-

Soviet rupture started in 1956, and after market-oriented reforms were initiated in the late 1970s, the 

mouthpiece function of news media has been retained and reaffirmed. To be sure, there was a brief 

period in which reform towards more pluralism was considered, between 1956, when the PRC 

departed from Soviet Union policies of media control, and the anti-rightist campaign of 1957. 

However, these initiatives were cut short by those advocating top-down communication, most notably 

Mao.
19

 

Among the Chinese media, the People’s daily is of special importance for several reasons. 

First, is the mouthpiece newspaper of the Central Committee of the CCP – the Party’s executive power. 

This Committee’s Propaganda Department itself controls the content of the People’s daily. At times, 

CCP leaders themselves have written news reports and editorials. For instance, in the 1950s, Chairman 

Mao wrote editorials on specific topics when he considered the People’s daily’s tone had been too 

moderate.
20

 Second, the People’s daily is also significant because of its great influence on other news 

media, as these often copy the newspaper’s content. Important editorials in the People’s daily are 

frequently reproduced by the PRC’s news agency Xinhua, in national radio broadcasts, and in Party 

publications at the provincial level. Third, the People’s daily has been published continuously since 

May 1946, allowing for a longitudinal study that aims to detect consistencies and changes in the 

content of its reports over time.
21

  

Within this newspaper, I focus on images of the United States as a proxy for the West. 

Scrutinizing all representations of the West goes beyond the scope of this thesis, but taking the United 

States as a measure seems a valid alternative approach. One aspect of the theoretical framework of 

Occidentalism is the actual power of the West; as the most powerful Western country during the Cold 

War, taking the United States as a proxy seems only natural. The United States was also most active in 

Asia after World War II and the most influential in China. The historical context of the Cold War in 

which the United States had a special status as one of the two ideological and political poles does not 

invalidate this approach. It is reasonable to assume that articulations of Occidentalism are always 

framed in the vocabulary and worldview that are in vogue in a certain place and time. Therefore, Cold 

War rhetoric and ideologies should be regarded as one possible vocabulary and worldview in which 

Occidentalism can be framed. 

The periods for which images of the United States are scrutinized in the People’s daily are 

1949-1950 and 1978-1979. These timeframes are chosen so as to make it most likely that change is 

visible between them. During the first two year period, the CCP established the PRC, envisaging a 

bright socialist future, and allied itself with the Soviet Union. In 1950, this newly-founded PRC even 

                                                           
19

 Zhao, Media, market, 19, 25-27, 32, 35; Wu Guoguang, ‘Command communication. The politics of editorial 

formulation in the People's Daily’, The China quarterly, 137 (1994) 194-211, esp. 196. 
20

 Zhao, Media, market, 18, 21; Wu, ‘Command communication’, 195, 200. 
21

 Zhao, Media, market, 32-33. 
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entered into the Korea War, siding with the North Korean government against the United States. 

Roughly thirty years later, the CCP-government commenced market-oriented socioeconomic policies 

that translated into an increasing openness to the West and an eagerness to learn its technologies. 

Concurrently, representations of the United States can be expected to have changed from negative to 

positive. 

For the empirical chapters of this thesis, I have accessed news reports from a database called 

the ‘Electronic edition of the People’s daily’ (《人民日报》电子版). This database provides access to all 

articles in the People’s daily throughout the newspaper’s history from May 1946 to December 2008. 

The electronic edition used for this thesis is available from the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, which hosts 

many databanks and e-journals. The ‘Electronic edition of the People’s daily’ is itself a Chinese 

product, developed by Qinghua University’s Engineering Department in Beijing, the PRC. 

To select the relevant source material from the abundance of information available in the 

‘Electronic edition of the People’s daily’, I entered focused queries. I searched the database for the 

term ‘美国’ – the Chinese name for the United States – in the text (正文) of news reports, in combination 

with a year, which I entered as the date (日期). In response to the query, the database would show a list 

of the exact dates and titles of the most relevant articles, of which the full texts and actual layout were 

downloadable. I concentrated on the one hundred most relevant results for each year. I also 

downloaded a few additional reports where series, such as ‘A glimpse of the United States’ by Wang 

Ruoshui, were incomplete.
22

 

 This thesis structured as follows. In chapter one, I construct a theoretical framework that can 

be used to analyze images of the West in general, and those of the United States in this study in 

particular. The framework is based upon a comprehensive overview of theories of Occidentalism. In 

chapter two, I sketch the history of Chinese representations of the United States, and the rest of the 

West, prior to 1949. This history may on the one hand be considered as a pre-existing repertoire of 

images, upon which later representations may have drawn. On the other hand, resemblances between 

these earlier portrayals and those later found in the People’s daily may reflect parallels in historical 

conditions. The third and fourth chapters present how the United States was pictured in news reports 

in the People’s daily in 1949-1950 and 1978-1979. In the conclusion, I compare the images of the 

United States in these reports with each other and with the images that existed prior to 1949. I use this 

comparison to make inferences about the nature of the found consistencies and changes in Chinese 

representations of the United States in particular, and in forms of Occidentalism in general.  

                                                           
22

 Wang Ruoshui (王若水), ‘A glimpse of the United States’ (美国一瞥), PD, published in three parts from 17 to 19 

October 1978, 6. 



 

 

8 

Chapter one: Occidentalism 

 

A comprehensive review of Occidentalism has so far been lacking, despite the popularity of the term.
23

 

Occidentalism has become fashionable in the last two decades, so much so that some authors use the 

word without explaining what they mean by it.
24

 However, there is a multitude of definitions of the 

term, therefore it is always necessary to indicate which meaning is being used. What is more, authors 

who do define Occidentalism frequently omit a comprehensive review of alternative uses of the term. 

As a result, theorizing on Occidentalism has remained fragmented. My current effort to construct a 

theoretical framework of Occidentalism to be applied to the Chinese case concurrently constitutes an 

attempt to fill this void. 

The idea of ‘the West’ and conceptualizations of Occidentalism already existed before Edward 

W. Said’s Orientalism (1978) inspired scholarly discussions on the topic. According to Bonnett, China 

kept written records of ‘Western Countries’ from the fifth century onwards, while in Russia, East Asia, 

and the Middle East, the idea of ‘the West’ emerged in the eighteenth century. By contrast, European 

nations would only start identifying themselves as ‘Western’ in the late nineteenth century.
25

 Walter 

Mignolo, moreover, has pointed out that Latin American scholars were already discussing 

Occidentalism in the late 1950s.
26

 

However, Said’s Orientalism generated a broader debate about Orientalism’s seeming 

counterpart Occidentalism. Orientalism was a groundbreaking work. In it, Said boldly and 

innovatively argued that misrepresentations of the Middle East in literature and scholarship served to 

legitimize domination over it; they even constituted such an exercise of power. With Orientalism, Said 

referred to three interdependent things in particular: the academic discipline of studies of the East; ‘[a] 

style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made between “the Orient” 

and […] “the Occident”’;
27

 and a style of Western domination over the Orient.
28

 Said’s thesis spurred a 

heated debate between supporters and critics; it also inspired theorizing on Orientalism’s mirror image 

                                                           
23

 There is only one comprehensive review of the term Occidentalism that I am aware of, namely a chapter by 

Tamara Silvia Wagner. However, her overview still omits many authors who have written about Occidentalism. 

Wagner, ‘Occidentalism. Edward Said’s legacy for the Occidentalist imaginary and its critique’, in: Silvia Nagy, 

Edward W. Said, and Silvia Nagy-Zekmi eds., Paradoxical citizenship. Edward Said (Lanham 2006) 145-153. 
24

 Regenia Gagnier, ‘Oxford Occidentalism, or the idea of America’, The Kenyon review, 24, 1 (2002) 179-187, 

esp. 179; Nazish Brohi, ‘At the altar of subalternity. The quest for Muslim women in the War on Terror. Pakistan 

after 9/11’, Cultural dynamics, 20, 2 (2008) 133-147, esp. 133; Guido Carlo Pigliasco, ‘Lost in translation. From 

omiyage to souvenir. Beyond aesthetics of the Japanese office ladies’ gaze in Hawaii’, Journal of material 

culture, 10, 2 (2005) 177-196, esp. 189; Zaheer Baber, ‘Orientalism, Occidentalism, nativism. The culturalist 

quest for indigenous knowledge’, The European legacy, 7, 6 (2002) 747-758, esp. 747, 749, 755. 
25

 Bonnett, The idea of, 4; idem, ‘Occidentalism and plural modernities. Or how Fukuzawa and Tagore invented 

the West’, Environment and planning D: Society and space, 23, 4 (2005) 505-525, esp. 507. 
26

 Walter Mignolo, The darker side of the Renaissance. Literacy, territoriality, and colonization (2
nd

 edition; 

Ann Arbor 2003) 323-324. 
27

 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (2
nd

 edition; London etc. 2003) 2-3. 
28

 Ibid. 
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of Occidentalism. A multitude of definitions of Occidentalism was articulated by scholars from a 

diversity of fields. The definitions of Occidentalism differed with each author’s emphasis in his or her 

understanding of Orientalism, his or her field of expertise, whether or not the agency of those living in 

the non-West was taken into account, and which other authors’ works on Occidentalism he or she 

would build upon. 

 

An academic discipline 

Paralleling Said’s use of Orientalism as an academic discipline, one use of Occidentalism is the 

discipline of studies of the West. Some authors, including Said himself, have expressed skepticism 

with regard to the existence of such an academic field. In Orientalism, Said argued that ‘no one is 

likely to imagine a field symmetrical to [Orientalism] called Occidentalism’.
29

 In his first article on 

Occidentalism dating from 1992, James G. Carrier cautiously concurred with regard to contemporary 

scholarly practices. According to him ‘studies of the West do not appear to have attained a status 

comparable to studies of Africa, Latin America, or Melanesia, nor have they had a pronounced impact 

on anthropological theory.’
30

 The Chinese scholar Wang has affirmed that Occidentalism had not 

developed into a discipline.
31

 

However, other authors have demonstrated the existence of Occidentalism as a discipline of 

studies of the West, although the extent to which this field has developed differs per historical and 

local context. In eighteenth century Persia, a developed scholarly discipline of Occidentalism did 

emerge. In an article dating from 1992, Juan Cole emphasized the existence of studies of the West in 

India and Persia in the eighteenth-century, applying the term ‘invisible Occidentalism’ due to the fact 

that its existence was not acknowledged.
32

 Moreover, in 2001, Mohammad Tavakoli-Targhi 

elaborately argued that in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Persian scholars were 

actually studying Europe as a model of modernity and progress. To him, these studies might well be 

considered a scholarly discipline of Occidentalism or Europology, as in the Persian case the West was 

embodied by Europe.
33

 Other scholars have acknowledged the existence of Occidentalism as studies of 

the West, yet as a field not as far developed as Orientalism. In this vein, Nabil I Matar argued that ‘[i]n 

                                                           
29

 Ibid., 50. 
30

 James G. Carrier, ‘Occidentalism. The world turned upside-down’, American ethnologist, 19, 2 (1992) 195-

212, esp. 196. 
31

 Wang, ‘Orientalism versus Occidentalism?’, 66. 
32

 Juan Cole, ‘Invisible Occidentalism. Eighteenth-century Indo-Persian construction of the West’, Iranian 

studies, 25, 3-4 (1992) 3-16. 
33

 Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, Refashioning Iran. Orientalism, Occidentalism and historiography (Houndmills 

etc. 2001) 19-20, 143. 
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numerous Arabic journalistic articles, the term istishraq [meaning Occidentalism] is used for any 

study of the West.’
34

 

Thus, it may be argued that to various extents in different contexts Occidentalism as a 

discipline of Western Studies – as a counterpart to Said’s orientalism as an academic discipline – has 

indeed existed or still exists. 

 

Essentializing East and West 

Occidentalism has also been defined as people living in what is considered the East or the Orient 

creating homogenized, essentialized images of the West. This is a direct inversion of Said’s second 

conception of Orientalism – a style of thought created by Westerners, based upon the assumption that 

the Orient was inherently different. Writing about Japanese Buddhists participating in the World’s 

Parliament of Religions in Chicago in 1893, Ketelaar argued that their representation of the West was 

‘unencumbered by the need for accurate portrayals of the “Occident itself”,’
35

 a point affirmed by 

Judith Snodgrass who wrote about the same delegation and Parliament.
36

 Also writing about Japan, 

Robin D. Gill defined Occidentalism as ‘stereotyping of the people and culture of the West’, which 

was ‘mostly uncomplimentary.’
37

 Finally, Nadje Al-Ali, also writing on the non-West, in her case 

Egypt, emphasized the homogenized image of the West, stating that ‘[n]o allowances are made for the 

existence of contradictory discourses, opposition forces, power struggles or even self-criticisms 

internal to the “West”’.
38

 

However, Orientalism is not confined to the West and conversely Occidentalism is not 

exclusively an Eastern practice. In his initial characterization of Orientalism, Said overlooked the 

importance of Orientals themselves in articulating Orientalism. Conversely, Occidentalism is not 

limited to Orientals articulating images of the West. Hence, Carrier started his influential edited book 

Occidentalism. Images of the West (1996) with a characterization of Occidentalism as stylized images 

of the West, without particular reference to a non-Western context.
39

  

 Carrier argued that Orientalism and Occidentalism are part of a dialectical process of identity 

formation.
40

 In this process, a conception of Self is opposed to an Other, and both the definitions of 

Self and Other are reduced to a few apparent differences between the two, which are taken to point to 
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characteristics considered essential – hence the term essentialization. Said himself had characterized 

Orientalism as a style of thought based on an assumption of difference. In line with this, Carrier 

acknowledged that both Occidentalism and Orientalism are dialectical self-definitions: within them, 

the Orient and its people are defined by what the Occident and its people are not.
41

 In his The idea of 

the West, Bonnett concurred,
42

 while scholars looking at Occidentalism from various national contexts 

have also affirmed this dialectical definition. For example, Gill has argued that ‘prejudice against the 

West is the reverse side of Japanese identity’,
43

 while Gries has stated that in China, especially since 

the mid-1990s, the West in general and the United States in particular have been used as Others to 

define ‘Chineseness’ against.
44

  

 As a product of dialectical opposition in identity formation, Occidentalism is not inherently 

positive or negative. With regard to China, Wang has applied Occidentalism to positive and negative 

images of the West.
45

 Cemel Aydin has demonstrated the same for the case of Turkey.
46

 Also writing 

about Turkey, Ashika more specifically used the term Occidentalism ‘to conceptualize how the West 

figures in the temporal/spatial imagining of modern Turkish identity’, wherein the West has been 

celebrated as model of modernity and progress and rejected as a threat to national values, thus linking 

positive and negative images to modernity and nationalism.
47

 Al-Ali has identified a similar co-

existence of admiration and rejection of the West within one national context – Egypt.
48

 

Nevertheless, the use of Occidentalism as referring only to derogatory essentializations of the 

West is in vogue. In particular, the 2001 assault upon the World Trade Center in New York was an 

incentive to theorize about the hateful perceptions of the West that had moved the attackers. Probably 

more importantly, 9/11 also provided an opportunity to market semi-scientific works on Occidentalism 

in its negative guise. In this vein, Buruma and Margalit recently defined Occidentalism as a profound 

hatred of the West that inspires violence against it. They posited this definition in their joint book and 

in an article by Buruma on ‘The origins of Occidentalism’.
49

 While they earned the predictable praise 

in the popular media, their definition has also been cited by other scholars, such as Barnard Harrison, 

Aydin, and Leo J. Loveday.
50

 However, Buruma and Margalit were not the first to conceptualize 
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Occidentalism as a rejection of everything Western. This use of the term – leaving out the condition 

that the negative feelings involved are necessarily expressed in violent action – was coined by Ahmed 

in Postmodernism and Islam (1992). Moreover, Turner had already adopted Ahmed’s definition in 

Orientalism, Postmodernism, and Globalism (1994).
51

 Also, in 1995, Howard had applied the term 

Occidentalism to negative stereotypes of the West in an article on human rights.
52

 Still, in my view, 

conceptualizations of the West are not exhausted by its negative expressions. Essentializations such as 

Occidentalism have no inherent form but are given a shape by particular actors in a particular 

historical setting. Confining a theoretical concept to one set of possible forms – in this case its 

negative appearances – is therefore unnecessarily restrictive. 

 Thus, like Orientalism, Occidentalism may be based on an assumed difference between East 

and West. This distinction between East and West is made as part of a dialectical process of identity 

formation. Both Easterners and Westerners may engage in this style of essentializing, and these 

essentializations are not inherently positive or negative. 

 

Strategic Occidentalism 

One factor that does play an important role in determining whether an Occidentalism takes on a 

positive or a negative guise is its use as a domestic strategy. This cannot be seen as a direct obverse of 

Said’s third use of Orientalism as a style of Western domination over the Orient, but it does share this 

use’s political concern, applied within the domestic context of non-Western countries. 

 This domestic strategic use of Occidentalism is foremost political, Ketelaar was one of the 

first to point out. In his 1991 article on the late nineteenth century Japanese Buddhist delegation’s 

representation of the West in the Japanese media of their time, he coined the term ‘strategic 

Occidentalism’. The Buddhists used images of the West – Westerners’ spiritual inferiority vis-à-vis 

the Japanese Buddhists – to further the cause of reforming domestic institutional Buddhism in Meiji 

Japan. Their strategic Occidentalism thus amounted to a domestic political use of the West to further 

the religious group’s own interests.
53

  

 While a year later, Carrier was still cautious to acknowledge the ‘possible’ importance of 

domestic political relationships in constructing images of the West,
54

 Chen published a determined 

account of the political uses of Occidentalism in the PRC. She would repeat these views a few years 

later in her influential book Occidentalism. A theory of counter-discourse in post-Mao China (1995). 
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She argued that ‘both Orientalism and Occidentalism in whatever form never refer to a “thing-in-

itself”, but to a power relationship’, with which she meant a domestic power relationship.
55

 To her, 

 

‘Chinese Occidentalism is primarily a discourse that has been evoked by various competing groups 

within Chinese society for a variety of different ends, largely, though not exclusively, within domestic 

Chinese politics. As such, it has been both a discourse of oppression and a discourse of liberation.’
56

 

 

She distinguished between ‘official Occidentalism’ by the government that in her definition serves to 

construct a nationalism that suppresses the Chinese people, and ‘anti-official Occidentalism’ that is 

articulated by the regime’s opponents, mainly intelligentsia, in order to oppose the government.
57

 

Chen’s definitions of Occidentalism are among others taken up in the works of Rachael Hutchinson 

and Carter Vaughn Findley.
58

 

 Other scholars have followed in the footsteps of Ketelaar and Chen, studying Occidentalism as 

a domestic political strategy. Studying Turkey, Ashika has argued that ‘Occidentalism refers to a field 

of social imagination through which those in power consume and reproduce the projection of “the 

West” to negotiate and consolidate their hegemony in line with pragmatic interests.’
59

 With regard to 

the interwar period in republican Turkey, Aydin discussed how the Westernizing elite used 

Occidentalism to justify radical policies and one-party rule, while intellectuals also used certain 

images of the West to attack the legitimacy of this elite.
60

 Lorenzo Casini, writing about contemporary 

Arabic literature, likewise defined Occidentalism as a tool in domestic politics, as in Arab societies 

‘the competition for political and cultural hegemony has often taken place through the narrative 

construction of rival images of the Self and its European Other.’
61

 And in the Japanese case, Snodgrass 

affirmed Ketelaar’s claim that for the delegation certain images of the West functioned as ‘a source of 

legitimation.’
62

 

 Occidentalism is also usable as a domestic economic or marketing strategy. This use of 

Occidentalism has been studied in the case of Japan, first by Millie R. Creighton, and recently by 

Loveday. In a chapter dating from 1997, Creighton argued that white foreigners were used in Japanese 
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advertisements to represent the exotic, or innovation and style, in ways that Japanese could not be 

depicted due to prevailing norms of propriety. In the process, ‘Westerners’ were made to look cute or 

incompetent, hence under control, affirming the ideas of Japanese merit and centrality.
63

 Loveday also 

showed that Occidentalism was used as a marketing strategy in Japan. Occidentalism in Loveday’s use 

is the attempt to make things ‘Western-like’, in this case by using English words. Finally, Loveday 

affirmed Creighton’s observation that through their representations for commercial purposes, 

Westerners were brought under control.
64

 

 Applications of Occidentalism to art appear to be fruitful only when strategic concerns are 

taken into account. Studies focusing on the aesthetics of bringing in ‘Western’ stylistic elements are of 

little consequence. For instance, Ali Uzay Peker applied the term Occidentalism as ‘[c]haracteristics of 

western art or culture appearing in eastern practice’ in his study of eighteenth century architecture in 

Istanbul. He concluded that this Occidentalism was but skin deep and without further implications.
65

 

Xianlin Song, too, related Occidentalism exclusively to art as she analyzed Chinese poetry in the 

1980s. She conceived of it as ‘a way of coming to terms with Western ideas that is based on the 

West’s place in Chinese experience.’
66

 In her article, poets in particular had engaged in this endeavor. 

A ‘Third Generation’ of poets in the PRC had appropriated Western cultural forms in their poetry in a 

conscious attempt to identify with the West, or Occidentalize themselves, according to Song.
67

 Yet she 

also describes how the poets of the ‘Third Generation’ sought to use Occidentalism to distinguish 

themselves from the previous ‘generation’ of Obscure poets. This use suggests that the ‘Third 

Generation’s appropriation of ‘Western’ forms was in fact strategic. What is more, Chen and Casini 

have also discussed how artistic expressions may have strategic political functions. 

 Domestic strategic uses of Occidentalism are often intertwined with nationalism, gender 

relations, and religion. Governments or those challenging governments may use nationalism to appeal 

to the people in their country; in these nationalisms the West may function as a useful Other. For 

example, Chen has argued that Occidentalism was used in this way both by the Chinese government 

under Mao, and by dissident elites after the Great Chairman’s death. Gries has claimed that in the 

1990s, the Chinese government again used the West as an Other in the nationalist ideology it 

promoted.
68

 Al-Ali identified a similar use of nationalism in Egypt.
69

 Nationalisms and images of the 

West also impact gender relations. Laura Nader has demonstrated how commentators in the Middle 

East constructed images of unwanted Western practices in contrast to representations of Arab nations, 
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in order to preserve existing gender relations which oppressed women.
70

 In a similar way, Angharad N. 

Valdivia has shown that women in India were cast in certain roles according to a middle-class Hindu 

nationalism.
 71

 These roles were presented as better than those in a portrayed West, ‘hence they should 

be content with the status quo’.
72

 Finally, Occidentalism and religion may also be strategically linked. 

For example, Bonnett has argued that radical Islam has incorporated and draws strength from negative 

images of the West.
73

 

 All in all, it is important to acknowledge the strategic function of Occidentalism in non-

Western domestic contexts. Images of the West may further political or marketing goals, and may be 

connected to nationalism, gender relations, and religion. 

 

Western domination 

On the international stage, Occidentalism becomes more than a field of study or essentialized images 

of the West with domestic strategic purposes. There is no converse to Said’s Orientalism as a style of 

Western domination over the Orient, precisely because the West remains dominant. This is a 

dimension in the debate on Occidentalism that should not be omitted. Fernando Coronil has argued 

against using the term Occidentalism for non-Western representations of the West, for he feared this 

use might gloss over this power asymmetry.
74

 Deborah Gewertz and Frederick Errington too, argued 

that it would be a mistake to obfuscate this asymmetry by considering the terms ‘East’ and ‘West’ to 

be without political dimensions. This would make anthropologists ‘passive agents of Western 

hegemony’.
75

  

 The power asymmetry between West and non-West restricts the freedom in the articulation of 

images of the West in the latter. Carrier notes that one of the consequences of the power asymmetry is 

that Westerners are relatively free in their construction of alien societies, while aliens run a greater 

chance of being corrected by Western people and their institutions, which intrude their lives.
76

 Another 

important way through which the West interferes in the articulation of non-western forms of 

Occidentalism is through the discourse of modernity. This discourse locks non-Western countries into 

an imagined time-lag behind the developed West. Non-Western countries can pursue ‘modernization’ 

by imitating the path of development followed by the West, that is taken to represent the universal 

path of development. Ashika has pointed out how in the case of Turkey, images of the West have 
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constantly been shaped by a sense of lagging behind Europe.
77

 Similarly, Shih has argued that the 

Chinese May Fourth movement constructed the West as the embodiment of modernity and as a model 

for emulation, and that this constituted an expression of Western symbolic power.
78

 

The power asymmetry also makes it imperative to acknowledge that negative forms of 

Occidentalism, which are often entangled with nationalism, may be motivated by genuine grievances 

against the West. Consequently, they may not be fully accounted for as domestic strategies. In this 

vein, Jonathan Spencer has argued that ‘[o]ther people’s essentialisms are, amongst other things, often 

crucial components in attempts to re-imagine or re-build forms of community and solidarity which 

they feel are needed to deal with the West they experience.’
79

 This view has also been confirmed by 

Howard, who discussed Occidentalism and culturalism in Africa.
80

 Similarly, Al-Ali has argued that in 

the case of Egypt, Occidentalism was deeply aware of Western domination through Orientalism and 

was reacting against it.
81

 Furthermore, Ahmed has argued that Occidentalism by African and Asian 

scholars should be regarded as both a rejection of colonialism and an expression of revolt against the 

global civilization dominated by the West.
82

 Wang, too, has noted that in ‘the Oriental and Third-

World countries’, Occidentalism in the sense of negative images of the West has been used to 

mobilize the people of these countries against real Western power framed as imperialism and 

‘hegemonism’.
83

 

 Thus it is essential to take the dimension of Western domination over the non-West into 

account when studying expressions of Occidentalism. It may restrict articulations of non-Western 

Occidentalism, through for example the discourse of modernity, and it gives credibility to negative 

images of the West as a truthful sentiment. 

 

Other definitions 

Concerned with Western power and the discourse of modernity, other scholars have proposed 

alternative conceptualizations of Occidentalism. Although these cannot be regarded as direct 

inversions of Said’s three characterizations of Orientalism as a field of study, a dichotomizing style of 

thought, or a way of Western domination, they are very much related to Said’s thesis. 

Maureen Cain, from the field of criminology, did not explicitly seek to unveil the power 

structures working underneath the surface of today’s world. Nevertheless, her article on Occidentalism 

diagnoses the fact that Western experience is often taken as universal as a persistent problem. She 
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defined Occidentalism as acting upon an assumption sameness between the West and the non-West. 

This assumption, in turn, frequently leads to the misdiagnosis of problems outside the West, at times 

resulting in the misallocation of scarce resources.
84

  

Most alternative uses of Occidentalism in relation to Western domination and modernity stem 

from postcolonial theory. Coronil stayed close to the dialectical framework of West and East discussed 

earlier, but he held a narrower view with regard to agency within this framework. He accepted that it 

was the West that defined the Orient in Orientalism, as Said had originally claimed, but wished to 

focus on the West’s construction of the West that was implicit in this Orientalism. It was this ‘implicit 

conception of the West animating its representation of non-Western societies’ that he called 

Occidentalism; and he saw this as deeply connected to Western power, as it entailed ‘the mobilization 

of stereotypical representations of non-Western societies as part of the West’s self-fashioning as an 

imperial power.’
85

 Characterizations of Occidentalism by other postcolonialists have been even further 

removed from the definitions of Occidentalism discussed above. Roberto Fernández Retamar followed 

the philosopher Leopoldo Zea in defining Occidentalism as capitalist Western civilization.
86

 Mignolo 

saw Occidentalism as the ‘civilizing project’ of America’s colonization that started in the sixteenth 

century and is still going on today.
87

 At the intersection of postcolonial theory and postmodernism, 

Couze Venn pointed to the unethical character of the contemporary world, which he called modern 

and wanted to overcome. His Occidentalism. Modernity and subjectivity (2000) is a somewhat 

difficult read due to his high level of abstraction. Consequently, his notion of Occidentalism is 

somewhat vague: it ‘relates to the process of becoming-West of Europe and the becoming-modern of 

the world’.
88

 His main argument appears to be that the institutionalization of capitalism, colonialism, 

and imperialism turned Europe into the West, dominating the modern world. According to Venn, the 

modern world’s problem is essentially that, in the process of Occidentalism, Enlightenment ideals of 

emancipation were left behind. Thereby, structural violence is obscured.
89

 Finally, Mitchell Dean has 

defined Occidentalism as ‘a philosophy constructed on the basis of historical interpretation, that is 

written from the perspective of what it constructs as the “modern West”, and which detects in Western 

history something of universal significance.’
90

 In other words, Occidentalism is the idea that the 

historical development of the West is universal; others are also expected to follow it. 
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 Hence, sophisticated theoretical inquiries into Western domination, especially from the field 

of postcolonial theory, have given birth to a whole new category of definitions of Occidentalism. 

 

Theoretical framework 

From this review of the debate about Occidentalism in academic literature, I now construct a 

theoretical framework for examining and explaining certain articulations of it in non-Western contexts, 

such as China. 

In this thesis, I do not wish to focus on academic debates exclusively. Therefore I do not adopt 

Occidentalism in its first meaning – as an academic discipline. To be sure, there does not exist a field 

of ‘studies of the West’ in China.
 91

 Nevertheless, it would still be possible to study portrayals of the 

West by scholars within other disciplines. But this is simply not my intention. Rather, my framework 

of Occidentalism has three other elements.  

First, the idea that images of the West are used in the articulation of domestic identities does 

appear generally applicable. The West may function as an essentialized Other when the situation and 

people in a non-Western country are contrasted with the West and Westerners. For example, the West 

may be represented as a hostile enemy against which a nation can be formed, or an example of an 

immoral society in opposition to which a non-Western society stands out as traditional and ethical. By 

contrast, when positively evaluated, the West may be a model of development to be emulated in order 

to relieve domestic backwardness. 

Second, it appears important to acknowledge that this binary opposition and the image of the 

West within it have a domestic strategic purpose, following the interests of the individual or group 

articulating the Occidentalism in question. In politics, images of the West, and its implicit or explicit 

conjoining image of the non-Western country itself, may serve to legitimize a ruling elite and its 

policies, or it may question the authority of those in power. In the economic realm, Occidentalism may 

be used to market a product. These strategic purposes may be intertwined with nationalism, gender 

relations, and religion. 

Third, the literature review shows that the international context and the power relations in this 

realm should also be taken into consideration when explaining particular forms of Occidentalism. The 

ways in which Western countries are or are not dominating a non-Western country influences how the 

West is perceived there. Western domination may be physically forceful, through colonization, or 

through control in international organizations, thereby giving rise to grievances. The hegemony of the 

West may also be mental, when it is presented and accepted as the culmination of modernity and the 

embodiment of historical progress. This idea may be woven into conceptions of the East-West 

dichotomy, and strategically used. This framework, then, does not incorporate the explicit definitions 
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of Occidentalism forwarded by many theorists discussed above under the label ‘Other definitions’. 

However, it does include their concern with domination and the discourse of modernity. 

What does this framework imply with regard to the issues of consistency and change in 

Occidentalism – the main problems outlined in the introduction? As an element in identity formation 

and as a strategic tool, Occidentalism is formless until it gains shape in a particular historical setting. 

The dimension of Western domination being equal – by definition historically constant – the interests 

and estimations of the actors portraying the West in a certain place and time determine the form of 

Occidentalism. Whether these people’s interests change with the passing of time and shifts in 

circumstances, or remain constant with the persistence of certain structural conditions, is then of 

decisive importance.
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Chapter two: Chinese views of the United States prior to 1949 

 

Within a national context, there is a multitude of actors and interests. Consequently, there are many 

different views that merit attention when studying expressions of Occidentalism. Therefore, mapping 

out the images of the United States that existed in China before 1949 is a task wide in scope. It is the 

one I undertake here, as I aim to sketch the repertoire of already available images that the CCP could 

later draw upon in the People’s daily. Similarities between these pre-existing images and later CCP-

induced ones may also contain clues for theoretical inferences on consistency and change in 

Occidentalism. 

Before starting this overview, three observations must be made with regard to the 

representativeness of the images discussed here. First, they may not all be generalizable for the whole 

of China, as varying local contexts of interpretation and different experiences with Westerners may 

give rise to localized views. I indicate the locality when a certain image of the United States or the 

West may be specific for a certain locality. Second, the written sources remaining from the period 

before 1949 are biased towards those Chinese who were able to write. This means that views held by 

the majority of the people are underrepresented while officials and intellectuals largely determine this 

overview Chinese images of the United States and the rest of the West. Third, the views presented 

here are predominantly political. This is due to the political focus of the English-language histories 

upon which most of this review is based.
92

 

 

Official views in imperial China 

In the imperial Chinese worldview, Westerners were categorized as barbarians. At least from the late 

Han dynasty in the first two centuries CE, the emperors and the learned scholar-officials who ruled 

China held the view that their country was in the centre of the world;
93

 hence the Chinese name for 

China: ‘the middle country’ (中国). In this worldview, civilization ended at China’s borders; those who 

lived beyond them were considered ‘barbarians’. This was how the Europeans and later the Americans 

who came to China were perceived. The imperial elite saw this categorization confirmed, moreover, in 

the activities of the Westerners with which the Chinese came into contact. On the one hand, the first 

European visitors came to trade, while the Chinese imperial establishment looked down upon 

merchants and commerce. Its cultural chauvinism dictated that, as China was the civilized world, it 

already contained everything that was necessary and desirable, therefore foreign goods were not 

required. On the other hand, these Westerners proved themselves aggressive. In 1517 for example, a 

                                                           
92

 Noteworthy exceptions can be found in Arkush and Lee eds., Land without ghosts. This volume contains a 

number of excerpts from the Lithographic Studio Pictorial. 
93

 By that time, the idea had already been under development for many centuries. Martin Stuart-Fox, A Short 

History of China and Southeast Asia. Tribute, trade and influence (Auckland 2003) 19. 



 

 

21 

Portuguese expedition enslaved a group of Chinese adolescents. Such behavior only confirmed the 

assumed barbaric nature of Westerners.
94

 

Interestingly, Chinese Occidentalism at this time seems to have worked differently from the 

theoretical framework constructed in the previous chapter, for images of the West were not 

constructed against a background of Western dominance. Until the 1840s, the Chinese were more 

powerful than the European seafarers who came to China. Correspondingly, the ruling ideology that 

promoted the Chinese emperor as ruler of ‘everything under heaven’ – the entire human world – was 

expected to apply to both Chinese subjects and Western visitors. When they came to China, they were 

expected to respect Chinese superiority and abide by Chinese rules.
95

 Thus, through official Chinese 

Occidentalism, the Chinese imperial establishment dominated the foreigners who came to China, in a 

similar way Westerners dominated Orientals through Orientalism in Said’s third meaning of the term. 

 While encounters with ‘barbarian’ traders and slave drivers familiarized the Chinese political 

elite with European powers, the United States entered the international stage relatively late. By the 

early nineteenth century, Chinese knew but little about it. At the time, the gazetteer of the province of 

Guandong included limited, yet erroneous information on the United States: it located the United 

States in Africa. The Hailu of 1820, a geographical work, included information on the United States 

based on the account of a Chinese sailor for. Its account was more accurate, but brief: ‘Mei-li-gan 

country is an isolated island in the middle of the ocean, its territory rather constricted. Originally a 

fiefdom of England, it now has become a nation.’
96

 

 Starting in the with the First Opium War (1839-1842), China suffered unprecedented defeats 

vis-à-vis Western ‘barbarians’. As the traditional worldview held that China did not require foreign 

goods, China’s trade policies stipulated that foreigners pay in silver bullion only. However, the British 

found ordinary Chinese people eager to purchase opium, which they could import from India. In 1839, 

an attempt by a Chinese official to halt the import of opium in order to counter opium addiction among 

Chinese subjects and to stop the Chinese economy from destabilizing as a result of silver bullion 

export was met with British aggression. The Chinese had been confident they would defeat ‘the 

insignificant and detestable race’ of ‘English barbarians’, in the words of a censor.
97

 However, in this 

war – the First Opium War – and subsequent ones, it was China that suffered humiliating defeats at the 

hands of Western powers. These defeats resulted in a series of ‘unequal treaties’, in which China made 

concession after concession: the trade in opium was legalized, more ports were opened for trade, 

foreign powers gained control over districts of Chinese cities, and eventually the Chinese court even 
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granted the ‘barbarians’ such previously inconceivable privileges as the right to station permanent 

ambassadors in Beijing, the right to freely travel through China, and the right to disseminate 

Christianity.
98

 

 At this time, official views of the United States ranged from disdain to cautious admiration. In 

1844, the Chinese official who negotiated China’s first treaty with the United States looked down 

upon it. He reported to the emperor that ‘[i]t is the most uncivilized and remote of all countries.’ And, 

with regard to the wording of the treaty to be concluded with the United States, he noted:  

 

‘[n]ot only are the people entirely unversed in the forms of edicts and laws, but if the meaning be rather 

deep, they would probably not even be able to comprehend. It would seem that we must make our 

words somewhat simple.’
99

  

 

This appears to have been the dominant attitude among the emperor and officials. However, in 1848, 

at least one official published a positive account of the United States. Enticed by stories he had heard, 

Xu Jiyu, the governor of Fujian province, wrote positively similarities between China and the United 

States, and to some extent saw it as a model for development and shaking off foreign colonizers. The 

‘bravery and eminence’ of George Washington made the people choose him as the commander-in-

chief against Britain in the War for Independence. Xu applauded that Washington managed to win this 

independence, and that he laid down the Presidential office when he was feeling to old, to be taken up 

by another suitable leader. In Xu’s view Washington shared Chinese scholar-officials’ concern with 

merit in politics, while the United States had previously shared the state of being colonized. Xu also 

wrote about trains and steamships, intrigued by the American technological advances he had heard 

about.
100

 

 Diaries by Chinese envoys, who were sent abroad in the 1860s, contained positive references 

to the United States. The Chinese move to send out diplomats was part of a new policy of ‘self-

strengthening’ in face of foreign powers, to sustain China’s imperial institutions and eventually drive 

the foreigners out. ‘The method of self-strengthening lies in learning what they can do, and in taking 

over what they rely upon’, explained the progressive statesman Li Hongzhang in to the emperor.
101

 

Chinese diplomats were sent to Western countries to establish friendly relations and learn the 

technological secrets behind their superior strength. Many of their diaries were published upon return. 

Among Western countries, the United States was considered as less aggressive than Britain and France, 
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which initiated wars with China; Chinese attitudes to the United States were also less hostile.
102

 An 

official named Zhigang was on the first official mission to establish friendly relations with the United 

States in 1868. He wrote of the friendly banquets his American hosts organized, and gave detailed 

descriptions of the technical specifications of trains and railroads.
103

 Other officials dwelt on the 

equipment and organization of American firefighters, the police, the judiciary, as well as on the 

cleanliness and orderliness of streets, and they admired the successful American revolt against 

Britain.
104

 

Nevertheless, within the imperial political establishment of China, the general attitude 

remained that Westerners were ‘barbarians’, therefore the sending out of diplomats involved a sense of 

shame. In their diaries, the officials also noted the negative sides of the United States, for example its 

‘immoral’ elements such as blowing kisses in the streets, the danger of violence as political parties 

were so much opposed, and the ‘nonsense’ of swearing on the bible in court procedures.
105

 Moreover, 

Chinese officials whose accounts were considered too positive were punished, as admiration for 

‘barbarian things’ was incompatible with the sense of Chinese cultural superiority that continued to 

prevail among the emperors and officials at home. For instance, the first ambassador to Great Britain 

was reprimanded and publicly humiliated for praising the technology and industry he found there. 

Similarly, the career of Zhigang was ruined upon return to China.
106

 

Yet by 1890s there was a broad consensus among scholar-officials and the Chinese emperor 

that reform was necessary, taking Western countries as a model, but the extent of these reforms was 

debated. The failure of the previous attempt at self-strengthening was apparent from the losses of 

various important tributary states – the Liuqiu islands, Vietnam, and Korea – and even the Chinese 

territory of Taiwan, all in wars with foreign powers between 1874 and 1895. In light of these losses, 

Chinese officials and the emperor agreed that it was necessary for China’s survival to imitate 

‘barbarians things’. Still, conservative officials were reluctant and wanted but limited reforms, while 

radical reformers argued that, like Russia and Japan, China should emulate the West thoroughly. For 

some months in 1898 the radical reformer Kang Youwei, who advocated adopting ‘Western methods 

and principles’ of government and turning China into a constitutional monarchy, had the emperor’s ear 

and was able to initiate radical reforms. This initiative was soon cut short, however, by a coup d’état 

by empress-dowager Cixi, who supported the conservative reformers and reversed the emperor’s 

edicts.
107
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When even Cixi acknowledged the necessity of more thoroughgoing reforms on the basis of 

Western practices, it was already too late. Between 1898 and 1900, Cixi had supported the violent 

anti-foreign Boxer Uprising, which had resulted in a war with eight foreign nations – European nations, 

the United States, and Japan – and another humiliating defeat on part of China. Thereafter, even Cixi 

acknowledged the necessity of thoroughgoing reforms, especially in education, and started ordering 

them in 1905. With regard to political reform, Japan was chosen as the most suitable model for China, 

as it had retained a monarchy next to its constitution. In 1908, Cixi adopted a constitution. However, 

the implementation of the reforms encountered problems, especially as Cixi and the Guangxu emperor 

in whose name she ruled both died that same year. Puyi, then three years old, ascended the throne, to 

abdicate barely four years later with the founding of the Republic of China (ROC).
108

 

 All in all, official views of the West have ranged from disdain for ‘barbarians’ to admiration 

for Western accomplishments as a model for development, with a tendency towards the first view. 

Westerners were considered ‘barbarians’ to be ruled by the Chinese emperor, but the defeats China 

suffered at the guns of these ‘barbarians’ gave impetus to official initiatives to study the West. As such, 

it became a model for emulation in the movements for self-strengthening and later reforms. Western 

technical and organizational accomplishments were admired to different degrees by Chinese observers; 

the United States was noteworthy because of George Washington’s meritocratic ideals and Americans’ 

successful resistance against Britain. However, emperors, officials, and Cixi aborted emulation 

initiatives out of conservative chauvinism, only to initiate thorough reforms when it was too late.  

 

Popular views in imperial China 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, to at least half a million poor Cantonese men, the United 

States seemed a land of promise. Seeking fortune, they set sail for San Francisco after the Californian 

gold rush had started in 1849. The Chinese name for San Francisco dates from this era and literally 

means ‘old gold mountain’ (旧金山).
109

 Besides the gold mines, the construction of the transcontinental 

railroad also offered opportunities for employment. Popular migrant streams were supported by a 

Sino-American treaty dating from 1868, which granted Chinese the right to freely emigrate to the 

United States.
110

 

 Due to discrimination in the United States starting in the 1880s, the popular image of the 

United States deteriorated. In the 1880s, the circumstances for Chinese migrants in the United States 

became worse. As the Californian gold rush was over and the transcontinental railroad was completed, 

Chinese migration was restricted by a Chinese Exclusion Act adopted by the American Congress in 
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1882. New arrivals were harshly interrogated, examined, incarcerated, and sent back. The Chinese 

who were already in the United States suffered from discrimination, both from political parties and 

their fellow laborers. In the presidential election campaigns of 1882, both parties proliferated 

themselves as anti-Chinese. Simultaneously, violent incidents targeting Chinese were frequent. In 

1885, 28 Chinese were killed by white miners at Rock Springs, Wyoming. Chinese officials sent to 

improve the lot of the Chinese migrants found themselves powerless. These officials and migrants 

returning to China brought their stories of their maltreatment by Americans home with them. 

 Wars between Western colonizers, increasingly including the United States, and Chinese 

troops were also detrimental to the image of the United States. Stories containing very negative 

stereotypes of Westerners circulated in the 1880s in Guangdong. One man remembered talks about 

‘red-haired, green-eyed foreign devils’ from his boyhood around this time. Supposedly they were 

‘wild and fierce and wicked’ and they did not adhere to traditional Chinese moral teachings or respect 

their ancestors. ‘They loved to beat people and to rob and murder’, made savage roars for speech, did 

not marry and were intent on taking Chinese lands.’
111

 The allied intervention against the Boxers in the 

Boxer Uprising in China, and the ensuing indemnities, also contributed to worsening Chinese 

attitudes.
112

 As a result of both discrimination in the United States and American aggression in China, 

many Chinese boycotted American products when the Sino-American treaty was renegotiated in 1905-

1906.
113

 In Guangdong’s provincial capital Canton, people would display statements of solidarity at 

their homes and stores, carrying messages such as:   

 

‘This shop (or home) does not sell (or use) American goods. The maltreatment of the Chinese laborer 

by the Americans is unprincipled. […] It is right that we do not sell (or use) American goods. Anyone 

who trades in American goods is without shame.’
114
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Figure 1: ‘The tallest building’ from the Lithographic Studio Pictorial, ca. 1889. Reproduced in  

Arkush and Lee eds., Land without ghosts, 121. 
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However, exotic images of the United States also circulated among the Chinese populace, as 

one popular magazine from Shanghai attests. Just as Western literature stereotyped the Orient as an 

exotic place in what Said has called as Orientalism, so there existed Chinese media that represented 

the United States as such. The Lithographic Studio Pictorial, which was published in Shanghai 

between 1884 and 1910, brought exotic representations of the United States to the Chinese public. For 

example, it depicted a giant man on display in New York’s Central Park. Another noteworthy image, 

figure 1 on the previous page, visualized a skyscraper as a tall structure of stacked Chinese-style floors, 

surrounded by clouds in the same way high mountains are surrounded by them in traditional Chinese 

paintings, and with people in baskets hanging from ropes on its exterior in order to depict elevators.
115

 

In this case, Occidentalism appears as primarily a product that could be marketed, thereby serving the 

financial goals of its publishers. 

Thus, in imperial China, the views of the United States held by ordinary Chinese people seem 

to have progressed from very positive to extremely negative, while the United States was also 

presented as an exotic place, depending on the locality. 

 

Divergent views in republican China 

The official language of Western ‘barbarism’ seems to have receded as the old empire collapsed. The 

new republic was characterized by newly imported ideas and political experiments on the one hand, 

and fragmentation on the other, all against a backdrop of continuing colonial oppression by Western 

countries and Japan. Different groups and individuals held varying views of how and by whom China 

was to be governed, and their perceptions of Western countries varied accordingly. 

To Yuan Shikai and his army officers-turned-warlords, Western countries appear to have been 

predominantly instrumental as useful allies. Yuan ruled China as president from 1912 to 1916, and in 

this time tried to revert China to the traditional imperial system, with himself as the new emperor, 

before he suddenly died. Thereafter, his army officers became warlords who held large parts of China 

under their sway until the Chinese Nationalist Party (CNP) succeeded in defeating many of them, with 

the help of the CCP, and established its new capital in Nanjing in 1927. Some of the warlords 

promoted modernization in their territory, but only in so far it served their own interest. Overall, to 

both Yuan and the warlords foreign countries appear to have been no more than useful allies, of 

secondary interest next to their own power schemes.
116

 

 The CNP was more articulate in its views of foreign countries. Sun Zhongshan, the founder of 

the CNP that ruled the republic briefly in 1912 and again from 1927 onwards, opposed Western 

countries as colonizers yet appropriated some of their political ideas. Sun elaborated on these themes 
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in his vision for China, the Three Principles of the People. The first principle was nationalism; he 

argued that the Chinese should no longer be slaves to the countries that had turned it into a ‘subcolony’ 

and should strive for independence. Second, he advocated democracy, but, unlike Western countries, 

placing collective rights above those of the individuals. His third principle was people’s livelihood, by 

which he meant relieving the poverty that he considered endemic to China. Thus, Sun very selectively 

adopted some aspects of Western political systems.
117

 

 Sun’s successor, Jiang Jieshi, allied the CNP with the United States, yet he did not embrace 

the United States or the West at large as a model for emulation either. Jiang himself did not visit any 

Western countries, but he married into a family that had been educated in the United States. During 

World War II, he managed to enlist a small group of fervent American supporters both inside and 

outside the American government. During the ensuing civil war with the CCP, he benefited from 

billions of dollars in American aid. Nevertheless, Jiang harbored anti-foreign feelings when it came to 

the Western domination of China; he aimed to recover China’s own rights and build a strong state. 

Also, Jiang did not see in the United States a general model to be emulated. He did introduce a system 

of five powers in government, including the three normally found in Western democracies, but besides 

he nominally revived the indigenous Chinese state cult of Confucius in 1934 and let Nazi German 

officers train his troops in the 1930s.
118

 

Intellectuals in the May Fourth movement (1917-1927) did strongly advocate taking Western 

countries as a model for Republican China. They took their name from student protests against Treaty 

of Versailles on 4 May 1919. Many Chinese had held high hopes for this treaty, especially in light of 

American President Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points speech in 1918. Point five promised impartial 

decisions with regard to colonies. With Germany defeated, German colonies were expected to be 

handed over to China. However, the Allies had already promised the province of Shandong to Japan, 

and so it was decided in the Treaty. Chinese students took to the streets, achieving the symbolic goal 

of preventing the Chinese delegation to Versailles from signing the treaty. The larger May Fourth 

Movement had an ambivalent attitude towards Western countries. On the one hand, these intellectuals 

regarded Western countries as aggressive imperialists. On the other hand, they also took the West – 

more precisely the metropolitan culture in Western countries itself – as a model for China’s future. 

However, they emphasized the latter view, advocating total Westernization in order to ‘catch up with 

the West’, for example in the New Youth magazine that was associated with their movement, in which 

they praised the Western ‘Mr. Science’ and ‘Mr. Democracy’. Japan played a special role for the May 
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Fourth movement. Many intellectuals were educated there, and they considered Japan as an example 

of successful Westernization. Still, they also acknowledged it as an aggressor on Chinese soil. 

Treating Western countries as a model served domestic strategic purposes for May Fourth intellectuals. 

Through it, they attacked Chinese tradition, which they rejected in its entirety, and advocated 

international cosmopolitanism as an alternative identity marker next to the nation. They also used it as 

a source of esteem for themselves.
119

 

 By contrast, to the CCP Western countries were unwanted imperialists. Marxist and Leninist 

study groups were formed in Chinese universities in the late 1910s, eventually resulting in the 

founding of the CCP in 1921. International developments that contributed to the popularity of 

communism among Chinese intelligentsia were the success of the Russian Revolution (1917), the 

subsequent Soviet support to sympathetic Chinese activists, and Chinese anger over the Treaty of 

Versailles which demonstrated to a group of Chinese intellectuals the need to undertake action against 

foreign powers in China. Besides, Marxist-Leninist theory in itself held appeal for Chinese 

intellectuals. Lenin explained imperialism as the inevitable product of capitalism as analyzed by Marx; 

capitalists were eventually forced to seek markets abroad to sell surplus goods and buy raw materials 

in order to avoid domestic economic crises and revolution. This activity, however, would cause rivalry 

among imperialist countries, leading to a conflict ending in extinction. Lenin also gave Asian countries 

agency in the grand scheme of world revolution: its peoples could rise up against imperialism and 

speed up its demise. In light of this theory, Chinese domestic resentment towards foreign colonization 

translated into an aversion against the West as the embodiment of capitalist imperialism. 

Individual intellectuals held a variety of views about the West and the United States in 

particular, although some themes were recurrent in their texts. In the first half of the twentieth century, 

increasingly many of these intellectuals were educated abroad and had firsthand knowledge of the 

West.
 120

 They contrasted Western countries with China to point out points of improvement for the 

Chinese situation. With regard to the United States, issued discussed in this manner included 

efficiency in work and studies, cleanliness, walking straight and fast, manners, the American 

educational system, productive aspects of the national character, and the orderliness of American 

elections.
121

 Yet these intellectuals did not neglect considering American problems, such as poverty, 

inequality and the power of trusts, discrimination, the fragmented nature of the American nuclear 

family vis-à-vis the moral obligations within the Chinese extended family, the loneliness 

individualism could bring about, the problems of democracy both inside the United States and possible 
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obstacles for implementing it in China, and the American lack of tradition.
122

 Thus, for the loose group 

of independent intellectuals, Western countries such as the United States functioned as a mirror to 

reveal Chinese weaknesses and as a model suggesting improvements, but this model itself was not 

flawless. 

In light of their nationalist actions, ordinary people appear to have viewed the Western powers 

in China as unwanted colonizers. During World War I, some may have held the hope that the United 

States would grant China national self-determination. That dream ended with the Treaty of Versailles. 

In the 1920s, young students and laborers vowed to eliminate foreign powers. Their anger, protests 

against, and clashes with foreign powers have been documented in several localities; sometimes 

merchants would even join these movements. By the end of the decade, they were successful in 

gaining some municipal concessions and regaining tariff autonomy for China. The source of their 

anger was slowly removed in the 1930s and 1940s, as Western foreign concessions were relinquished 

and in 1943 the United States and Britain even abolished all unequal treaties with China. From 1931 

onwards, it was Japan that incited most nationalist passions as it step by step occupied large parts of 

China. Its domination of China would end only in 1945, as the Allied powers bombed the country into 

submission and both the CCP and the CNP rushed to accept the surrender of the Japanese troops 

stationed in China.
123

 

Thus, between 1912 and 1949, views of the West and the United States in particular varied 

greatly. To some, the foreign powers in China were handy as political allies, to most, they were 

unwanted colonizers. The internal conditions of Western countries were variously evaluated as 

irrelevant, a source of selective inspiration, a model for China’s future, or the cause of imperialism. 

 

Chinese views of the United States prior to 1949 

Chinese images of the United States have been marked by a duality from the nineteenth century 

onwards. Until then, Chinese emperors and officials had nothing but disdain for foreign ‘barbarians’. 

They could keep up this view until the First Opium War, which ended with China’s first defeat, to be 

followed by many more. Nevertheless, many in the imperial establishment continued to look down 

upon Westerners, including Americans. At the same time, some officials started appreciating the 

technological and organizational capabilities of their opponents. Finally, near the end of the empire, 

overpowered by foreign nations, even empress-dowager Cixi felt compelled to take Western countries 

and Westernized Japan as models. The views of ordinary people in imperial China are harder to 

discern. It seems that among them, too, there were two trends in viewing the United States. At first, 

the country was taken to hold the promises of riches and employment, only to become an oppressor of 
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Chinese immigrants and an aggressor on Chinese soil. A more positive trend continued in viewing the 

United States as an exotic place, supposedly containing wondrous things, such as giants and 

skyscrapers.  

Positive and negative images of the United States persisted into republican China, although 

ideas about Western countries diversified. Overall, the balance has tended to topple toward negative 

evaluations of Western countries, even though they were no longer referred to as ‘barbarians’. CNP 

leaders Sun and Jiang shared with the May Fourth Movement, the CCP and most ordinary people the 

view of Western powers as unwanted colonizers. Beyond that, Sun and Jiang selectively appropriated 

some Western political ideas, although Jiang, like Yuan and the warlords, also forged purely 

instrumental alliances with Western nations. The May Fourth intellectuals were the great advocates of 

modeling China after Western countries; Japan was to be taken as an example of how Westernization 

was to be achieved. Finally, at least some ordinary Chinese citizens had held high hopes for American 

idealism, until these were scattered by the Treaty of Versailles. 
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Chapter three: The United States in the People’s daily, 1949-1950 

 

In the years after World War II, the international political climate froze, ushering in the period known 

as the Cold War. While Western countries and the Soviet Union had been allied against German and 

Japanese fascism, this collaboration quickly crumbled once the common enemies had been defeated. 

The Soviet Union and the United States opposed each other ideologically and started building blocks 

of dependent countries around themselves. In the first postwar years, Soviet Union leader Joseph 

Stalin used military bluff as a strategy to scare the United States into conceding the whole of Germany 

to him. This did not happen, but he did manage to unnerve his opponent.
124

  

As a result, within the United States, American fears for communist influence on the 

American government and Soviet espionage flared up in the late 1940s. The American senator Joseph 

McCarthey started a domestic witch-hunt against suspected communists. Notably, In October 1949, 11 

leaders of the Communist Party of the United States of America (CPUSA) were convicted on the basis 

of the existing Smith Act, which made the advocacy of overthrowing state or national governments 

illegal.
125

 Other examples of measures against suspected communists were the Internal Security Act, 

which became a law in 1950, requiring the registration of communist organizations and the 

establishment of a Board to investigate organizations suspected to be communist, and the existing 

House Committee on Un-American Activities which then aggressively investigated suspected 

communists.
126

 

In China, the United States had supported the CNP, the CCP’s domestic opponent, during 

World War II and the subsequent last phase of the Chinese civil war. Throughout World War II, Jiang 

had built a lobby of American supporters. Through them, he was able to gain financial and material 

assistance. While the aid was meant to be used against Japan, Jiang used his best troops and material 

against the CCP, as he thought that his internal opponents had to be wiped out before China was 

strong enough to fight the Japanese occupiers. The CCP, in turn, used this fact to profile itself as more 

nationalistic than the CNP, calling for resistance against the Japanese to boost its own nationalist 

credentials to raise support from ordinary Chinese people. Upon the Japanese capitulation, both the 

CCP and CNP rushed to accept the surrender of the Japanese troops stationed in China. The United 

States aided the CNP by airlifting its troops to areas in Northern China where CCP was more popular. 
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In the ensuing months, American officials unsuccessfully tried to negotiate between the CCP and the 

CNP. The parties once again started fighting in 1947.
127

 

In 1949, the Chinese civil war was decided in favor of the CCP. In the course of 1949, several 

American government officials predicted that the CNP would be defeated. In August, Dean Acheson’s 

State Department produced a White paper on China that rebutted the lobby and congressional support 

for the CNP and blamed not the CCP but the CNP for China’s problems. On October 1
st
, 1949, Mao 

declared the foundation of the PRC; the CNP took the ROC with it to Taiwan. Many inside the 

American government were not as sympathetic to the CCP as Acheson; to them the its victory was yet 

another alarming sign that the red menace was advancing.
128

 

 In 1950, the PRC and the United States came into direct confrontation. In early 1950, Mao 

visited Moscow to sign an treaty between the PRC and the Soviet Union. Mao had made the decision 

to one-sidedly commit the PRC to the cause of socialism and become a member of the Soviet Union 

camp. In June 1950, socialist North Korea attacked South Korea, which received backing from the 

United States. Thereupon, the United States sent an American fleet to the Taiwan Strait, effectively 

protecting the ROC from a potential mainland invasion by the PRC. In response, the PRC government 

filed a complaint against an American ‘invasion’ of Taiwan at the United Nations Security Council. In 

October, Mao decided to intervene in the Korea War; in November, Chinese troops engaged American 

troops in Korea.
129

 

 Against this historical backdrop, the portrayals of the United States in the People’s daily – the 

mouthpiece newspaper of the CCP’s executive branch, targeting the Chinese population over whom 

the Party was consolidating its power – were not very flattering. I will now turn to three elements of 

this imaging: first, the United States in the role of international ‘aggressor’; second, the dystopian 

characterization of American society, and third, its predicted demise. 
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The ‘aggressor’ 

One important role in which the United States was cast in People’s daily reports of the years 1949 and 

1950, was that of an evil, imperialist aggressor in the international arena. American aggression may be 

considered a master narrative, under which various minor narratives on particular issues depended and 

to which they contributed. 

A first minor narrative was the history of American colonialism; it was used to foster a CCP-

led nationalism. Between 26 August and 6 October 1949, the People’s daily featured a series of thirty 

articles on ‘The history of American aggression against China’.
130

 The series was based upon a book 

‘that systematically exposes the essence of American imperialistic aggression carried out against 

China’, written by deputy director Liu Danian, of Northeastern University’s History Department.
131

 In 

the series, a history of American aggression against China was recounted, from aggression ‘following 

or by means of foreign countries’ starting in 1840, to be replaced by a policy of ‘gradually moving 

toward independent aggression against China’ in 1905, and ‘vying for supremacy in China’ from 1917 

onwards and finally ‘monopolizing China’ after World War II.
132

 Between the 1840s and the 1940s, 

the actual trend of American interference in China had indeed been from free riding on Chinese 

concessions attained by European powers to playing its full part in colonizing China, while after 

World War II the United States was the only Western power left intervening in China. However, the 

goal of a series such as this was not so much presenting the facts of history but to emphasize American 

aggression towards China by stressing the history thereof. What is more, against this hostile Other the 

Chinese people had to unite under CCP leadership, as becomes apparent from the finale of the series: 

‘the Chinese people must unite under the flag of the people’s liberator Mao Zedong and strive for 

victory in the last moment.’
133

  

 Second, the American occupation of Japan was also reported on in such a manner as to 

stimulate, and perhaps reflect, a Chinese nationalism. People’s daily reports focused on the ways in 

which the American management of Japanese affairs violated the interests of the Chinese nation, 

thereby attempting to stimulate collective feelings of national grievance. Considering the Japanese 

occupation of China had formally ended barely four years before 1949, and the oppression of ordinary 

Chinese by the Japanese occupiers, reports such as these probably touched upon people’s sensitivities. 

The complaints uttered in the People’s daily may also have been a reflection of nationalist feelings 

inside the CCP. An example of an American action with regard to Japan that came as a ‘humiliation’ 

or ‘insult’ to the Chinese people was the release of Japanese war criminals: 
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‘Because this is a violation of the dignity of each nation that has suffered violations under Japanese 

fascism, it is in particular an insult against the Chinese people who have sustained the earliest and most 

intense violations by Japanese fascism. The blood of a great many Chinese disaster victims in the War 

of Resistance against Japan may not have flowed in vain, the rancor of a great many widowers, widows, 

and orphans must be redressed.’
134

 

 

Third, in the same year, the United States was implicated in a Taiwanese independence 

movement in order to denounce the island’s potential formal separation from the Chinese mainland 

and raise support for the case of national unity among the Chinese audience through nationalist 

appeals. The Taiwanese independence movement by indigenous Taiwanese people may not have been 

a very prominent issue in the People’s daily, as it was the topic of far fewer reports than the other 

issues discussed here. Nevertheless, reports on this topic demonstrate the rhetorical function of 

implicating American involvement and the issue did reach the Chinese headlines in March 1949. In a 

front page report of the People’s daily on 16 March, the movement’s leaders were represented as self-

serving and unpopular: 

 

‘Its leading figures are the American flunkeys the brothers Liao Wenyi and Liao Wenkui. This pair of 

American running dogs are originally landowners from the southern part of Taiwan, they collaborated 

with the Japanese government in the period in which the Japanese invaders ruled, bullying the 

Taiwanese people, plundering the land of the Taiwanese people. After the “robbing” of Taiwan by the 

CNP reactionary government, they yet again underwent a metamorphosis and became CNP government 

officials, helping the CNP oppress the Taiwanese people. Because [they were] corrupt and committed 

flagrant crimes, they encountered the bitter hatred of the Taiwanese people and the CNP government 

was therefore forced to dismiss them from their posts.’
135

  

 

Through their roles as ‘landowners’ and CNP officials, they were cast in the roles of opponents to the 

CCP and their socialist plans for China; as collaborators, they were presented as unpatriotic. 

According to the report, they changed affiliations as it suited their own interests, while they repressed 

the Taiwanese people, so that even the CNP had to expel them due to their unpopularity. Through 

these two men, represented as immoral and self-serving in any way, the Taiwanese independence 

movement was linked to the United States: 

 

‘Liao Wenyi and Liao Wenkui studied in the United States some years ago, and married American 

wives, consequently received American imperialism’s favor, and obtained the monopoly right to 
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promote American kerosene after the surrender of Japan, and became big compradors for the United 

States in Taiwan’s economic invasion. Soon afterwards they accepted appointments as secret agents for 

the American spying office, coming and going to Tokyo, Hong Kong, Shanghai, and other places, for a 

long time since specialized in making use of the name of the Taiwanese people to produce an 

atmosphere for making the demand for “Taiwanese independence”.’
136

 

 

Due to these supposedly close and suspect links to the United States, the Liao brothers were clearly 

unpatriotic. Indeed, the report concluded that ‘[t]he so called “Taiwanese independence”’, for which 

they worked, was ‘a synonym for the direct annexation of Taiwan by the United States’. In this report, 

the United States was thus a useful national enemy, a person’s claimed affiliation with which could be 

used to denounce an movement and ideology within the Chinese context.  

 Fourth, the American intervention in the Korea War was presented as a threat to China, in 

order to foster a Chinese nationalism through which Chinese intervention in the war was justified. This 

becomes apparent from the lengthy front page article: ‘Why can we not ignore the American invasion 

of Korea?’, which appeared on 6 November 1950. It was argued that the United States was intent on 

expanding its territory in Asia, just like Japan had been until it was defeated in 1945, and that the 

Korea War was only a part of this scheme. The Chinese readership was told that the American fighting 

there was really a step in American schemes to conquer China. The past involvement of the United 

States in the civil war was put forward as evidence: 

 

‘The focus in Asia is China with its population of 475 million, capturing China equals capturing the 

whole of Asia. After the end of World War II, the United States has made extremely big efforts to 

capture China through Jiang Jieshi and the CNP, but they encountered a miserable defeat. Jiang Jieshi 

was overthrown, the PRC emerged in the Asian and global political arenas. But are American risk takers 

ready to resign at this point? No, this is definitely not the case.’
137

 

 

Having thus argued that China, not Korea, was the focal point of American ambitions in Asia, the 

Chinese people were incited to acknowledge the threat to their nation and take action by either 

volunteering to fight in the Korea War, or by honoring those Chinese who did: 

 

‘The flames of war are already burning in front of our door, the ones who committed arson have already 

revealed their wild ambition, we the Chinese people are at the knife point of the aggressor, how can we 

ignore familiar insights? How can we ignore them? Our warm-blooded compatriots, how can we not 

one after another to rise up in order to volunteer for the action to Resist America Support Korea, protect 

home and defend the country? […]   
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Let us pay our respects to the glorious patriots for their voluntary action to Resist America Support 

Korea and protect home and defend the country! Long live them! Let our entire nation’s people unite to 

be their support!’
138

 

 

The mouthpiece CCP newspaper was thus used to raise support for Chinese involvement in the Korea 

War by appealing to Chinese nationalist feelings against a ‘scheming’ United States. 

 Fifth, also in late 1950, the American blockade of the Taiwan Strait was represented in the 

People’s daily as an ‘American invasion’ to discredit the CNP and stimulate a Chinese nationalism. 

An example of such reporting was the publication of a comprehensive report of the ‘Case against the 

armed invasion of Taiwan’, as discussed at the United Nations Security Council in early December, at 

the request of the PRC. One function of calling American involvement in Taiwan an ‘invasion’ was to 

discredit the CNP by labeling its members mere ‘running dogs’ of the United States. Another function 

was to once more single out a Chinese nation in opposition to the American aggressor: 

 

‘Our PRC government and the people of the whole nation not only have the firm will to liberate Taiwan, 

but also have sufficient power to defend the integrity of the motherland’s territorial unity and 

sovereignty. The sacred territory of the PRC does not tolerate infringements, if the American 

government stubbornly does not withdraw its invading force from Taiwan, then China will take the 

necessary actions, and drive the American aggressor out of Taiwan.’
139

 

 

The reference to a Chinese national will and ‘sacred territory’ were taken from the universal repertoire 

of nationalist incitements; the American ‘aggressor’ served as an Other against whom the national will 

was constructed and the national territory was represented as being in need of defense.  

 In general, appeals for an anti-American Chinese nationalism became more forceful in late 

1950, against the backdrop of the Korea War. This becomes apparent from the vehemence and timing 

of denunciations of the United States. Emotional denunciations and the dehumanization of an Other in 

rhetoric are often used in the social construction of groups and in situations of physical confrontation 

in order to justify violence.
140

 Group affiliations like race, ethnicity, and nationality, are not 

biologically given, but created in social interaction. In times of peace, boundaries between social 

groups may be vague and bridged; in times of conflict, especially violent conflict, these boundaries 

harden. Then, characterizing members of other groups as less than human becomes a potent political 

and military tool. Situations of intergroup fighting and killing seem to confirm the claimed evil and 

barbarous nature of enemy groups, and using violence against them for the sake of survival of your 
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own group becomes less problematic. In the People’s daily, dehumanizing language common to 

violent conflict became forceful after the PRC had intervened at the side of North Korea in late 1950. 

An illustrative example is the poem ‘American murderer’ by Ma Fantuo, published on 25 November. 

The final verse ran:  

 

‘Who is this bandit who destroys the entire world’s peace? 

Who is this gangster raping our sisters? 

Who is this absolutely irreconcilable enemy of the Chinese people? 

Who is this thief who comes crawling to our doorway? 

It is it! It is it! It is it! 

-- It is the American imperialist invader! 

American devil! American devil! American devil!’
141

 

 

‘The American imperialist invader’ is the ‘irreconcilable’ enemy of ‘the Chinese people’, thereby 

articulating the Chinese nation in opposition to it. The ‘invader’ is not only an outlaw, as expressed by 

the words ‘bandit’, ‘gangster’, and ‘thief’, he is also dehumanized by using ‘it’ as personal pronoun, 

instead of ‘he’, thereby qualifying it as less than human or inhuman. Using the word ‘devil’, moreover, 

implies that the ‘invader’ is evil, in which case no reflection on the moral implications of fighting the 

United States is required – combating an evil means fighting a good cause. At the time of publication 

of this poem, the Chinese were fighting the United States on Korean soil, thus the poem served to 

present this fighting as righteous and constituted an attempt to incite violent Chinese nationalist 

feelings against the United States. 

 Anti-American rhetoric was used against a backdrop of real American power. In China, the 

United States had supported the CNP throughout World War II and its navy effectively blocked a 

mainland invasion of Taiwan in 1950. It should come as no surprise that the CCP bore a grudge 

against the United States which they expressed in the People’s daily. It is also likely that the PRC 

government genuinely felt bypassed when American decisions in Japan seemed insensitive to Chinese 

feelings. Furthermore, China was aligned with socialist countries, most importantly the Soviet Union, 

but also its close neighbor North Korea. When the United States intervened in the Korea War, it 

fought against a Chinese ally, which was indirectly against the interests of the PRC. 

 The simultaneous promotion of a socialist and a national identity in the People’s daily, which 

appears paradoxical, was not unique. Socialism and nationalism are contradictory in the former’s 

ideological emphasis on international solidarity, while the latter gives precedence to one particular 

nation. However, Bonnet has demonstrated the existence of a similar overlapping of promoted 

affiliations in the Soviet Union under Stalin. There, the ‘Soviet man’ was depicted as a specific ethno-
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political entity, surrounded by hostile ‘bourgeois nations’, against which he stoically provided 

resistance. Moreover, within the Soviet Union, ethnic identities were purposefully fostered as 

alternative channels through which to appeal to people’s loyalty. Finally, it is noteworthy that in the 

Soviet Union several adjectives became fixed as imagined characteristics of the Western Other, 

namely ‘decadence’, ‘imperialism’, ‘reaction’, ‘aggression’ and ‘greed’.
142

 In China, ‘imperialism’ and 

‘aggression’ attained a similar function in the case of descriptions of American foreign policies. 

 

The dystopia 

In line with Marxist-Leninist theory, the capitalist nature of the domestic American economy was 

presented as the cause for international American imperialism. According to Lenin, the saturation of 

the domestic market and the shortage of resources drives capitalist nations to expand externally, so as 

to avoid an economic crisis. The CCP had accepted this explanation at its foundation in the 1920s, and 

it still took it to heart in the late 1940s, as reports in the People’s daily attest. This thus constituted a 

continuity in CCP imaging of the United States. A Chinese translation of an article from Izvestia, an 

official newspaper of the Soviet government, which was featured in the People’s daily in late October 

1950, is illustrative. The author argues that American imperialists chose the path of external 

aggression in order to mitigate a domestic economic crisis: 

 

‘after the destruction of fascism and World War II, the frail circumstances of the capitalist world gave 

rise to alarm among American imperialists, causing the threat of the unavoidably approaching economic 

crisis to deepen. Thereupon, American monopoly capital began preparing a new war policy, the plan 

depending on the military to take risks, to realize the insane plan of changing the entire world into a 

Wall Street colony.’
143

 

 

Also in line with communist ideology and thinking, the United States was presented as at the 

mercy of a small economic elite. According to Marx, in a capitalist economy, the capitalists dominate 

and exploit the proletariat. In this view, the state was merely a tool for domination.
144

 This is exactly 

how the United States was represented in the People’s daily in the years 1949 and 1950. For example, 

in the same translated article from Izvestia, Stalin is quoted to make the case that economic tycoons 

determine American policies: 

 

‘Comrade Stalin said: “Imperialism is the monopoly trusts and hot syndicates in industrialized countries, 

banks and financial oligarchs possess the greatest power. “(Stalin, Problems of Leninism), the 22
nd

 page 
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of the Chinese edition published in Moscow in 1948) In the United States, this parasite is now in the 

place of honor in the reactionary and war clique of the decadent capitalist countries, [it is] particularly 

clearly shown. The most powerful and influential small pinch of finance and industry tycoons in the 

United States master state power entirely, and determine the domestic and foreign policies of American 

imperialism.’
145

 

 

On the other hand, the American people at large were represented as poor and oppressed – a 

view derived from Marx’s thinking. While an increasingly small group of capitalists enriched 

themselves, the proletariat provided all required labor yet remained poor.
146

 When this view was 

translated to the American context in the People’s daily in 1949-1950, ordinary American people were 

emphasized, instead of the American workers, but their poverty was a focal point. A report by Ke 

Bainian in May 1949 provides an example. He seems to have been arguing against an utopian 

‘American standard’, pointing out the ways in which many American people lived in poverty: 

 

‘One-third of the Americans do not have enough to eat. When in World War II the army did physical 

examinations for army enlistment, it discovered that of forty percent of the people did not pass the 

physical. A quarter of the Americans do not have good houses to live in, they live in slums that are both 

crowded and dirty. A quarter of the school-aged children does not have the opportunity to attend to 

school. During World War II, there were two million people who, because they were illiterate, were 

rejected as army recruits. Not half of the Americans have finished high school, only one fourteenth have 

finished university. In 40 per cent of the counties, there is no hospital. In countryside dwellings, 70 per 

cent have no running water, 89 have no bathtub, 82 have no electricity, 92 no indoor toilet. It can be 

seen that the so-called “American standard” of living is by no means the life of the vast masses.’
147

 

 

 In late 1950 especially, these already negative views of American society deteriorated. This is 

probably part of the general trend of more forceful denunciations of the United States in the context of 

the Korea War, which was also observable in reports representing American foreign policy. In the case 

of representations of the internal conditions of the United States, reports in late 1950 were increasingly 

copied from Soviet news sources, which were stronger in tone than the Chinese reports such as those 

by Ke had been. An example of such borrowed reporting is a translated report by an author from the 

Soviet Union whose name translates into Chinese as ‘Gao’er Niefu’. According to him, over 70 per 

cent of the American households cannot meet their basic needs – amounting to far more people than 

the hungry 33.3 per cent or the 40 per cent of the American population that did not pass the physical 

examinations in Ke’s article from May 1949. A reason for the discrepancy may be the two author’s 
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reliance on different statistics. However, it is more significant that the Soviet author portrays the life of 

ordinary Americans as far worse than Ke’s had already done: 

 

‘The United States is the world’s most well-to-do country among the capitalist countries. However, only 

very few people are well-off here. In a medium American household, before the war, a year’s income 

should at least be 2500 American dollars to so-so pass through. Now, the retail prices are more than two 

times higher than before the war, and this kind of family needs at least an income of 5300 American 

dollars to pass the days. However, the American government has reduced this figure to 4111 American 

dollars. Even if it is like this, even if with this kind of budget it is barely possible to survive, if still of 26 

million households (representing over 70 per cent of all American households), every household’s 

income is lower than the stipulated norm, that is, the annual income does not reach 4000 American 

dollars, then how must they survive? Note that they are unable to meet their own household’s most 

thrifty and simple demands of life. Only ten percent of American households has an income of 4000 

American dollars, accordingly the so-called “American way of life” [amounts to] surviving underfed. 

[…] 

 

According to the assertions of American imperialists and their running dogs, all Americans can live 

completely well in the United States. However, the above-mentioned numbers clearly indicate that on 

the whole the working people of the United States cannot even meet their most minimal consumption 

[requirements]. Only American society’s most upper stratum, a small pinch of exploiters and its 

parasitic lackeys can enjoy a completely happy life.’
148

 

 

In addition, ‘Gao’er Niefu’ dwelled upon ordinary American’s lot with regard to housing – in as far as 

people were not forced to live in their cars, many occupied houses that were run-down and beyond 

repair – and in addition health care and education were too expensive. Moreover, he emphasized the 

discrimination of black people: they were the first to be fired, were paid lower wages while they were 

required to pay higher rents than ‘white people’, had less rights, and worse health care conditions. 

‘Gao’er Niefu’ even stressed that it was possible to kill a black person without receiving 

punishment.
149

  

 The American ruling elite was making every effort to repress initiatives for change, according 

to the People’s daily. The issues that were considered relevant in this regard were domestic American 

actions against communists and suspected communists, and race riots, as the following excerpt from a 

report dating from September 1949 demonstrates: 
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‘Within the United States, these reactionary dark forces use various kinds of repulsive and shameless 

ways to ruthlessly plunder the working class, depriving the people of all “democratic” rights, so as to 

suppress the American people’s righteous progressive movement. They are busy managing whatever 

“un-American Activities Committee”, recently more illegally arrested and tried twelve CPUSA and 

American working class leaders, and organized a hoodlum fascist elements to make a surprise attack 

upon the concert of the black singer [Paul] Robertson.’
150

 

 

Anti-communist initiatives by the American government were interpreted as ‘reactionary’, as an 

attempt to try to stop a socialist revolution in the United States. Marx had predicted that capitalist 

societies would collapse as a result of its inner contradictions, as the proletariat would become 

conscious of its class existence and take over the means of production and thereby topple the 

capitalists. To this, Lenin had added that a communist party had a special role as revolutionary 

vanguard.
151

 If the ‘reactionary dark forces’ were working against the socialist cause in the United 

States, then they were actively preventing a revolution from happening. Furthermore, attacks upon 

black people out of racial prejudices were frowned upon in light of the socialist ideal of equality. 

The readership of the People’s daily was told that, in addition to physical repression, the 

minds of the poor American people were molded by the American media. According to Lao She, 

whose report ‘The depression of Americans’ was published in February 1950, the American media 

molded the minds of ordinary Americans so that they did not resist their exploitation:  

 

‘Newsprint, broadcasting, literature, movies; because they are controlled by emperors, especially 

supplying material to anesthetize popular feelings, people are unable to not read some, hear some, see 

some boring things, and they neglect the world’s important events and political questions. […] Because 

they don’t know enough about politics, economics, and culture, and have been drugged for a long time, 

not only do the people not wish to resist […] emperors, they also fantasize that they themselves are free 

to become an emperor or king in the future.’
 152 

 

Denunciations of the role of the American media also became stronger against the backdrop of 

the Korea War and with the translation of Soviet Union reports. According to ‘Gao’er Niefu’, not only 

did the media turn the American people into compliant ‘slaves’, the disturbing content of the media 

made them into some sort of killing machines:  
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‘Periodicals, literature and movies are poisoning the consciousness of the American people every day, 

sparing no effort to cause the American people to become the slaves of capital, without any willpower 

and always doing as they are told. Four-fifths of all American films promote a crime, lasciviousness and 

atrocities. American reactionaries are in the process of breeding a generation that has completely lost all 

moral substance, they are in the process of drilling guys who are ready to commit whatever crime of 

hatred against humanity.’ 

 

These negative images of the domestic situation in the United States did have some empirical 

basis in reality. First, poverty and inequality were real problems within the American economy. The 

American economy had long been characterized by inequality, and on top of that the United States 

economy had slipped into a postwar depression in 1946, only in 1948 had signs of recovery started to 

surface.
153

 Ordinary Americans are sure to have suffered during this depression. Second, the structural 

discrimination of black people was also real. Third, communists and suspected communists were 

indeed the target of government ‘witch hunts’ during these Cold War years. Fourth, the claims with 

regard to the American media do seem grossly exaggerated; such claims are hard to substantiate, even 

today.
154

  

 However, the point of the negative representations of the circumstances inside the United 

States was not so much to be truthful, but to promote a socialist alternative to the capitalism inside the 

United States; this was already the case with the negative representations in 1949 and the first nine 

months of 1950. The CCP adhered to Marx’s thinking-turned-ideology about the course of history. 

Marx had predicted that capitalism would collapse due o the contradiction between capitalists and the 

proletariat, and that thereafter a new order would be established without inner contradictions. Means 

of production would be commonly owned, class distinctions based upon inequality would disappear, 

as would the oppressive device of the state; the human world would be in harmony.
155

 Thus, opposed 

to the inequality and repression in the United States, the Chinese communists aimed to bring equality 

and freedom in China. They interpreted their success in the Chinese civil war, culminating in the 

foundation of the PRC on 1 October 1949, as revolutionary. And, standing at the beginning of their 

reign, their hopes for China’s future were yet uncontaminated by the practical difficulties of 

implementing policies in the spirit of socialism and communism.  

By late 1950, representations of the United States may be termed dystopian,
 
in order to 

promote an implicit socialist utopia. A dystopia is ‘[a]n imaginary place or state in which the condition 
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of life is extremely bad, as from deprivation, oppression, or terror’.
156

 Bonnett has argued that in the 

Soviet Union from the late 1920s onwards, the communist regime ‘became wedded to anti-Western 

positions which helped define a utopian model of Soviet society’s potential and achievements’, which 

he has termed a ‘communist utopia’. He has also maintained that utopian traditions are not necessarily 

declared as such.
157

 In the case of the PRC something similar happened in late 1950, not coincidentally 

by importing Soviet Union writings. With the outbreak of the Korea War and the import of Soviet 

Union reports, the official Chinese image of the United States concurred with the one propagated in 

the Soviet Union and became a full-blown dystopia. The implicit mirror image of a socialist future 

became brighter than ever. 

 

The predicted demise 

The domestic repression inside the United States, coupled to its international imperialism, was also the 

premise upon which an international socialist identity was constructed for the Chinese people. The 

People’s daily represented all peoples under the yoke of American imperialism as united in a common 

fight against the bourgeois American government. Within the United States, the CPUSA in particular 

was heralded as the American revolutionary vanguard. For example, a front page report reflected on 

the thirtieth anniversary of the CPUSA in 1949, at which occasion its members had apparently 

reaffirmed their commitment against capitalist evils: 

 

‘Facing toward imperialist warmongers in the process of reaching out their bloody claws everywhere, at 

a time when world peace is greatly threatened, we, at this side of the Pacific Ocean, are especially 

happy to hear that on that side of the Pacific Ocean, the heroic American communists, representing the 

American working class and American people, have sworn that they will block the path of imperialism, 

fascism, and war cliques. We the Chinese communists and the Chinese people will incessantly make 

great efforts to respond to this great oath, and clutch warmongers hands mutually, on two sides of the 

Pacific Ocean!’
158

 

 

Reports in the People’s daily thus articulated the expectation that the Chinese people fight American 

imperialism in Asia as part of a worldwide struggle, on the basis of a shared socialist identity. 

Moreover, this socialist internationalist identity was one of striving for peace. The People’s daily 

presented the Chinese people as part of the ‘solidarity of the entire world’s peaceful [and] democratic 

power led by the Soviet Union’.
159
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A steadfast prediction that American imperialism would be defeated reflected CCP confidence 

and its faith in socialism in these years. In the People’s daily, the Chinese readership was encouraged 

to share this faith. Echoing Mao’s statement that the United States was only a ‘paper tiger’,
160

 Ke 

explained why this was so: 

 

‘The United States under the rule of monopoly capitalism is only a paper tiger[:] because the United 

States cannot resolve the contraction between the productive forces and productive relations, a big 

economic panic will definitely happen[;] because of the expansionist foreign policy, it will increasingly 

stand alone with little help in international relations[;] because of the class exploitation and class 

antagonism in the capital[ist] system in the United States, within the country the working class is 

digging the grave of monopoly capitalism. The Achilles heel is right here.’
 161

 

 

In part, this prediction was based upon Marx’s predictions about the conflict between ‘productive 

forces’ and ‘productive relations’ leading to workers gaining class consciousness and staging a 

revolution.
162

 According to Ke, the revolution was already being staged, as the proletariat was already 

‘digging the grave’ of ‘monopoly capitalism’. Beyond Marx’s prediction, American aggression would 

create enemies in the international arena. American capitalism was thus under attack from within and 

without, and this would become too much for it to handle. On the one hand, this prediction expressed 

the confidence the CCP had in socialist theory and ideology. Because when the capitalist system 

would collapse in the United States, socialism and eventually communism were expected to follow, 

according to Marx. On the other hand, the prediction served as yet another way to encourage the 

Chinese people to fervently take part in resisting the United States and supporting the CCP 

government and its socialist policy course. 

 In this regard, the Chinese communist man was more optimistic than the embattled ‘Soviet 

man’ characterized by Bonnett. This ‘Soviet man’ was born out of the realization that within Western 

countries, no revolutionary movements were forming in Europe to bring about a proletarian revolution. 

By contrast, the People’s daily was full of reports forecasting the downfall of the United States. 

 

The image of the United States, 1949-1950 

In 1949-1950, the People’s daily featured two interrelated images of the United States; one 

constituting a particular interpretation of its foreign policy, the other a Marxist caricature of its 

domestic conditions. In the international realm, the United States was portrayed as an aggressor 

against which a Chinese nationalism was constructed, which in turn could legitimize the CCP-led 
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government and its particular policies. In terms of its domestic situation, the United Was denounced as 

an undesirable society, against which a socialist alternative of equality and freedom was visualized. 

These images were a continuation of CCP portrayals of the United States before 1949, which were 

borrowed from the Soviet Union. Both representations of the United States reached their epitome in 

late 1950, against the backdrop of the Korea War. On the one hand, the American aggressor was 

dehumanized to foster a Chinese nationalism in support of the Chinese participation in the war, on the 

other hand, American society was represented as a full-blown dystopia, implicitly elevating the 

socialist alternative to the status of utopia. The images of external aggressor and internal repressor 

came together as allegedly inspiring one great fight that would end in the demise of American 

capitalism. The People’s daily encouraged its readers to feel part of it, to share the same international, 

peace-loving socialist identity, and to devote their energies to building a socialist future. 
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Chapter four: The United States in the People’s daily, 1978-1979 

 

By 1978, the efforts to implement a socialist system in China had ended in failure. The envisaged 

industrialization of the PRC during the Great Leap Forward (1958-1961) was unsuccessful, and the 

concurrent collectivization of agriculture had resulted in a great famine. During the Cultural 

Revolution (1966-1976), factions inside the CCP played their power struggle out in Chinese society. 

Mao and the ‘Gang of Four’ of his closest associates kept control by keeping China in a state of 

‘constant revolution’ with social movements attacking those labeled as reactionaries and intellectuals, 

and each other. Education and intellectual development came to a standstill, as universities were 

closed and men and women of letters became targets of violence. In this context, the passing away of 

the Great Chairman in 1976 was both a loss, as other CCP leaders acknowledged him as a great leader 

for uniting China, and a relief, as the Gang of Four could be ousted from power and China could be set 

on a new, no less revolutionary course.
163

  

 In 1978, the CCP slowly started to reform China’s economy, opening the country to the 

outside world and cautiously introducing market oriented reforms. Until late 1978, two factions inside 

the CCP strove to implement different policies. The faction around Mao’s chosen successor Chairman 

Hua Guofeng held on to policy lines advocated by Mao, while Deng Xiaoping’s faction wanted to 

implement market-oriented reforms. Deng had been a longtime advocate of pragmatic economic 

policies – a ‘reactionary’ stance for which Mao had rewarded Deng by purging him from the CCP 

twice – but in 1978 Deng succeeded in taking power. In December, at the Third Plenum of the 11th 

Central Committee, he announced the official launch of Four Modernizations – of agriculture, industry, 

technology, and defense –as the goals of the economic reforms he was presiding over.
164

  

 Internationally, ties with the Soviet Union had been broken and the PRC was improving 

relations with the United States. The Sino-Soviet break had been gradual, but by the 1960s, relations 

between the PRC and the Soviet Union had become hostile. In the next decade, a Sino-American 

dialogue started. In 1971, the American Secretary of State Henry Kissinger secretly visited the PRC. 

In July, American President Richard Nixon revealed this visit; the next year, he himself would attend 

an official summit there at which Sino-American relations were formalized. In the time preceding this 

summit, the PRC was also admitted to the United Nations. In 1978, there was further rapprochement 

and on January 1
st
, 1979, Sino-American relations were normalized. With regard to Taiwan, the PRC 

also gained the promise that the United States would withdraw its troops and military installations.
165
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A friend 

In 1978-1979, when the normalization of Sino-American ties was being explored and established, the 

most prominent image of the United States in the People’s daily was that was that of a friend to China.  

 The readership of the People’s daily was informed of the new course of Sino-American 

friendship through reports on American delegations visiting China. Between July 1978 and the end of 

the next year, there were dozens of delegations. Reports commonly stated that a delegation visited a 

certain Chinese official during the day, elaborated on which issues they discussed – with the Chinese 

official typically ‘frankly’ responding to the questions of American delegates during a ‘friendly 

conversation’ – and then reported on the banquet a certain Chinese official gave in the honor of the 

American delegation, sometimes even citing what host and the leading American delegate toasted 

upon, usually something in the line of ‘friendship’ and ‘cooperation’. The report included the names of 

the Chinese officials and American delegates present during the various stages of the day, and would 

sometimes cover several days. More often than not, such a report would be illustrated with a photo, 

such as the one in figure 2, showing Chinese officials and the American delegates of the visiting 

science and technology delegation. 

 

 

Figure 2: A group photo of Chinese officials and members of an American science and technology delegation to 

China. The Chinese official in the center of the front row is Deng. The original caption reads: ‘Vice Premier 

Deng Xiaoping meets with Dr. Frank Prescott, the American presidential science and technology adviser, 

director of the Office of Science and Technology Policy, of the American science and technology delegation.’
166
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Friendship was also an important theme in reports about Chinese people visiting the United 

States. A group of Chinese artists performed in the United States; according to the report about their 

reception, the American audience was full of awe and praise; not a single negative comment was 

published in the People’s daily. Chinese delegates who visited the United States starting late 1978 

wrote elaborate reports about their experiences there. When it came to the American people, they 

could speak of nothing but American friendship. For example, in the third part of the series ‘A glimpse 

of the United States’, Wang wrote: 

 

‘The United States has many interesting things, but what impressed me most profoundly was the 

American people, it was the friendship of the American people toward the Chinese people.’ 
167

 

 

There were few reports to distract the readers from the messages of Sino-American friendship. 

The only ‘unfriendly’ Americans reported upon were a group of American congressmen who refused 

to sever American government relations with Taiwan. In an article in late October 1979, they were 

denounced as the ‘few people’ ‘creating obstacles to development of Sino-American relations’. 

Nevertheless, the main message was that ‘the absolute majority of Americans express happiness with 

regard to the normalization of Sino-American relations.’
168

 

The United States was also represented as friendly to Third World Countries in Africa, Latin 

America, and the Middle East, especially when they were threatened by the Soviet Union or its ‘lackey’ 

Cuba. While the United States and the Soviet Union pursued similar Cold War tactics of enlarging and 

maintaining power by supplying governments or rebels in Third World countries with weapons, Soviet 

Union actions were labeled ‘interference’ that should be shaken off, and American actions were 

represented as merely responding to the former’s actions. For example, President Carter’s 

encouragement of African countries to shake off the yoke of foreign interventionism was uncritically 

republished in the People’s daily in April 1978: 

 

‘President Carter demanded Africa shake off “the interference of military or other nature by exterior 

powers or its agents”. He said: “We hope to see exterior military power and exterior powers withdraw 

(from Africa).”’
169

 

  

                                                           
167

 Wang Ruoshui (王若水), ‘A glimpse of the United States (Part three)’ (美国一瞥（三）), PD, 19 October 1978, 6. 
168

 ‘Some American people create obstacles to the development of Sino-American relations’ (美国有人在对中美关系的发展制造障碍), PD, 22 October 1979, 5. 
169

 ‘American president Carter visits four Latin American and African countries: He demands them to shake off 

exterior influence or other proxies of military intervention’ (美国总统卡特访问拉美和非洲四国 要求非洲摆脱外部势力或其代理人的军事干涉), PD, 6 April 1978, 6. 



 

 

50 

In contrast to Soviet actions, a report on the American intention to supply Somalia with weapons was 

not seen as unwarranted ‘interference’, but as ‘military aid’ for the purpose of self-defense against its 

Soviet Union-backed neighbor Ethiopia: 

 

‘On June 2, Carter announced that the United States will send a military investigation group to Somalia 

to discuss the question of the United States offering military aid to Somalia.  

 

According to news reports, the United States will offer Somalia 15 million dollars worth of military aid. 

The Washington Post says that this action, adopted by the United States to “compete” with 17.000 

Cuban troops in Ethiopia and the Soviet Union’s generous supply of weapons to Ethiopia, is “not worth 

mentioning”.  

 

[American spokesman] Hodding Carter says that Somalia guarantees the United States that “beyond 

defending its own borders, it will not use armed force against whatever country”. On a press conference 

Carter also said that the United States is in the course of discussing the question of offering support to 

Saudi-Arabia and Egypt with [these two countries].’
 170

 

 

Many reports in the People’s daily echoed the demand uttered in American and European 

news sources that the United States take a firmer stand against the ‘menacing’ Soviet Union. This 

criticism referred especially to the second round of Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty talks and Soviet 

Union activities in the Third World. That the People’s daily reproduced this position in likelihood 

means that the CCP leadership agreed with this criticism. Of the critics, Henry Kissinger had a special 

significance to the Chinese, as he had been key in Sino-American rapprochement in the early 1970s. 

He was cited several times on the issue, for example during a visit to Brasilia, Brazil: 

 

‘Former American Secretary of State Henry Kissinger expressed to journalists in the Brazilian capital 

Brasilia on June 28, that the United States cannot ignore familiar insights with regard to the Soviet 

Union and Cuba’s intervention in Africa. 

 

He said that American carelessness in this matter can give the Soviet Union the impression that it can 

arbitrarily expand its military influence in Africa and not receive a penalty. He says this kind of 

circumstances causes a crisis in American-Soviet relations.’
 171
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The general mood expressed in articles with this topic was that the United States should not appear 

weak, because the Soviet Union would take advantage of it.  

 The role reversal of the United States and the Soviet Union, compared to three decades earlier, 

should be regarded as a reflection of changing international alliances and the new course in Chinese 

domestic policy. On the one hand, the PRC had broken its formal relations with the Soviet Union after 

Stalin’s death, and became closer to the United States. On the other hand, the CCP leadership thought 

that the PRC was in need of American assistance as if it wanted its policy of reform and modernization 

to succeed. 

  

The imperfect model 

Indeed, in the late 1970s, the United states became a model for China’s development, especially in 

technology, as becomes apparent from reports on American delegations visiting the PRC. The 

newfound Sino-American friendship and cooperation were for an important part meant to facilitate the 

Chinese learning from American technology, at least from the Chinese perspective. In opposition to 

American prominence in the development of science and technology, China was imagined as a 

backward place. But the CCP was confident that the Chinese could ‘learn’ from the United States, in 

order to ‘catch up’. Thus, in contrast to 1949-1950, the PRC adopted the teleological model of history 

in which the present conditions of Western countries such as the United States were seen as a desirable 

future for China, at least in terms of technology. A speech by Fang Yi, Director of the State Science 

and Technology Commission of the PRC, addressed to the American science and technology 

delegation in early July 1978, is illustrative of the Chinese perception of itself as backward and eager 

to learn:
172

 

 

‘Chair Fang Yi pointed out that the Chinese people in national unanimity are in the process of striving 

hard to transform the backward conditions of our country’s economy and science and technology. He 

said that, within the scope of the whole nation, we are now in a great mass fever of learning scientific 

culture. We want to study every nation’s, every country’s strong points, this is our resolute policy. On 

the aspect of science and technology, the American people are walking in the world’s forefront, there 

are a lot of points that deserve to be studied by us.’
173
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The speech by Fang also demonstrates that the normalization of Sino-American relations was 

considered a means to facilitate Chinese learning from American technological advances, here phrased 

as ‘exchange’ and ‘cooperation’: 

 

‘If we have overcome this obstacle of the normalization of Sino-American bilateral relations, then the 

exchange and cooperation in science and technology between the two countries will have extremely vast 

good prospects.’
174

 

 

In the first accounts by Chinese delegates to the United States in October 1978, the role of the 

United States as a model for technological development becomes apparent as well. Part of the 

delegates’ mission appears to have been to absorb as many impressions of American science and 

technology and the way they were integrated into American society as possible, as all were potential 

candidates for Chinese emulation. In the People’s daily, delegate Wang provided descriptions of the 

technological wonders found in the United States, such as newspaper printing techniques, television, 

cars, roads, skyscrapers, robots in Disney World, space shuttles, and satellites. But perhaps the most 

enthralling was the automated ticket vending system of Washington’s subway system, an example of 

‘automation’. I provide a long quote in order to convey both the detail of Wang’s instructive 

description of the process and technology involved, and the utter strangeness of this system to him – a 

system so much part of everyday existence in wealthy parts of the world today, including China’s 

bustling metropolises, that it almost seems insignificant: 

 

‘Washington’s self-service automated subway ticket selling stand is probably the most advanced [in the 

world]. 

 

When you want to buy a ticket, you can use both coins and bank notes, -- the machine will give change. 

You stuff in a bank note, push an electronic button, tell the machine for how much money you want to 

buy a ticket, the machine will retrieve the superfluous money and give it to you, and give you a hard 

paper ticket, with the car fare you have paid printed on top.  

 

Holding your ticket you must move to the entrance, and stuff it into a machine checking tickets at the 

side of the entrance gate. After the machine that checks tickets has “looked over” your ticket, it will 

return it to you. At this time, the doors open of their own accord, but every time only one person can go 

in. 

   

 When you go out, tickets are again checked by the machine. The ticket price is calculated according to 

the travelled distance, when you have paid too little carfare, or have missed your station, the ticket 
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checking machine will at once “recognize” it, send out a certain kind of signal and give the ticket back 

out. The exit door will also “refuse” to open for you. 

 

At this time, the thing you should do is go over to another machine to upgrade the ticket. The machine 

will reveal how much money is owed. You throw in the owed money, and the machine will once more 

return the ticket. 

 

At face value, the ticket price has not been altered. But on the paper is a black strip, on the strip the car 

fare you patched is recorded. Holding this ticket in hand, you can safely pass through.  

 

Only then you realize, that at the time you entered a station, the machine checking tickets made note of 

the place you entered a station on the magnetic tape, and that it is exactly on the basis of this, that only 

at the exit place the machine checking tickets can figure out whether or not you owe money.  

 

The ticket checking machine can be named “impartial and incorruptible”, people consider deceiving it 

not likely. 

 

And if you get off beforehand? Then you will not suffer either. You can use the remaining money the 

next time. As a matter of fact, there are many passengers who consider buying tickets every time too 

inconvenient, and they buy a ticket with a nominal value of five American dollars. Holding this ticket, 

they can successively use it on many days, until the distance travelled by subway and the nominal fare 

correspond.’
175

 

  

In addition to American technological prowess, Chinese delegates kept their eyes open for 

potentially useful American labor mentalities. Wang also admired American efficiency, hard work and 

striving for improvement, implicitly contrasting these feats to contrary Chinese labor practices under 

the ‘iron rice bowl’ of guaranteed employment and negative preconceptions about the United States: 

  

‘The American people have many things that deserve to be studied by us. […] Americans are well-

known for paying particular attention to efficiency. When they are at work, they are very vigorous, very 

constrained. Play belongs with play, work belongs with work, very clearly divided. […] Among 

American youth, undoubtedly there are playboys and girls loitering around, but there are also very many 

people who painstakingly study and diligently work. […] Without the industrious work of workers and 

scientists, you cannot imagine American production capacity could achieve today’s level, or imagine 

how the United states is capable of sending people to the moon. Americans are not conservative, they 

do not rest in laurels. In this highly competitive capitalist society, who does not seek to advance [his or 
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her] skills will be eliminated through competition. Although their country’s science and technology 

level is the world’s first class, they by no means refuse to learn from foreign countries.’
176

 

 

Japan constituted an example of a country that had successfully emulated the United States. 

Echoing the May Fourth movement 60 years earlier, and radical reformers and eventually the empress-

dowager around the turn of the century, Wang argued to do as Japan did. He elaborated on how Japan 

had learned from the United States and had surpassed it in for example the manufacture of cars and 

electronics. According to Wang, the very fact that Japan had succeeded in this effort virtually proved 

that China could do the same. One implicit assumptions of sameness between Japan and China was 

probably their shared Asian identity. Now, Wang argued the Chinese should as the Japanese had done, 

and even outdo them: 

 

‘Japanese people are also good at learning from foreign countries. American friends tell us that Japanese 

people learn from the United States, and that in some regards they have surpassed the United States. […] 

Hence what I think is: the things Japanese people can achieve, why can we not achieve them? We have 

to do even better than the Japanese.’
 177

 

 

To the first Chinese observers in the late 1970s, the United States was also a strange, almost 

exotic, place. They located the origin of differences in different economic systems, and not such much 

in cultural differences. This is perhaps not surprising in light of previous CCP propaganda that 

stereotyped the United States as a capitalist system as conceived by Marx. For example, press delegate 

Feng Xiliang was amazed by the alternation of serious news broadcasts with cheerful commercials on 

American television, all within a brief timeframe. She reflected on the experience: 

 

 ‘Although we had gained some understanding of the principle differences between capitalist journalism 

and socialist journalism, and the commercial nature of American journalism, to be honest, we were a bit 

amazed when we saw these scenes.’
178

 

 

Reports in the People’s daily also discussed the downsides of American society; Chinese 

delegates pointed out that it was no utopia when it came to the lot of ordinary American people. In line 

with reports thirty years earlier, the delegates elaborated upon the economic and racial inequality they 

encountered in the United States. On this topic, Jin Feng exclaimed: 
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‘What a great disparity must there be! […] At one end of American society, the annual income of a 

family of four is not even 3000 dollars, struggling hard below the poverty line; on the other end, for 

correcting a belly that has been eaten more than full, at once 3000 to 5000 American dollar is spent! 

This is the reality of American society.’
179

 

 

She also noted that racial discrimination still existed. Black people had the worst jobs and the highest 

share in youth crime. According to Jin, black people were the victims of their circumstances, as ‘28 

per cent of the black family incomes is lower than the poverty line stipulated by the government.’
180

 

Regular reports on the economic circumstances in the United States emphasized the sorry 

conditions of laborers, especially black laborers, and their families. This emphasis appears to be a 

continuity with reports thirty years earlier. In 1979, laborers were reported as suffering under the 

economic crisis the United States was in. Xu Changgen emphasized that circumstances were bad: 

 

‘An article in the Christian science monitor on 10 September said that the merciless currency inflation 

and the unceasingly increasing unemployment are starting to strike the American economy hard. 

American economists frankly warned that for tens of thousands of families the financial condition 

probably becomes worse still before it improves.’
181

 

 

He cited American news sources, such as the New York Times, on the account of tens of thousands of 

workers in the ‘pillar industries’ of iron and steel, cars, and construction being fired. Black workers 

were hit hardest:
182

 

 

‘black workers are most seriously hit. At present, the rate of unemployment is 12.3 per cent. If it is 

compared to white people, in 1975 the rate of unemployment of black people was 1.7 times that of 

white people, in 1978 it was 2.3 times that of white people, this year it has already reached 2.4 times.’
183

 

 

The harmful consequences of technological advances were not lost to Chinese delegates either. 

For example, Li Yanning poetically reflected upon the stunning night views of cars and roads in the 

United States: 

 

If it is night, the view from a skyscraper roof is truly a unique scene, surrounded by the countless 

window lights of high buildings and large mansions, and the lights, emitted by similarly aligned street 
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lights and thousands of squirming cars, setting each other off above and below. No wonder that some 

people say that cars and skyscrapers are equally representatives of “American culture”.
 184

 

 

Li also noted that cars and highways were a source of pride for the American government. Yet the 

downsides of cars and roads appeared equally noteworthy: 

 

‘But if you talk to some car-owning Americans about cars, the other party will probably shake his or her 

head and sigh heavily, uttering a big pile of complaints: whether going to or from work, the traffic is 

intolerably crowded, sometimes one can’t drive ten miles in one hour; in whatever city, the parking is 

too problematic; whatever oil price and insurance premium, all are so expensive they are called 

unendurable for people; air pollution is too grave; there are too many accidents, every year 40-50,000 

people are dead because of them, 1.8-2.0 million people are wounded……. When people talk about 

these terribly upsetting things, you cannot help wanting to think, wanting to ask him: is having a car in 

the end a good thing or a bad thing?’
 185

 

 

In the end, Li concluded that cars and roads were necessary because public transport was insufficient, 

and besides car salesmen tricked people into buying them. Still, their negative consequences were 

many, including the impoverishment of cities as rich people moved away, and American oil 

consumption reaching extravagant levels.  

 In face of its downsides, the United States had to be a model for selective appropriation. The 

economic inequality and poor conditions for workers, long thought inherent to a capitalist system such 

as the United States, and the harmful consequences of technological advances were not to be imported. 

According to Li, even Americans themselves supported this policy line. In the case of cars, ‘well-

intentioned friends’ hoped that China would accomplish its Four Modernizations and would learn 

useful things from the United States, yet they also warned him: ‘”but you must not learn our negative 

aspects, do not develop that many passenger cars!”
186

 But there was reason for confidence and 

optimism, according to Wang, as he was confident the PRC could learn from American mistakes, and 

possessed ‘the superior socialist system’, therefore the Chinese ‘should be able to avoid the evils of 

capitalism.’
187

 In this way, a policy of selective learning from the United States was legitimized to the 

Chinese audience. 

 The published observations by Chinese delegates of the United States as a wondrous, 

advanced place with downsides of its own bear a striking resemblance to accounts by self-

strengtheners who visited the United States in the late nineteenth century. Chinese travelers in both 
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periods shared the same mindset of using knowledge for China’s development, and the same curiosity 

for a world China had been virtually cut off from. The reports of delegates in the late 1970s contained 

the same kind of descriptions of American technology and society as the diaries by officials who 

visited the United States around 1870. Due to these resemblances, it is likely that the members of the 

later Chinese delegation had read the accounts by their predecessors of one hundred years ago. This 

seems even more likely because the genre of Chinese writings about travel destinations is influenced 

by traditional forms, as Arkush and Lee have argued in the case of Chinese writings about the United 

States and Pál Nyíri in the case of state-authorized tourism.
188

  

 The reports about the United States in the late 1970s also display a partial continuation of the 

Marxist-Leninist line of argument that was dominant in 1949-1950. Indeed, the Marxist framework for 

interpreting and denouncing certain features of the capitalist United States was still present, but not as 

hegemonic as in 1949-1950. In 1978-1979, it was used to report on at least three topics.  

First, Marxist terminology and ideas were sometimes used to explain the economic crisis in 

the United States, although the Marxist framework of economic explanation more and more gave way 

to analysis in the tradition of contemporary Western economics. The strongest appearance of Marxist 

economic interpretations was in early 1978, when strikes by American coal miners were reported upon. 

The American government had wanted to double mining outputs by 1985, which the ‘monopoly 

capitalists’ used as a pretext to infringe upon workers’ right to strike. Thus, a general strike ‘broke out 

on 6 December [1977] against the backdrop of the repression by monopoly capitalists becoming more 

brutal by the day and the increasing strength of the coal miner’s revolt.’
189

  

Second, the spiritual poverty of capitalism was blamed for the emergence and tragic ending of 

the American People’s Temple cult. This ‘spiritual poverty’ was apparent in that 

 

‘the followers of this sect are some people who felt desperate about life and people who could not get 

social help, drug addicts, elderly people and solitary people. They were resentful towards society, had 

vague prospects for the future, and were extraordinarily afraid of nuclear war. Many people were under 

the influence of nihilist ideology, believed that human life was impermanent, and that living is a kind of 

pain.’
190

 

 

Third, Chinese delegates to the United States would sometimes interpret what they considered 

downsides as resulting from capitalism. For example, Wang noted that however beautiful, skyscrapers 
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made ‘people seem negligible, […] as if they will be crushed by these capitalist monsters.’
191

 Also, he 

saw in the persistence of religion in a society as advanced as the United States a means of rule for the 

ruling class, causing ‘people’s continuing inability to master their own fate.’
192

  

These People’s daily reports from the late 1970s show that, although China was opening up 

and its leaders and delegates were opening their minds to the West, the CCP did not entirely cast off 

the lens of a Marxist denunciation of capitalism. This was in line with CCP policy, as it did not want 

to shed off its nominal commitment to socialism. But it would also seem unnatural if they would shed 

Marxist rhetoric, explanations, and concerns in their entirety and suddenly. Reports by delegates 

visiting the United States seemed to be framing their experience according to their preconceptions of 

capitalism in the United States, which had been ubiquitous in the decades before. The Chinese 

audience is likely to have shared such preconceptions.  

The familiar, socialist past was also put to service to justify policies of emulating the good 

sides of the United States. The familiar past was cast in such a light as to promote the contemporary 

policies of Sino-American friendship and American-inspired modernization. Great men from the 

socialist pantheon were now called to the stand to support the pragmatic economic course of the CCP. 

For example, it was argued that ‘Engels believed that the great majority of [the Americans] were very 

likable people, they were full of vigor, robust and lofty.’
193

 Even Mao himself was said to have 

attached great importance to developing friendly relations with the United States, in an article 

published in the same month as the official normalization of Sino-American relations occurred. It 

appears as if, in a report by CCP veteran Wu Liangping, the contemporary policy of learning from the 

United States was posthumously laid on the lips of the great Chairman himself: 

 

‘I remember that comrade Mao Zedong, in those years in Yan’an repeatedly conversing with [Edgar] 

Snow, once said that the Chinese people and the American people are both mighty people. He believed 

that the American people had not undergone feudal rule and had a revolutionary tradition of the war for 

independence and the war for the liberation of the black slaves, and had a spirit that valued science and 

seeking realistic results. He also pointed out that every nation has its own strong points, and that in the 

spirit of seeking realistic results, we had still more to learn from studying the American people.’
194 

 

It is of course possible that he admired the American people for their revolutionary tradition, but 

pragmatism and a concern for scientific development were more characteristic of the late 1970s than 
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of the years between 1937 and 1948, when the CCP was bivouacking in Yan’an while fighting the 

CNP.  

 Other parts of history were rewritten in a different light so as to give Sino-American 

friendship a historical precedent. An example is the history of Chinese migration to the United States 

in the nineteenth century. Instead of emphasizing the hostility Chinese workers encountered, 

especially from the 1880s onwards, Ping Zuozhe and Liu Kunyi claimed that Chinese laborers bravely 

contributed to the development of the United States, emphasizing their efforts in the construction of 

the transcontinental railroad. Through these efforts, the Chinese laborers gained the friendship of the 

American people, according to Ping and Liu. It was an extremely difficult task: ‘[i]n order to build this 

railroad, it is unknown how many people shed their blood and sweat, even to the point of having 

donated their lives.’ When foreign workers found it hard and left, still ‘the absolute majority of 

Chinese laborers persisted.’ Therefore, ‘Chinese workers were deeply welcomed by the American 

people, the laborers and people of the United States and forged a profound friendship.’
195

 

 

The image of the United States, 1978-1979 

In 1978-1979, on the one hand, the United States was represented as a friend and benefactor in 

international relations. It was opposed to the Soviet Union, which was denounced for pursuing the 

same Cold War tactics that were approved of when pursued by the United States. On the other hand, 

the United States was considered a model for development, especially in technology. From the CCP’s 

perspective, Sino-American friendship was to serve China’s new policy course of reform and 

modernization. In comparison to the United States, China was considered backward. But the United 

States itself was no utopia: the inequality and harsh conditions for workers were rejected as capitalist 

deficiencies, and the adverse consequences of technological advances had also be avoided. But reports 

in the People’s daily conveyed the conviction that this was possible. The enthusiasm for learning from 

American development was reminiscent of the May Fourth movement, but the actual descriptions of 

the United States resembled more closely the diaries of Chinese self-strengtheners who visited the 

United States around 1870 and were receptive to both American upsides, especially its technologies, 

and its downsides. Besides, the Marxist interpretive framework was still present, but not as hegemonic 

as in 1949-1950. History and historical figures were invoked to justify the contemporary policies of 

Sino-American friendship and learning from the United States. 
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Conclusion 

 

Let me first reiterate the theoretical framework I used to analyze images of the United States as 

expressions of Occidentalism in the People’s daily. This conceptual framework, which was 

constructed on the basis of the literature review presented in chapter one, has three aspects. First, the 

promoted images of the West play a role in a binary scheme of identity construction, as an Other in 

opposition to which a Self is defined. Second, these images are a useful strategy in the pursuit of goals, 

especially political ones. Admired qualities of the West may be promoted for emulation, and its 

supposedly negative characteristics may be rejected as not desirable within the domestic context in 

question. Third, images of the West are influenced by a reality of international Western dominance. 

As expected, the application of this framework to representations of the United States in the 

People’s daily revealed big changes corresponding to shifts in CCP policies. In 1949-1950, the United 

States was represented as a foe, and its society denounced as badly arranged, even dystopian by late 

1950. The image of the United States as an aggressor served to construct both a national Chinese and a 

international socialist identity for the Chinese readership. Both legitimized CCP rule, as the Party 

presented itself both as socialist vanguard and as national champion. Cast in these identities, the 

Chinese people were expected to devote themselves to China’s socialist future and to the nation, the 

latter not least by ‘defending’ it in the Korea War. The negative, even dystopian imaging of American 

society served to implicitly promote the socialist alternative, that became utopian. Ordinary Chinese 

people were encouraged to be enthusiastic about the implementation of such a future for China. In 

1978-1979, the CCP’s policies changed, and so did its imaging of the United States. The United States 

came to be portrayed as a friend and as an imperfect model for development. These representations 

served on the one hand to denounce the Soviet Union, while, more importantly, on the other hand they 

promoted the new policies of reform and development, in which a backward China was to emulate the 

positive aspects of the advanced United States, especially in technological development.  

Yet below these changing representations of the United States, there were also striking 

continuities in three ways. First, despite of the positive image of the United States in 1978-1979, the 

Marxist rhetoric and explanatory frameworks that had been so hegemonic in 1949-1950 were still in 

use to denounce those aspects of American society that China should not emulate and, decreasingly, to 

explain economic phenomena. Second, both in 1949-1950 and in 1978-1979, the poverty of the 

ordinary American and racial discrimination were elaborated upon in reports. While in the late 1970s 

Marxism had lost its explicit dominance, its concern with the sorry circumstances of the workers and 

other ordinary Americans thus remained. Third, in both 1949-1950 and 1978-1979, the past was used 

to justify representations of the United States. In the first period, the colonial past of the United States 

was invoked to demonstrate it had always been an enemy of China. In the second period, events and 

figures from the socialist past as well as the history of Chinese migration to the United States in the 
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nineteenth century were presented in such a light as to justify the contemporary portrayal of the United 

States as a friend and partial model. 

 A comparison of the images of the United States in the People’s daily with those existing in 

China prior to 1949 reveals consistencies as well. First, the derogatory images of the United States 

within a Marxist framework in 1949-1950 seemed to have been a continuation of those held by CCP 

members from the Party’s foundation in the 1920s. Second, the enthusiasm for using the United States 

as a model in 1978-1979 seems to be a faint echo of May Fourth enthusiasm for modernization, as 

they saw modernity embodied in Western societies. Reports from Chinese observers at this time 

resembled those by self-strengtheners who visited the United States around 1870 even more closely. 

Like the self-strengtheners, Chinese delegates to the United States wrote detailed reports about the 

strange society and technological wonders they found there, while also keeping an eye open to the 

downsides of the United States. They wanted China to emulate only the strong points of the American 

model, in line with their contemporary government policies. Third, in arguments for emulating the 

West, such as those by radical reformers in the late nineteenth century, empress-dowager Cixi when 

the Chinese empire was on the verge of collapse, May Fourth intellectuals, and Wang Ruoshui in 1978, 

Japan is often taken an example of how this can be done successfully. As China and Japan are both 

Asian countries, sharing an Asian identity as opposed to the West, the fact that Japan succeeded made 

a similar effort on part of the Chinese appear more feasible. 

 What do these changes and consistencies in the case of Chinese portrayals of the United States 

imply for theories of Occidentalism? First, consistencies may be indispensible to ‘sell’ changes in 

imaging of the Western Other and the policies these images support. Considering that representations 

of the West have political purposes, radical changes in these images may not be effective without 

appealing to familiar associations, such as certain past events or historical figures. A similar 

observation has been made by Anthony D. Smith in the case of nationalism. Nationalism is related to 

Occidentalism in several ways: it sometimes blends with Occidentalism; it is premised on the 

articulation of a similar binary opposition between a Self and an Other; and is also used for political 

purposes. According to Smith, a viable nationalism needs to draw upon a pre-existing cultural 

repertoire of myths and remembered histories of an ethnic group.196 In a similar way, Occidentalism, 

as an implicit self-definition, may also need to draw upon a pre-existing repertoire of images in order 

to appeal to its intended audience. Only when they are credible, can images of the West justify policies. 

Of course, this study of images of the United States in the People’s daily does not include an analysis 

of the reception of these images, therefore I am unable to prove that the Marxist rhetoric and 

justifications in terms of the past indeed made general changes in representations of the United States 

more acceptable to the readership. However, this study does demonstrate that at the very least the CCP, 
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which may well be considered a ‘field expert’ in the practice of propaganda, thought these continuities 

would have such an effect. Therefore, I infer that changed images need to be framed in terms of 

familiar vocabularies and justified by certain representations of the familiar past in order to be 

accepted by its recipients. In other words, I argue that images of the West and concurrent self-

definitions of non-Western people are not arbitrarily changeable in order to promote certain goals of 

its producers, but need somehow be framed in terms familiar to the targeted audience.  

 Second, Occidentalism may involve a third pole in between the Self and the Western Other. 

Rather than directly imitating Western countries, Chinese politicians, intellectuals and journalists at 

various times advocated learning from Japan. Japan was Asian like China, yet, unlike China, had 

managed to turn itself into a force to be reckoned with in the international arena by the beginning of 

the twentieth century. Taking Japan as a successful Asian model of Westernization was a seemingly 

‘timeless’ theme in Chinese Occidentalism from that time onwards. Stefan Tanaka has argued that 

Japanese scholars cast Japan in a similar position when they appropriated Western Orientalism 

between the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century. Although Japanese scholars considered 

Japan to be part of the Orient, they did not consider their country to be inferior to the West. Rather, 

they limited the idea of backwardness inherent in Orientalism to China, which would function as 

Japan’s Other while, like Japan, it was part of the Orient.
197

 In both Chinese Occidentalism, and 

Japanese Orientalism, then, Japan functioned as an intermediary between the ‘advanced’ West and 

‘backward’ East. It is possible that in other expressions of Occidentalism – and Orientalism for that 

matter – there is a third entity between the West and the non-West with an exemplary function. 

Third, the Chinese case shows that emulation and rejection – the two possible policy courses 

for those confronted with the dominant West – are ideal-typical. In the history of Chinese images of 

the United States, views ranged from total denunciation, as exemplified by People’s daily reports in 

1950 in particular, to total imitation, as advocated by the May Fourth movement. In between, there 

have been arguments for minimal emulation while rejecting colonization, such as by the CNP under 

Sun and Jiang, and more enthusiastic selective emulation as was advocated by Chinese observes 

around both 1870 and in the late 1970s. 

In the passing, the chapter on Chinese representations of the United States and the rest of the 

West prior to 1949 contained a link to a terra nova in explorations of Occidentalism. The 

Occidentalism of Chinese emperors and officials before 1839 comes close to being a direct inversion 

of Said’s third conceptualization of Orientalism – as a way of exercising power over the essentialized 

Other. What I am getting at is that before the First Opium War, the West was not yet dominant in 

China. On the contrary, Western visitors and traders had to abide by Chinese rules. Against this 

backdrop of superior Chinese power, the imperial establishment looked down upon Western countries 

as ‘barbarous’, as they fell outside the sphere of Chinese civilization. In a way, then, the West and 
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Westerners were locked into a demeaning stereotype, just as Said had theorized Western scholars and 

writers had done with the Orient and those belonging to it. This Chinese case of Occidentalism against 

a backdrop of relative Western weakness merits further study. 

All in all, the greatest contribution of this study into Occidentalism in China lies in 

demonstrating continuity in imaging, in a way that was unexpected on the basis of theories of 

Occidentalism so far. The quote from the eminent Chinese scholar Fei Xiaotong, printed on page ii of 

this thesis, could not have been more to the point. In his reflection on the United States in 1944, he 

stated that ‘[p]eople do not only live in the here and now; life is not just a string of moments. We need 

history, for it is a wellspring of inspiration’. Indeed, this sentiment was apparently taken to heart by 

contributors to the People’s daily, and it is exactly this that I expect future studies of receptions of 

Occidentalism will reveal. 
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