
OLD ADVERSARIES, NEW UNDERSTANDING: A RHETORICAL ANALYSIS 

OF CHINESE AND AMERICAN NARRATIVE TEMPLATES 

A DISSERTATION 

SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 

FOR THE DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

IN THE GRADUATE SCHOOL OF THE 

TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH AND FOREIGN LANGUAGES 

COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 

BY 

LEI ZHANG, B.A., M.A. 

DENTON, TEXAS 

MAY2011 

TEXAS '\VOI\1AN"S lJr:JP/ERSITY IJBRA.RY 



DEDICATION 

To my beautiful children 

Caroline Enhui Clark and Charles Ming Clark 

111 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

During the years that I worked on this dissertation, many people have graciously 

lent their encouragement and support. This project would not have been possible without 

two mentors: Dr. Russell Greer of Texas Woman's University and Dr. Harold Tanner of 

the University of North Texas. I am indebted to Dr. Greer for his guidance on the 

theoretical framework of my dissertation. He introduced me to the writings of Michel 

Foucault and James Wertsch, which deeply inform this study. Dr. Tanner's expertise in 

Chinese history and politics has proved invaluable. He patiently answered all my 

questions, introduced me to scholarships on Chinese history, and guided my research on 

Chinese history and politics. Perhaps more importantly, he has turned me into an 

enthusiastic reader of Chinese history, the subject I loathed when I had to memorize the 

history textbooks as a Chinese high school student. 

I am grateful to two other members of my committee, Dr. Hugh Burns and Dr. 

Steven Souris, who have poured over my dissertation and offered insightful critiques. Dr. 

Burns and Dr. Souris have been my mentors since I entered the graduate school at TWU. 

Over the years they have offered kind words of encouragement, and their teachings have 

stretched my thinking and broadened my perspective. 

Finally, I want to thank my parents, Zhang Xiaojun and Wei Lianying, and my 

husband, Dr. Carlton Clark, for their love and support. My parents spent a year and a half 

taking care of our children so I could concentrate on this project. My husband served as 

IV 



copy editor and "research assistant," tirelessly tracking down books and printing articles. 

Lastly, I want to thank my children, Charles and Caroline, for their patience with a 

mother who was seemingly always working in front of a computer. 

V 



ABSTRCT 

LEI ZHANG 

OLD ADVERSARIES, NEW UNDERSTANDING: A RHETORICAL ANALYSIS 
OF CHINESE AND AMERICAN NARRATIVE TEMPLATES. 

MAY 2011 

This dissertation seeks to enhance mutual understanding between China and the 

United States through an examination of historical and contemporary discourses. I 

analyze the formation, distribution, and maintenance of the dominant narrative templates 

in China and the United States. I draw on the concepts of two contemporary theorists

James Wertsch's schematic narrative template and Michel Foucault's theory of discourse 

and power-to conduct the discourse analysis. Wertsch defines narrative template as a 

generalized and abstract narrative structure that functions as a cognitive tool to assist 

people in interpreting a wide range of events. These templates are deeply rooted in 

particular narrative traditions and often lie at the core of national and ethnic identity, thus 

rendering them difficult to challenge with counter-evidence and logical argument. 

Foucault's theory of discourse and power provides a broad theoretical framework to help 

analyze the relationship between discourse and the legitimization of state power. 

In the first chapter, I outline the theoretical framework and explain Wertsch's and 

Foucault's theories with respect to this research project. In the second, third, and fourth 

chapters, I analyze the formation and promulgation of the Chinese narrative of the 
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Century of Humiliation and the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template. Chapter 

five delineates the development of the American Exceptionalism narrative template from 

the early Puritan days to the present. This chapter demonstrates how literary works, 

religious sermons, and presidential speeches have contributed to this narrative template's 

lasting influence on the American cultural and political landscape. The conflict caused by 

the belief in the universality of American values and the Chinese preference for economic 

development over democratic reforms is also discussed. Chapter six examines a second 

important American narrative template, Americanism versus Communism, that deeply 

inform the Americans' perception of contemporary China. I analyze news coverage of the 

Paris Commune uprising of 1871 and discuss how anticommunist rhetoric has been used 

as a weapon against American labor movements long after the Paris Commune uprising 

was crushed. The selling of foreign policies by Cold War presidents through the 

Americanism versus Communism antithesis is studied as well. 

The final chapter suggests ways to defuse the explosive potential of conflicting 

American and Chinese narrative templates and utilize them for mutual benefit. I argue 

that that we need to better understand these narrative templates' characteristics and resist 

the manipulative efforts of nation and demagogues. The chapter ends on the guardedly 

optimistic note that the two countries might not stumble into war if we try our best to 

understand the dominant thinking patterns embedded in the narrative templates. 
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CHAPTER! 

NARRATIVE TEMPLATE: A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

On April 1, 2001, a Chinese fighter jet collided with a U.S. Navy EP-3 E Aries II 

aircraft when it was carrying out a routine surveillance mission. According to The New 

York Times, the mid-air collision happened about 50 miles southeast of China's Hainan 

Island (Rosenthal and Sanger). One Chinese pilot died and twenty-four American crew 

members were forced to land on Hainan Island and were detained for ten days. Both 

governments disputed the exact details and the legality of the surveillance flights. The 

Chinese government claimed that the airspace where this EP-3 incident happened belongs 

to China's Exclusive Economic Zone defined by the United Nations Convention on the 

Law of the Sea. While China has signed the treaty, the United States has not ratified the 

convention. Both countries disputed the interpretation of Article 5 8 of the Convention as 

to whether it allows surveillance flights. 1 

Sharp rhetoric was exchanged following the collision, with each side blaming the 

other for causing the tragic accident. To make tension worse, the U.S. Pentagon ordered 

1 The UN Convention on Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is available here: 
http://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention _ agreements/texts/unclos/closindx.htm. The exclusive economic 
zone extends 200 miles out. UNCLOS Part 5 deals with the Exclusive Economic Zone. Peter Dutton, 
associate professor at the U.S. Naval War College, said in a testimony before the United States-China 
Economic and Security Review Commission on June 11, 2009 that based on the Department of Defense 
Maritime Claims Reference Manual, China belongs to a minority of states that does not allow military 
activities in the EEZ. "Of the 150 states with maritime claims, 127 states recognize the right of all states to 
undertake military activities in the EEZ." The testimony can be found at: 
http://www.uscc.gov/hearings/2009hearings/written _ testimonies/09 _ 06 _ 11 _ wrts/09 _ 06 _ 11 _ dutton _ statem 
ent.php. 
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three Navy destroyers to be stationed in the South China Sea, a display of force 

presumably intended to exert pressure on the negotiation process (Wu 65). 

This incident touched off President George W. Bush's first foreign policy crisis 

and could have potentially damaged the fragile and often-difficult bilateral relations. 

Emotions flared in both countries; angry invectives were exchanged both in the 

traditional media and on the Internet. China's Internet chat rooms were filled mostly with 

angry outbursts against perceived American aggression (Rosenthal and Sanger). China 

Central Television (CCTV), voice of the Chinese government, broadcasted an angry 

statement, laying "total responsibility" on the U.S. side (Rosenthal and Sanger). Across 

the Pacific, American lawmakers dutifully reflected domestic anger. One Republican 

congressman, Tom DeLay, described the collision as "communist piracy" and called the 

Chinese "perpetrators of international aggression" ("China Paid $34,000 over Spy Plane" 

and "Congress Blocks Spy Plane Payout"). 

When an international event or a crisis happens, people in the separate countries 

engage in a conscious effort of interpreting or making sense of the event. Stories are told, 

interpretations are made. But how and why do the Chinese and Americans have such 

different interpretations of the above event? Is it just a dispute over the interpretation of 

the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea or disagreement over exactly what happened in 

the mid-air collision? 

In the event's aftermath, researchers examined the EP-3 incident in great detail. 

Wu Xinbo, who participated in the project of "Managing Crisis and Sustaining Peace 

Between China and the United States" at the United States Institute of Peace, chronicled 
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the EP-3 incident and the U.S. bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999 and 

contrasted the characteristics of crisis management behavior on both sides. Steven Hook 

and Xiaoyu Pu conducted a content analysis of media coverage of the crisis in both the 

United States and China and concluded that prominent media outlets in both countries 

serve as purveyors of mutual distrust and transmitters of government positions and policy 

preferences. These and many other helpful articles discuss the actors involved and 

missteps taken along the way, so that lessons might be learned and another crisis can be 

avoided. 

As valuable as the above crisis-management studies are, I want to take my inquiry 

in a different direction. I want to investigate whether the different interpretations of the 

same event by the Chinese and American public lie much deeper in the historical past, 

collective memory, and narrative traditions. More specifically, what kind of cultural tools 

do people use to engage in what psychologist F. C. Bartlett calls "an effort after 

meaning"? It is my contention that only when we understand and appreciate cultural 

differences at a much deeper level can we establish a more lasting peaceful relationship. 

Currently both countries are deeply suspicious of each other. According to a 

survey conducted during the second half of2008 by the Chicago Council on Global 

Affairs, 70% of Americans are "either somewhat or very worried" that China might pose 

a future military threat, while 76% of Chinese feel the same way about the United States 

("Soft Power in Asia" 5). This mutual distrust is replicated in other surveys. A 2009 Pew 

Research poll shows that 53% of Americans say China represents a major threat ("An 

Investigation of Public and Leadership Opinion"). The Lowy Institute for International 
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Policy in Australia shows in its 2009 China poll that 50% of Chinese view the United 

States as a major threat. The numbers become more alarming when age and education 

levels are taken into account. Seventy-two percent of 18- to 24-year-olds view the United 

States as a threat "if the United States tried to restrain China's growing influence" 

("China and the World" 4). Eighty-six percent of people with college or higher education 

"agreed either strongly or somewhat" that the United States posed a threat because "it 

might seek to restrain China's growing influence" ("China and the World" 6).2 

After more than 30 years of normalization, these sobering statistics reveal deep 

mutual suspicion and animosity despite ever-increasing economic ties between the two 

countries. Since public opinion plays an increasing role in the policy-making process in 

both countries, a firm bilateral foundation has to be built on mutual trust and 

understanding. While China and the United States may never walk as closely as Britain 

and the United States, who share a common language and common culture, it is 

reasonable to expect that the Chinese and Americans can ease mutual suspicion if both 

make an effort to understand their deep cultural differences. 

Theoretical Framework 

To understand some of the deep cultural differences between the countries, I 

examine some recent incidents-such as the EP-3 incident, Google's pulling out of 

China-and the repeated clashes between China and the United States over human 

rights-in search for a key to unlock these tangled affairs. This examination may be a 

good start at building cultural understanding to examine why and how people differ in 

2 I could not find similar surveys in the United States that break down on American attitudes toward China 
by age and educational level. 
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their interpretations over these contested issues. I want to approach the analysis from a 

multi-disciplinary perspective, drawing upon history, psychology, and rhetoric. Selecting 

the ubiquitous narrative discourse as my field of analysis, I ask several important 

questions: During a particular crisis, what kinds of public discourse were created, 

promulgated, and sustained? What is the relationship between discourse and 

public/collective memory? What is the relationship between discourse and power? Why 

does a particular discourse, but not others, appear in a particular historical context? 

To undertake this task, I draw heavily from the concepts of two contemporary 

theorists: James Wertsch's schematic narrative template and Michel Foucault's theory of 

discourse and power. 

Definition of Schematic Narrative Template 

In "A Clash of Deep Memories," Wertsch examines a riot that was sparked by 

Estonian authorities' decision to relocate the Bronze Solider statue from a small park in 

the center of the city to the Tallinn Military Cemetery on its outskirt. The riot that broke 

out in April 2007 in Tallinn claimed one life and injured more than one hundred. The 

Bronze Soldier statue, known as the Monument to the Liberators of Tallinn, was erected 

in 1947 to commemorate the Red Army's arrival in Tallinn in 1944. The statue represents 

two different sets of meanings for the two mnemonic communities involved: ethnic 

Russians and ethnic Estonians. For ethnic Russians, the statue is a memorial to the Great 

Fatherland War of 1941-45, known in the United States as World War II, which ethnic 

Russians saw as a great liberation movement. For Estonians, the statue is a symbol of 
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Russian aggression and invasion of their homeland. In essence, the riot was triggered by 

conflicting interpretations over a historical event. 

Disputes over historical narratives have been the cause of many regional and 

ethnic conflicts. In examining the riot in Estonia and similar conflicts in other regions, 

W ertsch wants to know why two mnemonic communities could produce such stark, 

opposing interpretations of the "same event." What caused the radical differences in 

interpretation? To address this question, Wertsch formulated the concept of "schematic 

narrative template." A schematic narrative template differs from a specific narrative, 

which describes a specific event that happened at a specific time in a specific place. 

"Narrative templates are more generalized and schematic structures that do not give such 

specific information" ("A Clash of Deep Memories" 49). They are "cookie-cutter plots" 

that people use to interpret and emplot events ( 49). Wertsch makes two key observations 

regarding schematic narrative templates: 

First, schematic narrative templates seem to be deeply rooted in particular 

narrative traditions, so much so that they may survive the appearance and 

disappearance of massive efforts by states to inculcate specific narratives 

organized around mid-level events. Second, narrative templates are 

probably especially transparent ... and hence less accessible to our 

consciousness. ( Voices of Collective Remembering 1 77) 

Wertsch cautions that since they reflect particular narrative traditions, schematic narrative 

templates are not "some sort of universal archetypes" (Voices of Collective Remembering 

176). Further, Wertsch speculates that the "transparency" of the narrative templates 
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explains "their effectiveness and staying power" and also "makes them even more 

impervious to rational argumentation and negotiation" (Voices of Collective 

Remembering 177). Functioning as a cognitive instrument, a narrative template "provides 

a powerful interpretive framework that guides the thinking and acting of the members of 

[a particular] community" ("A Clash of Deep Memories" 50). 

Schematic narrative templates functioning as "more generalized and schematic 

structures" (Voices of Collective Remembering 93) can be used as a sorting tool to help 

people define whether events, each with its own particularities, actually belong to the 

same class or category; or to use Kenneth Burke's phrase "to have a common substance 

or essence" (The Philosophy of Literary Form 2). For example, the Russians' Expulsion

of-F oreign-Enemy template can be used to interpret a spectrum of events from the 

relocation of the bronze statue in Estonia to the World War II Nazi invasion. 

Formulation of the Concept 

W ertsch formulated the concept of narrative templates out of a long history of 

ideas in the humanities and social sciences. He credited Vladimir Propp's study of the 

morphology of the folktale and Frederic Bartlett's study of collective memory as among 

the predecessors of the notion. In his Morphology of the Folktale, Propp proposes to 

catalog a broad range of folktales according to the generalized functions of specific 

events and characters. Out of a myriad of folktales, "functions of characters serve as 

stable, constant elements of a tale, independent of how and by whom they are fulfilled" 

(21 ). These generalized, abstracted functions form what Propp calls "schemes," that have 
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been "handed down for generations as ready made formulae capable of becoming 

animated with a new mood, give[ing] rise to new formulations" (105). 

Another scholar who is interested in the concept of schemes is F.C. Bartlett, 

whose book, Remembering: A Study in Experimental and Social Psychology (1932), has 

become a classic. Bartlett argues that remembering is rarely an accurate recall; rather it is 

a mental activity that tends to produce "stereotyped and conventional productions" that 

are often unfaithful to the originals (55). For example, when reproducing a story, people 

tend to abbreviate or simplify the story and even omit significant details based on their 

cultural traditions. A story, after frequent reproductions when being transmitted in a 

group, becomes stereotyped and conventionalized (93). Following this line of argument, 

Bartlett argues that people form schemata out of "an organized mass" from the past and 

draw upon these schemata to help them perceive, recall, and think (197-213). These 

conventions or schemata tend to be shared by every member of the group (235). 

Along with Propp and Bartlett, Hayden White's theoretical investigations seem to 

point in the same direction-in other words, people use schemes as a cognitive aid to 

understand or construct history and reality. White caused quite a controversy when he 

characterized history writing as "a form of fiction-making" ("The Fictions of Factual 

Representation" 122). For White, history is fiction not because historians can fabricate 

facts and create fanciful tales, but because historians have to appeal to "'pre-generic plot

structures' or archetypal story-forms that define the modalities of a given culture's 

literary endowment" ("Interpretation in History" 58). Historians have to emplot and 

encode historical events in "culturally provided categories" for people to make sense of 
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seemingly strange, chaotic, or even traumatic events ("The Historical Text as Literary 

Artifact" 84-86). Drawing upon Northrop Frye's archetypal analysis and Kenneth 

Burke's analysis of figures of speech, White identifies four generic plot structures

tragic, comic, romantic, and ironic-based on four master tropes: metaphor, metonymy, 

synecdoche, and irony. The process of understanding, argues White, "can only be 

tropological by nature, for what is involved in the rendering of the unfamiliar into the 

familiar is a troping that is generally figurative" ("Introduction" 5). Tropes provide 

schemes with which people emplot and interpret events. 

All the above theorists seem to agree that to transform the unfamiliar into the 

familiar, to impose order on the chaotic, people rely on schemes, be they tropes, 

generalized functions of folklore characters, or conventions. Without schemes, events 

appear chaotic, their meanings difficult to decipher. 

We can easily point out the similarity between Wertsch's schematic narrative 

template and the aforementioned theorists' intellectual formulations; however, Wertsch's 

concept is especially useful in a cross-cultural context if we can understand how 

schematic narrative templates work and then use this concept to mediate or even 

proactively prevent international conflicts. 

Schematic Narrative Templates Are Language-Based and Textually Mediated 

Philosophers have recognized the centrality of language in human cognition and 

action. Ernest Cassirer argues that in "the analysis of reality in terms of things and 

processes, permanent and transitory aspects, objects and actions do not precede language 
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as a substratum of given fact, but that language itself is what initiates such articulations, 

and develops them in its own sphere" (12).3 

Linguist Benjamin Lee Whorf extends his mentor Edward Sapir' s argument of 

linguistic relativity and argues that language shapes our innermost thoughts4
• Through his 

research on Native American languages, Whorf argues that people will necessarily have 

different views of the physical world if they speak different languages. According to this 

view, speakers of Chinese and English will not categorize nature and the universe in the 

same way. "[T]he structure of a human being's language influences the manner in which 

he understands reality and behaves with respect to it" (Carroll 23). 

Russian psychologists Alexander R. Luria and L. S. Vygotsky both argued that 

"social and psychological processes are mediated by sign systems" (Wertsch, "Editor's 

Introduction" 6). While for both Luria and Vygotsky a sign system is more than 

language, both believed that "language played a preeminent role in mediation" (Wertsch, 

"Editor's Introduction" 6). For a literate person, it is indeed difficult to fathom how 

generalizing and abstracting can be carried out without the medium of language. 

Language also enables people to meet a fundamental emotional need: to tell 

stories. Alasdire MacIntyre states, "Man is in his actions and practice, as well as in his 

fictions, essentially a story-telling animal" (557). Hayden White speaks of the universal 

human urge to narrate in his article, "The Value ofNarrativity in the Representation of 

Reality." "So natural is the impulse to narrate," White states, "so inevitable is the form of 

3 In Object-Oriented Ontology (being developed by Levi Bryant and others), words are themselves objects. 
Language is also action according to pragmatics. Thus, language/object and language/action would both be 
false binaries. 
4 We may even question whether we can separate language from thought. 
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narrative for any report of the way things really happened, that narrativity could appear 

problematical only in a culture in which it was absent-absent or, as in some domains of 

contemporary Western intellectual and artistic culture, pro grammatically refused" (1 ). 

The importance of story in a society springs from a narrative's ability to help an 

audience piece together "sets of temporally distributed events into interpretable wholes or 

plots" (Wertsch, Voices of Collective Remembering 57). Clearly, raw human life is not 

made of well-plotted events that have a clear beginning, a logical development, and a 

satisfying ending. Humans make stories to produce an imaginary coherence that satisfies 

a drive to find order and closure in a haphazard world. Humans have a basic urge to tell 

stories, and narrative is ubiquitous. We tell, listen to, and read stories on a daily basis. 

In summary, since language and narration occupy a central place in our lives, it 

becomes crucial to examine how a society's narrative tradition-and narrative 

templates-shape a people's way of making sense ofreality. We must ask, what kind of 

discourse is created to give rise to, circulate, and maintain particular kinds of narrative 

templates? And whose interests do these narrative templates serve? 

Narrative Templates as Cognitive Tools 

Narrative theorist Louis Mink refers to the narrative form as a "cognitive 

instrument," an instrument that is rivaled only by theory and metaphors as means of 

helping people comprehend the influx of experiences (213). A narrative works like a 

patchwork quilt that is sewn together by connecting scattered pieces into a unique design. 

In a similar fashion, narrative templates work as cognitive instruments to help people 

reduce myriad historical stories to a manageable scale and pattern. Narrative templates 
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are formed, often unconsciously, through condensation of the essence of historical 

narratives. In the condensation process, people "inevitably introduce a coherent 

perspective-a particular perspective-into accounts of the past" (Wertsch, Voices of 

Collective Remembering 123). As cultural tools, narrative templates enable members of a 

mnemonic community to interpret a wide range of events from a strongly ethnocentric, 

narcissistic perspective (Wertsch, "A Clash of Deep Memories" 52). Often people fail to 

see that there were other equally legitimate interpretations of the same event. Like frogs 

dwelling in a well, they see only a small piece of the expansive sky. 

As cognitive instruments, narrative templates function mainly in the unconscious. 

Unlike a novel or a newspaper article, narrative templates are invisible and intangible and 

are not easily accessible to consciousness. Taking the EP-3 incident again as an example, 

it would be a mistake to dismiss those angry Internet chat room comments merely as 

utterances by Chinese people who had been brainwashed to reflect the official view. 

While the EP-3 incident or the bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade may be 

viewed as accidents or individual events by Americans, the Chinese view them as a 

continuation of foreign humiliation directed at China since the decline of the Qing 

dynasty. 

In his April 22, 2001 New York Times column, Nicholas Kristof, a seasoned 

journalist who has traveled through every Chinese province, points out the different 

interpretative frameworks that Chinese and Americans use. He says that while Americans 

see individual events, the Chinese see "another insidious attempt by foreign powers to 

weaken China and hold it back" ("The World: Fruits of Democracy; Guess Who's a 
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Chinese Nationalist Now?"). While Americans tend to see parts, the Chinese see a 

whole-not mere discrete events, but a coherent, overarching narrative. For example, 

when the Nobel Prize Committee, based in Norway, gave the Nobel Peace Prize to 

Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo, the Chinese government reacted angrily by canceling 

meetings with a visiting Norwegian diplomat and threatening to punish the Norwegian 

government. Westerners, who see the prize committee as a private organization and its 

actions as having nothing to do with the Norwegian government, find this ludicrous. 

However, the Chinese government sees this peace prize as an overarching plan plotted by 

the West, including the Norwegian government, in an effort to humiliate and shame 

China on the international stage.5 Interviews with Beijingers by The New York Times 

journalists reveal that most of the interviewed "parroted the government's contention that 

the award was a Western plot to embarrass the country" (Lyall and Jacob). The Chinese 

government and the Chinese interpret the prize against the historical backdrop of one 

hundred years of foreign invasion and humiliation. Indeed, any foreign slight is likely to 

be viewed against such a historical backdrop. Another recent story may illustrate this 

point. Akmal Shaikh, a British citizen, was executed in December 2009 for trafficking 

nearly nine pounds of heroin to China. His execution provoked strong criticism from 

British Prime Minister Gordon Brown. In replying to the British criticism, the Chinese 

embassy in London released a statement, saying "the 'strong resentment' felt by the 

Chinese public to drug traffickers was in part based on 'the bitter memory of history'," in 

a clear reference to the two Opium Wars. 

5 The Chinese government's refusal to let either Liu Xiaobo or his wife to go to the prize ceremony in 
Norway has turned out to be a Public Relations disaster for China. 

13 



Narrative Templates and Collective Identity and Memory 

What is the relationship between narrative templates and cultural identity and 

memory? Wertsch argues that narrative templates mediate deep collective memory ("A 

Clash of Deep Memories" 49); they are rooted in specific mnemonic communities. 

Narrative templates are condensations of a long collective history in which many stories 

were passed from generation to generation. These stories tell a mnemonic community of 

its origins, outstanding achievements, or humiliations-lessons that are deemed 

important and worthy of being passed on. These stories tell a community who they are 

and their standing in relation to other mnemonic communities-and therefore form the 

basis of a community's cultural identity. Narrative templates, as expressed through these 

narratives, thus lie at the core of cultural identity. Narrative templates are "powerful 

cultural tools in national discourse" and "ideal instruments for supporting beliefs that 

cannot be challenged by counter evidence" (Wertsch, "A Clash of Deep Memories" 52). 

Questioning one's narrative templates is "often tantamount to a personal attack on the 

members of the collective" (Wertsch, "A Clash of Deep Memories" 49). Hence, it is very 

difficult to change a community's narrative templates. 

Narrative Templates and Foucauldian Concepts of Power and Discourse 

Drawing on Bakhtin's notion of dialogicity, Wertsch argues that memory and, by 

extension, narrative templates are not only textually mediated but also multi-voiced 

(Voices of Collective Remembering 6). He proposes to place the "semiotic means front 

and center" (Voices of Collective Remembering 26) and analyze the multiple voices 

behind the shared textual resources and the voices of individuals using these texts (Voices 
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of Collective Remembering 6). According to Bakhtin, any word spoken is already ''half 

someone else's" (293). A Bakhtinian discourse analysis stipulates that we examine the 

hidden dialogicity and voices behind the words spoken or written. For a Bakhtinian critic, 

it is important to find out who is speaking and with whom the author tries to dialog. 

Foucault also acknowledges the dialogicity, or cross-reference, of a text. In The 

Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault writes, "The frontiers of a book are never clear-cut: 

beyond the title, the first lines, and the last full stop, beyond its internal configuration and 

its autonomous form, it is caught up in a system of references to other books, other texts, 

other sentences: it is a node within a network" (23). But Foucault differs from Bakhtin in 

that Foucault turns his attention away from the network of voices that is so important to 

Bakhtin-to the field he calls discursive formation. He is interested in "the interplay of 

the rules" (The Archaeology of Knowledge 33) that makes the appearance of a certain 

discourse possible at a given historical period. Instead of asking "who is speaking?" 

Foucault asks: "How is it that one particular statement appeared rather than another?" 

(The Archaeology of Knowledge 28). Instead of tracing "the half silent murmur of another 

discourse" below the manifest discourse, the analyst: 

must show why it could not be other than it was, in what respect it is 

exclusive of any other, how it assumes, in the midst of others and in 

relation to them, a place that no other could occupy. The question proper 

to such an analysis might be formulated in this way: what is this specific 

existence that emerges from what is said and nowhere else? (The 

Archaeology of Knowledge 28) 
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Foucault is concerned with the rules of formation, or conditions of existence, in a given 

discursive field. The rules that enable a specific discourse to emerge and exist do not 

exist exterior to a discourse; rather, they "reside in discourse itself' (The Archaeology of 

Knowledge 74). Discourse for Foucault is a totality (The Archaeology of Knowledge 55). 

In Archaeology, Foucault rejected the Enlightenment argument that discourses are merely 

groups of signs, "referring to contents or representations." Discourses do more than 

merely designate things, states Foucault, and "It is this more that renders them irreducible 

to the language (langue) and to speech. It is this 'more' that we must reveal and describe" 

(49). 

What Is This "More"? 

From a Foucauldian perspective, we cannot disassociate discourse from truth and 

power. Foucault defines truth as "a system of ordered procedures for the production, 

regulation, distribution, circulation and operation of statements" (Power/ Knowledge 

133). Truth is woven into systems of power in a circular fashion; each produces, sustains, 

and extends the other (Power/ Knowledge 133). In this sense, "[t]ruth is already power" 

(Power/ Knowledge 133). The power relations and established procedures of truth cannot 

be established, promulgated, or sustained without the production, accumulation, and 

circulation of a discourse (Foucault, "Nietzsche, Genealogy, History" 93). 

Foucault is quite an anti-traditionalist when analyzing the mechanisms of power. 

Echoing Louis Althusser, Foucault argues that if we reduce power to repression, 

censorship, exclusion, and brute force-power exercising itself through the traditional 

channels of what Althusser terms the Repressive State Apparatuses-then power would 
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be quite fragile (Power/Knowledge 59-60). Instead power exists in a "capillary form" 

(Power/Knowledge 39), exercising itself through a network of channels that reaches each 

individual. Individuals should not be viewed as merely passive receivers of power's 

application, instead they are "vehicles of power" (Power/ Knowledge 98). 

For a modem state with any political system to remain in power, power has to be 

exercised on a much finer level alongside brute forces such as the prison system. State 

power has to remain as an invisible, encompassing network that enters an individual's 

mind and controls his daily actions. The state's goal is to produce patriotic, self

regulated, and capable citizens; the aspiration is to achieve "regulation through 

identification" (Wertsch, Voices of Collective Remembering 122). The task of producing 

desired citizens can be done only through the creation and circulation of discourse. Thus, 

Foucault conceives discourse as a "political commodity" that "the rules of formation of 

discourses are linked to the operation of a particular kind of social power" 

(Power/Knowledge 245). 

Summation 

Schematic narrative templates are rooted in each culture's narrative tradition and 

specific cultural and historical settings. Thus, schematic templates may off er a useful 

theoretical lens to explain how different cultural settings and historical experiences of 

China and the United States have produced distinctive narrative templates, which in turn 

give rise to different worldviews. However, since Wertsch's Voices of Collective 

Remembering is a study of collective memory, he is more interested in the interplay 

between the forms of collective remembering and various schematic narrative templates 
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than in examining the nature of narrative templates themselves. Little has been written on 

how schematic narrative templates are created, promulgated, and maintained. He himself 

admits that "important questions about the nature of schematic narrative templates remain 

unanswered" (Voices of Collective Remembering 177). 

I intend to explore these important questions and also examine the crucial roles 

played by the states in promoting and legitimating narrative templates. In his 2002 book, 

Voices of Collective Remembering, Wertsch claimed that "[narrative templates'] 

availability does not depend on official efforts by the state, but is part of a more general 

cultural heritage" (160). Wertsch' s initial observation was based on radical social 

changes that took place during the disintegration of the Soviet Union when certain 

narrative templates survived among Russians even without the Russian government's 

active promotion. However, in a 2009 conference presentation, "Deep Memory and 

Narrative Template," Wertsch revised his previous claim and recognized the role played 

by the state in mending what he termed "narrative rift," by which he meant that a gap 

appears between and an old narrative and a new narrative. Thus, major narratives are 

revised or become tentative in the face of challenges posed by fresh historical evidence. 

Wertsch observed, "this narrative rift [ during the post-Soviet Union period] was soon 

mended as the narrative template reasserted itself in state-sponsored official accounts of 

the past." In this study, I hypothesize that the enduring power of narrative templates 

comes from two main sources: first, states and culturally and politically influential people 

play crucial roles in sustaining the dominant narrative templates and weaving them into 

the cultural fabric of each society; second, the narrative templates, constituting part of the 
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cultural heritage, are deeply etched into the collective consciousness and lie at the core of 

collective identity. Therefore, even when a state collapses, such as in the case of the 

Soviet Union, a "narrative rift" is only temporary and rarely is able to challenge the 

dominant narrative template. I contend that in the United States and, especially, in China, 

the state plays a crucial role in incorporating into "a more general cultural heritage" 

certain narrative templates that contribute to the maintenance of power. 

Guided by Foucault's work on discourse, I take "schematic narrative template" as 

a discursive field. Foucault is concerned with the rules of formation, or conditions of 

existence, in a given discursive field. Through examining discourse, I hope to answer 

important questions about the nature of schematic narrative templates and reveal how 

distinctive narrative templates produce distinctive responses to historical events. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE GOOGLE DISPUTE 

On January 12, 2010, Google announced it had discovered that "a highly 

sophisticated and targeted attack" on its corporate infrastructure originated in China. The 

attackers targeted at least twenty other large companies from a wide range of industries, 

including finance, technology, media and chemical sectors. Perhaps more alarmingly, the 

primary goal of the attackers, according to Google's press release 6, was to access the 

Gmail accounts of Chinese human rights activists ("A New Approach to China"). As part 

of the investigation, Google also discovered that attackers had routinely accessed dozens 

of Gmail accounts of human rights activists based in the United States, China, and 

Europe via "phishing scams or malware placed on the users' computers" ("A New 

Approach to China"). These attacks, coupled with the attempts by the Chinese 

government to limit Internet freedom, prompted Google to announce that it was 

reconsidering its operation in China. Google also brought in security experts from the 

National Security Agency to investigate the attacks. 

Major newspapers have followed the investigation. A January 13, 2010 

Washington Post article, "Google Threatens to Leave China," reported that the attacks 

had been linked to servers in Taiwan, and the hackers had sent data to a large Internet 

data center in San Antonio called Rackspace. The information was released by Eli 

6 The press release was posted by David Drummond, corporate development and chief legal officer at 
Google Inc., and can be found at http://googleblog.blogspot.com/2010/0l/new-approach-to-china.html. 
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Jellence, the head of international cyberintelligence for the Silicon Valley-based cyber 

security research and forensics firm V erisign iDefense (Nakashima, Mufson, and 

Pomfret). According to a February 19, 2010, New York Times story, investigators had 

traced hackers to computers at two Chinese schools, Shanghai Jiaotong University and 

Lanxiang Vocational School. Spokespeople for both schools hotly denied the allegations 

(Markoff and Barboza). Another April 19 New York Times article, "Cyberattack on 

Google Said to Hit Password System," gave insiders' information on the exact nature of 

the theft. It reported that "the losses included one of Google's crown jewels, a password 

system that controls access by millions of users worldwide to almost all of the company' s 

Web services, including e-mail and business applications" (Markoff). The same article 

also states that, though the attacks had been traced to computers at two Chinese schools, 

"investigators acknowledge that the true origin may have been concealed, a quintessential 

problem of cyberattacks" (Markoff). The investigation so far has raised many questions, 

most of which cannot be answered with certainty at this point. 

The Google incident prompted Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to give a speech 

on Internet freedom at The Newseum in Washington, D. C. on January 21, 2010. In her 

speech, Clinton implicitly criticized countries that restrict free flow of information and 

demanded that China conduct a transparent investigation into the Google break-in. 

Furthermore, she claimed that Internet freedom ought to be a universal human right. For 

many Americans, the Google incident goes beyond mere Internet security issues and 

raises a much broader issue about Internet freedom and the freedom of speech. 
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However, the Chinese government, along with many Chinese citizens, views the 

issue quite differently. The Chinese government reacted angrily to the accusation that it 

was behind the Google attack and to the criticism of its Internet policies. Further, it 

accused Google of making pornography accessible and violating Chinese copyright law. 

China's Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi emphasized in a meeting with Hillary Clinton that 

China's Internet is "open and active" ("Internet Open and Active in China"). Chinese 

Foreign Ministry spokesperson Ma Zhaoxu defended China's Internet management as in 

accord with China's "domestic situation and cultural tradition" ("Internet Open and 

Active in China"). An editorial in the English version of the Chinese newspaper Global 

Times implicitly accused Google of "information imperialism." The editorial states, 

"China cannot be a colony of Western values, and it would be unrealistic for Chinese 

culture to conform to the expectations of Western companies" ("Google Spat Shows 

Clash of Cultures and Values"). A China Daily editorial viewed the Google incident as 

another episode in "a succession of U.S. hostilities aimed at checking China's rising 

global influence" ("Love-Hate Affair Must Not Boil Over"). 

The Google incident came at a moment when China-U.S. relations already were 

on a downward spiral: a number of incidents-the $6.4 billion arms deal with Taiwan, 

tariffs imposed on Chinese tires and steel pipes, China's refusal to cooperate at the 

Copenhagen Climate Change Conference, the dispute over China' currency value, and 
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President Obama's meeting with Dalai Lama-severely strained China-U.S. relations 

during the first year of the Obama presidency. 7 

The Google incident raises a number of important questions: Why do China and 

the United States view the incident so differently? What narrative templates were used to 

make meaning of the incident? What are the historical-cultural roots of the opposing 

narrative templates? How are these templates created, disseminated, and internalized? 

Answers to these questions may help both peoples to understand not just political, but 

sociocultural differences that have often led to mutual distrust and hostility. 

Indeed, the Chinese government's Internet policy seems to most Americans 

draconian, a good example of Orwell's all-seeing Big Brother and the "thought police," 

or Foucault's panopticon, in which people feel they are under perpetual surveillance and 

act accordingly. However, reality is much more complex than the Western black/white 

narrative template--Communist state vs. oppressed people--can explain. 

When discussing the Chinese authoritarian government's ability to hold onto 

power, some American China specialists and seasoned journalists attribute it to the 

Chinese government's ability to provide the public an ever-rising standard of living. In a 

December 28, 2009 article posted on Slate.com, Washington Post and Slate.com 

columnist Anne Applebaum says she sees signs of trouble for almost all authoritarian 

regimes around the world, except for one, China "Partly this is because the Chinese, 

unlike the Iranians and the Russians, continue to deliver prosperity," she explains, "and in 

7These strains need to be understood within the context of a complex historical relationship during which 
each country has seen the other as "ally," "enemy," "strategic partner," and "competitor" since World War 
II. The relationship is often strained by a combustible mix of issues such as Taiwan, Dalai Lama, and the 
devalued Chinese currency. 
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the current era it is prosperity, not ideology, that keeps authoritarian regimes in power" 

("Twilight for the Totalitarians"). Even though she hedges her claim with the word, 

"partly," she fails to point out other reasons for why the Chinese government has not seen 

significant challenges to its rule. This partial explanation allows the reader to assume that 

she probably thinks economic prosperity is the main reason behind the Chinese 

government's grip on power. 

Stephan Halper in The Beijing Consensus, explicitly links China's rapid 

economic development with the ruling party's ability to hold onto power: 

China's economic miracle has saved the ruling party from extinction, but 

only because the nation replaced ideology with economic growth, a 

rekindled sense of nationalism, and a certain amount of pragmatic 

flexibility. Accordingly, the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party 

hinges on its ability to deliver economic growth at an unforgiving tempo. 

(43) 

To stay in power, the CCP must continue to deliver miraculous growth, Halper argues in 

chapter five of his book. But this growth has also brought serious problems, such as 

environmental pollution, a growing wealth gap, a rural-urban divide, and endemic 

corruption. To ameliorate domestic crises and prevent significant challenges to its power, 

the CCP' s ultimate answer is to produce more economic growth, which Halper terms the 

"Chinese growth trap" (137). This growth trap has propelled China to seek natural 

resources worldwide and to trade with regimes with poor human rights records in order to 

sustain its economic growth. Though Halper mentions "a rekindled sense of nationalism" 
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in the above quote, he does not dwell on this since he is mainly interested in how the 

demand for continued economic prosperity dictates China's domestic and foreign 

policies. 

I agree with both Applebaum and Hapler that economic growth has played a 

pivotal role in legitimizing the CCP's power; however, I want to focus on another equally 

crucial aspect of the CCP's ability to stay in power-a party-brand nationalism, a term I 

coined to highlight the crucial role played by the CCP, that is deeply rooted in historical 

narratives and schematic narrative templates. Through its masterful creation and 

dissemination of narrative templates, the CCP makes its ascendancy to power seem to be 

a historical destiny, an inevitability. A political education textbook, China's Future 

Directions: A Focus on China's High-Level Decision Making and National Strategic 

Plans, published by People's Publishing House in 2009, states, "History and the people 

chose the Communist Party" ( 18) to lead and save the nation. 

The party-brand nationalism took center stage through public education and a 

series of national patriotic campaigns after the 1989 pro-democracy movement that ended 

in government crackdown. In its aftermath, the government decided to replace the 

increasingly irrelevant Marxism-Mao Zedong Thought with patriotism as the unifying 

ideological theme. Through these repeated and intensified state efforts, party-brand 

nationalism, along with its accompanying narrative templates, became deeply entrenched 

in people's psyche. People internalized these narrative templates promoted by the party 

and store them for future use. Thus, these narrative templates have become part of the 

Chinese citizen's cognitive tool box, providing a basis for understanding domestic and 
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international events. This dissemination-internalization process helps to blend the official 

view into the mass view, with the two voices often merging into one chorus. 

This process resembles a technique long practiced by the Communists, famously 

termed the "mass line." In the Party Rectification Movement of 1942, Mao Zedong 

articulated the concept of "mass line" in two speeches at the opening and closing 

ceremonies of the "Yan'an Forum on Art and Literature." Art and literature must "derive 

goals and ideas from the masses, refine them in accordance with the overarching 

revolutionary theory of Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought, and deliver them to 

the masses in ways that would allow the masses to accept them as their own" (Tanner 

490). In rhetorical terms, the persuasive power of the "mass line" lies in the 

propagandist's ability to grant the audience a sense of authorship. The audience, 

oblivious of the manipulation, thinks it is dancing to its own tune. One has to marvel at 

Mao's skill as a master propagandist and how today's party cadres have nearly perfected 

the technique of mass mobilization and education campaigns. The process the current 

Chinese government uses to create and disseminate schematic narrative templates echoes 

the key elements in Mao's "mass line." However, a major difference between Mao's era 

and today is that the reigning ideology of "Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought" is 

dead. As a result, the CCP has to find a new glue to replace the old ideology as a unifying 

force. They found it in party-brand nationalism. 

To illustrate how historically rooted narrative templates legitimize the Communist 

Party's power and constitute a key ingredient of party-brand nationalism, I analyze the 

narrative template lying behind the official and private discourses regarding the Google 
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dispute. What kind of narrative template is used to interpret this dispute between China 

and a foreign entity? Was the same narrative template used in other international 

confrontations? 

Wes tern Perception: Reality or Fantasy? 

On a white sheet of paper in black ink appeared the words "image [sic] my life 

without Google." A yellow chrysanthemum lay across the paper, partly hiding the name 

of the messenger (See Figure 1 ). 8 This Bloomberg photo was perhaps the most popular 

image in the United States regarding the news of Google pulling out of China. 
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Figure 1. "Image My Life without Google." Bloomberg image. 

Another New York Times photo shows a solemn-looking woman lighting a candle 

in front of the Google Beijing headquarters after Google moved its search engine to Hong 

Kong (Helft and Wines). One can imagine the sorrow and mourning of these two 

representative Chinese Internet users, multiplied by millions, who will dearly miss 

Google. 

8 The symbolic meanings of the dark brown rock and liquor bottle are unclear. 
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Along with photos, news stories and opinion editorials reinforce the perception 

that Chinese citizens are deeply unhappy with their government's handling of Google. 

The influential New York Times columnist, Nicolas Kristof, highlighted the disaffection 

felt by young Chinese toward their government: "When the Chinese government jostled 

with Google, young Chinese didn't leave flowers at Zhongnanhai to show support. 

Rather, they left flowers and supportive notes at Google's headquarters in Beijing" 

("China, Concubines and Google"). American news stories, discussion forums, and biogs 

selectively printed the views of the Chinese who sided with Google and were highly 

critical of the government's Internet policy, thus creating an image of mass discontent 

under a repressive regime. For example, a January 22 Wall Street Journal article "China 

Reactions to Clinton's Speech" highlighted some Chinese bloggers who supported 

Clinton's speech on Internet freedom, contrasting their views with the critical reactions 

from the Chinese official media and the Chinese government (Canaves and Ye). 

For an American steeped in the concept of the freedom of speech as a 

fundamental human right, the only imaginable reaction from the Chinese is to show 

support for Google, the company that stood up against their oppressive government and 

pushed for their freedom of speech. But this is only wishful thinking formulated out of an 

important narrative template held by many Americans: the belief in the universality of 

American ideals. Reality inside China could not be more different from the view 

portrayed by American media. A reader's comment on Kristofs column may point our 

thinking in a different direction. On April 1, 2010, a reader named "gjyfan" from New 
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York posted the following comment: 

Yes I read about people lay flowers in front of google in the Times. Then I 

look at blog in chinese internet. It seems well over 90% of the blog are 

negative about google. Did you know that? Or you think that these are all 

written by the government agents. 9 

Some American expatriates in China also posted comments on The New York Times 

website, providing another reality check. An American living in Shanghai who used 

"Heybob" username posted this response to Kristofs column: "I live and work in China 

with younger people, and frankly I detect no wide-based sympathy here for Google." 10 

Another American, who had lived in China for three years, concluded after an informal 

survey with his Chinese friends that most of them think "Google must follow Chinese 

rules, or get out. It's that simple." 11 

My own research on Chinese websites-Chinese national newspapers, such as 

China Daily, People's Daily, and Global Times (lt:BJ<Bt=JR), popular news sites like 

163. com and xinhuanet.com, and blogs-and my conversations with Chinese during the 

summer of 2010 in China confirm the belief that the W estem perception of popular 

discontent with the Google dispute is a misperception. While Google's pulling out of 

China has attracted considerable attention among Chinese netizens, an overwhelming 

9 The comment can be found at: 
http://community.nytimes.com/cornments/www.nytimes.com/20 I 0/04/0 l/opinion/0 I kristof.html?sort=reco 
rnrnended&offset=2. The comment is shown as it is written. Accessed on April 3, 2010. 
10 The comment can be found at: 
http:! /community .nytimes.com/comments/www .nytimes.com/20 I 0/04/0 I /opinion/0 I kristof.html?sort=reco 
mmended. Accessed on April 3, 2010. 
11 The comment was posted on The New York Times article "Google or China: Who has More to Lose?" on 
March 23 , 2010. Accessed on March 27, 2010. 
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majority of readers' online comments echo the government's official rhetoric. It is 

possible that comments critical of the government's handling of Google were deleted by 

Internet censors, and some comments might be posted by government agents. However, it 

is difficult to imagine that those thousands of messages taking the government line could 

all be posted by government agents. For example, following one of the stories accusing 

Google of information imperialism on 163 .com, more than 10,000 comments were 

posted. 12 All those posts have either individual e-mail addresses attached, or a usemame 

and residence. 

My informal survey with friends, acquaintances, and casual contacts shows that 

people either do not care much about Google (most of them use Baidu or Sohu search 

engines), or insist that any foreign company ought to obey Chinese laws. Some even 

accused Google of bullying China, trying to damage China's image overseas. 

Those who laid flowers and left supportive notes in front of Google's China 

offices may well represent a minority. And if so, we should ask why the majority of 

Chinese are siding with the Chinese government. Google, after all, is supposed to be 

fighting for their rights. Do the Chinese simply not want more freedom? Do they not 

mind being censored? In fact, they actively oppose censorship. As journalist Edward 

Wong observes, "Although urban, middle-class Chinese often support government 

policies on sovereignty issues such as Tibet or Taiwan, they generally deride media 

censorship. That feeling is especially pronounced among those who call themselves 

12The news story and readers' comment can be read at: 
http://news.163.com/l0/0320/13/627LE22Q0001124J.html. Accessed March 22, 2010. 
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netizens" ("China Rebuffs Clinton on Internet W aming"). 13 Chinese netizens, like people 

elsewhere, want freedom on the Internet. Many find Internet censorship a nuisance or 

simply annoying. Smart college students or those with the technical know-how can use 

paqiang ("climb over the wall") software-known as the Virtual Private Networks-and 

proxy servers to access blocked websites. 14 

In conversations, friends often voiced strong resentment over Internet censorship. 

A businessman in Chengdu said he would get up early in the morning to read biogs and 

Internet postings before censors start their morning work of deleting "inappropriate" 

comments. Netizens resent it when views deemed subversive or not conducive to social 

stability are deleted from Internet chat rooms. Their resentment against widespread online 

censorship is symbolized by a mythical creature, grass-mud horse, or cao ni ma. In 

Chinese, "cao ni ma" sounds similar to an especially vile obscenity. Since its early 

appearance in 2009, the cao ni ma has gained widespread popularity on China's Internet 

through cartoons, videos, songs, and merchandise featuring this mythical creature ( see 

figure 2). Chinese netizens use this apparently innocent-looking creature to curse online 

censors. 15 If Americans and Chinese share the same desire-freedom of 

speech/information-then it is worth examining why the discourses diverge on the 

13 The news story can be read at: 
http://www.nytimes.com/20 I 0/0 I /23/world/asia/23diplo.html?scp= I &sq=Chinese%20Intemet&st=cse. 
14 J used a proxy server to access blocked websites during my stay in China. I went to 
http://www.34baidu.info/ and type in the blocked address and click "go." It requires little technical 
knowledge to "climb over" the great firewall. Thus Internet censorship has little effect in stopping people 
from getting the information they want. 
15 For more information on this mythical creature, see The New York Times March 12, 2009 article, "A 
Dirty Pun Tweaks China's Online Censors" and China Digital Times' article, "Grass-Mud Horse." For a 
Y ouTube song that praises brave grass-mud horses for defeating arrogant river crabs, metaphorically 
referring to corrupt Chinese officials, go to http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i-
9890U wjkc&feature=related. 
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Google dispute. This examination might shed light on other more dangerous 

confrontations between China and the United States. 

Figure 2. Grass-mud horse. Source: www.3736.net 

The Rhetorical Situation 

The Google dispute between China and the United States makes an ideal 

rhetorical situation for study. Since the 1968 publication of Lloyd Bitzer' s influential 

article "The Rhetorical Situation," theorists have debated how to construe the constituent 

elements--exigency, audience, and a set of constraints--of a rhetorical situation and their 

inter-relationship, but few have challenged the usefulness of the concept. 16 In 1993, Mary 

Garret and Xiaosui Xiao applied the notion of rhetorical situation to examine the political 

16 Lloyd Bizter's original article, "The Rhetorical Situation," appears in Philosophy and Rhetoric 1 (1968): 
1-14. For the debates and reconceptualization of this concept see: Barbara A. Biesecker, "Rethinking the 
Rhetorical Situation from within the Thematic of Differance," Philosophy and Rhetoric 22 (1989): 110-
30; Kathleen M. Hall Jamieson, "Generic Constraints and the Rhetorical Situation," Philosophy and 
Rhetoric 6 (1973): 162-70; Richard E. Vatz, "The Myth of the Rhetorical Situation," Philosophy and 
Rhetoric 6 (1973): 154-61; Scott Consigny, "Rhetoric and Its Situations," Philosophy and Rhetoric 7 
(] 974): 175-86. 
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discourse in response to two Opium Wars in nineteenth-century China. They discovered 

that the Chinese perception of exigency presented by the two Opium Wars lagged behind 

the actual events. In other words, the Chinese and, in particular, the ruling elite did not 

have a sense of urgency in the wake of the Chinese defeats. Very few Chinese literati

officials proposed fundamental reforms to modernize China after the First Opium War. 

The exigency, "an imperfection marked by urgency," did not bring about the anticipated 

discourse as predicted by Bitzer. Garret's and Xiao's examination of Chinese political 

discourse led them to reconceptualize "the rhetorical situation" in three dimensions: 

I) seeing the audience rather than speaker as the pivotal element, as an active 

entity which is crucial in determining exigency, constraints, and the 'fittingness' 

of the rhetor's response; 2) recognizing the powerful influence of a culture's 

discourse tradition in shaping both speaker and audience perceptions of these 

same elements; and 3) placing much greater stress on the interactive, organic 

nature of the rhetorical situation. (30-31) 

The above reinterpretation blurs the traditional demarcation between rhetor and audience, 

emphasizing the active role played by the audience in a rhetorical exchange. It also 

recognizes a culture's discursive tradition in shaping rhetorical practices, demonstrating 

that any rhetorical situation is dynamic and dialogic in the Bakhtinian sense. 

This reinterpretation of the rhetorical situation applies well to the Google dispute. 

During the multi-dimensional rhetorical exchanges among the Chinese government, the 

American government and media, and the publics in both countries, every rhetorical 

utterance is a response to someone else's words and actions. For example, the rhetoric 
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from Google Inc. and the American government is a response to China's Internet 

censorship. The critical American rhetoric, in turn, elicits a heated defense from the 

Chinese government. The complex nature of China's response is conditioned by its dual 

audiences-the Chinese and the American-and its cultural discursive tradition, 

specifically its nationalist discourses. To both domestic and foreign audiences, the 

Chinese officials feel the need to justify their Internet management policy, as evidenced 

by the June 2010 release of the white paper on "The Internet in China," claiming for the 

first time the idea of" Internet sovereignty" within Chinese territory. 17 The white book, 

which is translated into English, aims perhaps more at a foreign audience since China's 

Internet management policy has received increasing international criticism after Google 

threatened to pull out. China, as a growing power, cares deeply about its international 

image, though the government lacks a fundamental understanding of public relations as it 

is practiced in the West. Journalist James Fallows once remarks, "As China prepares to 

take its place as the world's dominant power, it faces confounding obstacles: its insularity 

and sheer stupidity in delivering the genuine good news about its own progress" ("Their 

Own Worst Enemy"). China, according to Fallows' observations, has a knack for 

highlighting the bad and hiding the good. Perhaps Chinese officials have become aware 

of their public relations clumsiness. On July 1, 2010, China Xinhua News Network 

Corporation (CNC), China's official news network, launched CNC World, an English 

international television network that broadcasts via satellite, cable, cell phones, and the 

Internet. According to Xinhua News, the purpose of establishing this English network 

17 The Chinese version of the white book can be found at 
http://media.people.eom.cn/GB/40606/11821574.html 
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news broadcasting, with branches in more than 130 nations, is to "offer a better view of 

China to its international audiences" ("Xinhua Launches CNC World English Channel"). 

CNC World was established as a means to promote China's international image and 

counter perceived biases toward China in Western media. 18 The Chinese government's 

beefed-up efforts at promoting China's international image show that its English

language communication clearly has an international audience in mind. 19 

Though the Chinese government has enhanced its communication effort to reach a 

broader international audience, the Chinese public remains its main audience. The 

Chinese audience is not, as commonly perceived in the West, passive receivers of official 

propaganda; many are active participants in discourse-making, especially through the 

Internet. It is true that, to a great extent, the Chinese netizens' nationalist response is 

conditioned by the narrative template already actively promoted and disseminated by the 

Party; however, the anticipated public response preemptively constrains official 

utterances in international confrontations. As many scholars, such as Susan Shirk in her 

China: A Fragile Superpower, point out, nationalism is a double-edged sword that limits 

the official options of response to a crisis, often making compromise with a foreign 

power difficult. 

The argument that gives the audience agency echoes Foucault's argument that 

power circulates in "the form of a chain" and is exercised only through a "net-like 

18 After studying the July-October [1995] issues of The Washington Post, Chinese analyst Li Xiguang 
concluded that "the picture of the American people get from their press about China is a country plagued 
with human rights' abuses, baby killings, forced abortions, women trafficking, labour camps, beggars, 
harassment of foreigners and China's military threats to its neighbors" (qtd. in David Lampton Same Bed, 
Different Dreams 273) 
19 China's English-language media also have to conform to the demands and expectations of Chinese party 
cadres who supervise the publishing of such media. 
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organization" (Power/ Knowledge 98). Individuals not only "circulate between its 

threads; they are always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this 

power" (Power/ Knowledge 98). For Foucault, as mentioned before, individuals are not 

simply passive receivers of power exercised from the top down, but also "vehicles of 

power" (98). Thus, he advocates a descending and ascending analysis of power structure. 

The aforementioned Maoist "mass line" is an example of a descending power structure 

with the party cadres functioning as power initiators. But individuals are capable of 

accepting, rejecting, or even mutating messages received and using them in both expected 

and unexpected ways. The success of top-down power structures depends on the skills of 

propagandists and the intensity of indoctrination efforts on the part of the state. 

With these insights in mind, I conduct an analysis of the official and private 

discourses generated by the Google dispute and examine the layered responses from the 

Chinese government. Did the official and private views converge or diverge? What kinds 

of logos are employed in making arguments? Did historical memory influence people's 

cognitive efforts? Did official rhetoric anticipate and reflect popular private views? Or 

were private views manufactured by official propaganda? 

Chinese Official Rhetoric: Google Practices Information Imperialism 

In this section, I examine the Chinese official rhetoric regarding the Google 

dispute. I will focus on a number of official information-distribution sources: Xinhua 

(New China) News Agency, which has been the chief distributor and articulator of the 

official views to both the domestic and international audiences; China Daily, an English 

language, left-leaning newspaper that also functions as an official channel of 
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communication to a domestic English-reading audience and a foreign audience; People's 

Daily, the party's mouthpiece; and Global Times, a populist and rather nationalistic 

newspaper that offers both English and Chinese news and commentary. In times of crisis 

or a major international event, the Chinese-language and English-language news outlets 

follow the same official lines of argument. By examining both the Chinese and English

language news, I chronicle the official responses to the Google issue-the views that are 

communicated to the Chinese public. 

When Google first threatened to leave China after attacks on its corporate 

infrastructure and activists' e-mail accounts, the Chinese government was taken by 

surprise. After two days' silence, it denied being behind the cyberattacks and tried to 

frame the story as a legal or business issue. Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Jiang Yu 

announced at the January 14, 2010 press conference that "China welcomes international 

Internet corporations to do business in China in line with law."20 The message is clear: a 

foreign company must follow the law of the land, or leave. A China Daily editorial 

charged that Google had "violated Chinese law by allowing free access to pornographic 

content and infringing on the intellectual property rights of Chinese writers" ("Internet 

Safety, Order"). The Google issue was thus placed within a legal framework. 

The business aspect of the argument was best represented by William Daniel 

Garst, an American corporate trainer and English language teacher in Beijing, who wrote 

an article, "Let's Google for Truth behind Search Engine's Pullout," initially published in 

China Daily and reprinted on China International Electronic Commerce Network's 

20 The transcript of the press conference can be found at 
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/xwfw/s25l0/25l l/t651747.htm. 
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website.21 Garst attributed Google's decision to pull out of the Chinese market to its 

dismal business prospects: "While Google.en made $300 million last year, this sum is 

trivial compared to the $5.5 billion in overall revenue Google earned in the first quarter 

of 2009 alone," Garst states. "Its share of the Chinese search engine market recently fell 

to between 14 and 17 percent, leaving it to trail Baidu, the homegrown and main search 

engine, further behind. Baidu, incidentally, holds two-thirds of the market." Since 

Chinese Internet users can still use google. com and access blocked websites with proxy 

servers and virtual private networks (VPN s ), Google's decision to pull out of China does 

not affect Chinese Internet users with relatively good English and technical skills. Garst 

concludes that Google's decision provides "a convenient way" for Google to restore its 

corporate image after being lured into the Chinese market four years ago and at a time 

when it is mired in copyright infringement in its book digitalization efforts in Europe and 

China. Garst's view best represents the business aspect of the argument, which has been 

repeated in other news sources by Chinese commentators who seek to frame Google's 

decision as merely a business decision. 

For example, a commentary posted on the People's Daily English website on 

January 19, 2010, is titled "Google Is Simply Not Successful in China."22 The title 

reflects the gist of the argument. According to the article, Google decided to pull out of 

Mainland China because of its business failure and its need to find a scapegoat: "When 

21 
The article can be found at 

http://en.ec.corn.cn/article/newsroom/newsroomindustry/201001/957244 _ l .html. 
22 The article can be read at http:/lenglish.peopledaily.com.cn/90001/90780/91344/6870403.html#liuyan. 
Under the article title, it has a disclaimer: "The following is an excerpt from a comment posted by an 
Internet user named Gaoren on cnhubei.com based in Hubei province." However, the fact that it is reprinted 
on People's Daily newspaper website shows that it reflects the official view. 
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the company cannot attain the goal and pocket enough money and hopes to find a way 

out, the Chinese government and its censorship, which the West frequently picks up, just 

become two convenient scapegoats." To make a graceful exit and stand on a high moral 

ground, Google lays blame on China and its censorship. These legal-dispute, business

failure explanations become the first layer of reasoning employed in the official rhetoric 

to explain the Google issue to the Chinese public. 

The second layer of reasoning lies in the Chinese government's effort to justify 

Internet control as necessary and in accordance with China's cultural tradition and 

domestic situation. A China Daily commentary, "Internet Safety, Order," justifies 

China's Internet control on the following grounds: 

There is no such thing as absolute Internet freedom, just as there is always 

a limit to whatever one does in any society. Any call for Internet freedom 

must be made with the knowledge that an orderly and safe flow of 

information on the Internet is the very guarantee for that freedom. 

This argument defines the Internet as an aspect or extension of the social order where 

laws and regulations must apply. Regulations ensure Internet freedom and security by 

creating a sense of online safety. Somewhat paradoxically, Chinese netizens are free as 

long as they obey the laws. Wang Chen, the information director for the State Council, or 

China's cabinet, in a transcript of an interview posted on the council's website on January 

14, 2010, states that Internet supervision serves to ensure national stability (Jacobs, 

"Follow the Law, China Tells Internet Companies"). 
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However, as Western public opinion and the American government rallied behind 

Google's move, especially after Secretary Clinton's speech on Internet freedom, Chinese 

official rhetoric became sharply defensive and took on a nationalistic tone in defending 

China's Internet "supervision" policy. The rhetoric shows irritation over repeated 

American accusations that the Chinese government was behind the Google attacks. The 

Chinese government clearly viewed the dispute as a clash between cultural values, 

charging that Google practices "information imperialism." It lumps Google in with the 

American government, viewing Google as a tool of America hegemony. 

The sentiment that Google has become a political tool is echoed in an article, 

"Don't Become a Tool of Hegemony, Google,"23 written by the president of People's 

Daily Online, He Jiazheng. The title says it all. He Jiazheng argues that since the United 

States' power has declined, the United States has shifted its strategic focus from the use 

of force to the Internet. During this shift, Google simply becomes a tool of the United 

States' Internet hegemony. A Global Times article, "The Real Stake in 'Free Flow of 

Information'," charges that "The US campaign for uncensored and free flow of 

information on an unrestricted Internet is a disguised attempt to impose its values on 

other cultures in the name of democracy." Clinton's call for unrestricted access to 

information and ideas on the Internet is viewed as an American strategy for subversion 

and exportation of American values. 

According to this hegemony argument, the Google dispute has been used by the 

United States to check China's rise. A China Daily editorial, "Love-Hate Affair Must Not 

23 The article can be found online at http://english.peopledaily.eom.cn/90001/90780/91343/6880568.html. 
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Boil Over," views the Google dispute as a political spat between China and the United 

States, with the latter placing all blame on China with no "concrete and indisputable 

evidence." The Google dispute becomes one of "a succession of US hostilities aimed at 

checking China's rising global influence," and President Obama, "as president of the 

world's only superpower ... must do his utmost to slow [China's] speed" (Yao).24 

In sum, the official response to the Google dispute is layered: 

1. The accusations that the Chinese government is behind the online attacks are 

groundless. 

2. Google made an inappropriate demand in asking a sovereign nation to change its 

laws. 

3. Google failed to compete with homegrown Chinese Internet companies and wants 

to find scapegoats. 

4. Internet management is universal/inevitable. China adopts its own Internet 

management policy in accord with China's domestic situation and cultural tradition. 

5. The United States politicized the Google dispute and practices information 

imperialism. Google is a tool of American hegemony. 

Comparisons of Chinese- and English-language news reveal that the Chinese-language 

news also follows the above lines of reasoning. In describing the dispute, the Chinese

language news occasionally offers biting sarcasm and employs colorful colloquialisms 

24 The article can be found online at http://www.chinadaily.eom.cn/thinktank/2010-
02/22/content 9482064.htm. 
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that are missing in the English version. For example, a March 19, 2010 article25 by 

Xinhua Net describes the dispute as a farce: "Following this [Google's ultimatum to 

withdraw], American politicians and some government agencies jumped onto the stage, 

stiffened [Google's] backbone and cheered it on. Together, they put on a farce." It 

charges that Google shows its "political face" ("i&iitHftfL") when it tries to impose the 

American value system and to change China's social order: 

If the Internet is free, then why does Google uphold the "information freedom" 

flag and try every means to impose the American value system and evaluation 

standard onto China, and try to change China's social system to establish 

America's "thought hegemony" and "cultural hegemony"? (Li Yunlu et. al.)26 

Since much of the Chinese official rhetoric on the Google dispute is also translated into 

English, it is clear the Chinese government has two types of readers in mind: domestic 

and foreign audiences. It is easy to conclude that the majority of the foreign audience 

simply dismisses the Chinese official news as propaganda and finds the accusation of 

"information imperialism" bewildering if not outright ridiculous. But we need to examine 

how the Chinese public responds to the news about Google and the reactions from people 

who are not exposed to the official rhetoric. 

25 The article can be found online at http://news.163.com/10/0320/13/627LE22Q0001124J.html. 
26 

The translations are mine, unless otherwise noted. Here is the Chinese text: Wr~IXXJ~tJiO}=j 19 BE@,-
ltH'it!i ~ ixxJ J! § 83 s<J , JJ~ i,. ~ ~ X Jt ft i,. 1T :ff "{~L~, § 83" (f):IJ1t ~ ~ 'L\~ ~±th~~~ B'~ 1fl' {H~~;fa W *1J 
;tj fl sli:JJo r 9=100 , #imrli:&~ 9=' 00 s<J U~t1J ll ~.:fL~ 00 ffJ" ,~, ~ lUX""X {t~tt"? 
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Domestic Reaction 

While surveys have shown that American media's credibility has sunk to an all

time low, the Chinese trust their state-controlled media even less. Many Chinese harbor 

intense cynicism toward government-produced news and xuanchuan (propaganda, which 

is now translated as "publicity" in Chinese official news). Chinese, in general, are quite 

aware that much news is airbrushed to show the government in a positive light. Very 

often, the news is ignored or simply interpreted the opposite way. 

For example, in May 2008, the devastating Wenchuan earthquake killed at least 

68,000 people in Sichuan province. In Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan province and only 

50 miles from the epicenter of the quake, rumors spread after the quake that the 

municipal water supply was contaminated by dead bodies. People rushed to buy bottled 

water. Sichuan's provincial government announced via TV and newspapers that the 

municipal water supply was safe, but the assurance from the government did nothing to 

calm the people. Prices for bottled water skyrocketed. Many people simply did not trust 

the government news. Some even reached the opposite conclusion: If the government 

said the water was safe to drink, it must not be. In the end, the water turned out, in fact, to 

be safe. Although cynicism may rise when people panic, the reaction shows that people 

had little faith in government announcements. Even during normal times, many people 

view the news with a skeptical eye. Government statistics (e.g., of average worker's 

income) are frequently dismissed as fabrications. On June 4, 2010, a reader named Aron 

Lee, from Shanghai, posted a statement on The New York Times that best summarizes the 
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typical view of the official news: 

Yes, we Chinese do know that Xinhua News is propaganda. So most 

Internet users here never take it seriously! What the Communist Party of 

China tells us is a matter, what the truth is the other matter. So most of the 

time, the truth can't escape us. Ironically, most Americans live in a world 

unconscious of the deliberate propaganda by US government. The 

seemingly critical reports on US leaders never hit the point and give the 

people an illusion that there is freedom of speech! ( comment posted on the 

news story "In Leaked Lectures, Details of China's News Cleanups"; I 

quote as it is written).27 

Many Chinese are aware that government news is propaganda, sanitized and filtered to 

promote an image of a harmonious society. Some Internet users commented that China 

Central Television's 7:00 p.m. half-hour news program-xinwen lianbo, the 

government' s prime news program-follows a fixed template: "chaos overseas and 

harmony at home." 

However, when it comes to the Google dispute, many Chinese, whether informed 

or uninformed, readily back up the Chinese government's position. According to a poll 

conducted by huanqiu.com (Global Times' Chinese-language website), 81 % of those 

polled oppose the Chinese government accepting Google's demands ("The Real Stake in 

'Free Flow of Information' "). The article does not specify the method used in conducting 

27 The comment can be found at 
http://community.nytimes.com/ comments/www .nytimes.com/20 I 0/06/04/world/asia/04ch ina.html ?sort=ne 
west&scp= 1&sq=%22Yes,%20we%20Chinese%20do%20know%20that%20Xinhua%20News%20is%20p 
ropaganda. %22&st=cse. 
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the poll. The polling method is probably not scientific, and people polled are probably 

huanqui. com readers; thus the result does not represent the whole spectrum of the public. 

However, even if the method is unscientific, the poll reflects the public opinion of an elite 

readership, those online readers who are younger, wealthier, and better educated. 

Another way try to gauge public opinion is to examine online postings. Of more 

than 10,000 comments posted on the Xinhua.net story on Google's "information 

imperialism," the majority of the comments support the government's decision.28 Very 

often, comments include profanity to show indignation. A representative comment by a 

user from Shenyang says, "This kind of company must completely leave (~29
) China. 

We should not allow it to do any business in China! Does it think it is still the era of 

'Baguo lianjun' (Eight-Nation Army)?"30 Baguo /ianjun refers to the invasion by an 

allied force from eight countries-Britain, Russia, Germany, France, the United States, 

Japan, Italy, and Austria--during the Boxer Uprising in June 1900. It has become a 

popular colloquial phrase, representing the epitome of China's hwniliation suffered at the 

hands of W estem powers. Another netizen from Shanghai demands, "Drive away 

Google, drive away imperialistic America's hegemony! Strengthen our China."31 

These online comments are repeated in private settings. At a banquet I attended, I 

talked about the Google dispute with people sitting around my table. A successful 

28 A perusal of thousands of these comments revealed very few criticisms of the government. However, it 
must be kept in mind that negative comments may have been deleted by the government censors. 
29 m(gun) is a profanity, meaning leave, go away. The usage of the word shows anger and indignation. 
30 Th Ch' . . e mese version is 
~~~~J(00~¥~~~,~~il~~~OO~ffM~a•,~~~0~~~M~~~~M~OOffl 
The website is http://news.163.com/10/0320/l3/627LE22Q0001124J.htm1. 
3 1 The Chinese version is ,ffjE~it sift~$ I ,ffjE~'rff 00.±2~~~-
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business manager in his thirties voiced his indignation at Google's demand. "It is not the 

baguo lianjun era," he stated. "Foreigners cannot bully (~~) China anymore. China 

will not change its laws because a foreign company or country demands it." He added, "I 

don't use Google, not as good as Baidu." His colleague, a recent college graduate, 

nodded and agreed, "If Google does not like Chinese laws, it can leave. Besides, it simply 

cannot compete with Baidu." "Baguo lianjun" has become a catch phrase that many 

Chinese use either online or in private to voice their indignation at Google's demands. 

Intellectuals have also penned articles in support of the government's view. A 

sample essay was authored by Zhang Jingwei, a scholar from Jiangsu Province, who 

insists on China's right of self-governance and judicial independence. The article titled 

"Google, Don't Take Chinese Netizens Hostage"32 was translated into English by 

People's Daily. In the introduction, Zhang summarizes the context by laying bare the 

political nature of the Google dispute. The Google dispute is political, argues the author, 

because Google first gave the Chinese government an ultimatum to change its Internet 

policy, and then it ''won the collective support from the U.S. government, congress and 

Western media agencies." Thus the West turned the dispute into a political spat. "Such 

politicization was not provoked by China, but imposed by the U.S. and the West onto 

China." The author then insists that "China must have its own plan on how to regulate 

and deregulate the Internet and should not and will not follow orders from Google's CEO 

and the U.S. Department of State." Following this declaration of independence and 

32 The article can be found online at http://english.peopledaily.corn.cn/90001/90780/91344/6873383.html 
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sovereign right of self-governance, the author defends China's Internet management 

policy: 

It is a lie to claim that the Internet is an absolutely free space without 

regulations. The truth is that it is the extension of the real world. 

Therefore, implementing monitoring according to a country's national 

context is what any government has to do. The Chinese society has 

generally less information bearing capacity than developed countries such 

as the U.S., which is an objective reality that no one can deny. Chinese 

intellectuals living in China should show understanding to the 

motherland's weakness. China will certainly and gradually change this 

reality, but the starting point of the change should be in the interests of the 

entire Chinese society instead of for the convenience or desire of a small 

group of people. 

Zhang argues that Internet monitoring is instituted based on China's domestic conditions 

because the Chinese have "less information bearing capacity." This vague phrase 

probably means the Chinese in general do not have sufficient ability to evaluate the 

myriad of information available online, thus being unable to make educated and informed 

decisions.33 This phrase is a rather condescending generalization regarding the nearly 400 

million Internet users. Zhang urges the Chinese intellectuals who are most likely to rebel 

against Internet censorship to understand the Motherland's weakness and bear in mind 

33 According to historian Harold Tanner, Chinese political leaders have been making the same kind of 
condescending generalization since at least the early l 900s-Liang Qichao, Express Dowager Cixi, Sun 
Yat-sen, and Chiang kai-shek all stand with the CCP on this point (private correspondence, October 2010). 
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the interests of the entire Chinese society. Furthermore, Zhang Jingwei states, China is 

not alone in monitoring the Internet. Zhang reminds his readers that the United States, in 

its post-9/11 fight against terrorism, allows police to monitor private e-mails and 

communication without a court's authorization. In other words, do not point fingers at us 

while do you the same; do not apply a double standard. 

Zhang further insinuates that the U.S. State Department might have orchestrated 

the Google move because, several days before the Google decision, Hillary Clinton held 

a dinner party with the heads of powerful information companies attending. Google thus 

becomes a tool that the United States uses to export its value system. The author 

concludes the article: "We do not hope that giant multinational enterprises such as 

Google will become pure political tools for the U.S. to export its own concepts of values. 

A lot of Chinese people like Google, but they do not want to become tools being used by 

Google. "34 

Many intellectuals, netizens, and people who read American newspapers, like The 

New York Times and Wall Street Journal, left comments on the Internet supporting the 

government's decision. It is erroneous to attribute the Chinese government's success to 

finely crafted arguments-some of which are logically flawed. For example, it requires a 

leap of imagination to conclude that Google is a tool of American hegemony based on the 

flimsy evidence that, 1) Google has close ties with the Obama administration; 2) it 

collaborates with the American National Security Agency; and 3) Secretary of State 

Hillary Clinton champions Google's cause. Many Chinese not only find the arguments 

34 The article can be found online at http://english.peopledaily.eom.cn/90001/90780/91344/6873383.html. 
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convincing, but also integrate them into their own arguments. The arguments, in other 

words, become rhetorical commonplaces, or memes floating throughout the society. 

Even people who are not familiar with the Google dispute, after a brief summary 

of the events, readily back up the Chinese government's decision. After being told about 

the Google dispute, a hairdresser in Chengdu put it simply: "It is a different era. A 

foreign company has to obey Chinese laws." When asked what he thought about Internet 

censorship, he said, "China is so big. The government has to maintain order to prevent 

chaos. Eventually, China will loosen up censorship, but not now." A busy grandfather in 

Jiaozuo, Henan Province, who spent most of his spare time taking care of his two-year

old grandson, acknowledged that he was not aware of the dispute. But when informed, he 

asked a rhetorical question, "How can a foreign company not obey Chinese laws?" 

At the time of writing, I am not aware of any scientific surveys of public opinion 

regarding the Google dispute. Even though the above studies and personal conversations 

do not offer one hundred percent certainty in gauging public opinion, they offer a good 

level of probability. And since rhetoricians study probabilities and commonplaces, not 

scientific certainties, I offer the above evidence and anecdotes as an indicator of public 

opinion regarding the Google dispute. 

Since the Chinese public generally are rather hostile and sensitive to perceived 

infringement of sovereignty, bowing to foreign pressure to change domestic policies does 

not go well with the rather nationalist public. A different response from the Chinese 

government may solicit strong disapproval from a domestic audience, and official 

rhetoric may have anticipated private responses in its response to the dispute. 
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In analyzing private and public discourses regarding the Google dispute, I noticed 

that people draw heavily on the historical past to make an argument, and even people 

who were not influenced by the official rhetoric can instantly form similar opinions. The 

seemingly effortless act of interpretation demonstrates that people draw upon something 

deeper in their psychological makeup to interpret an event. As I argued in Chapter I, 

cognitive studies have long demonstrated that people rely on schemes or templates to 

make sense of a very complicated world. The Google dispute shows that people are 

drawing upon a narrative template-a plot line, which is deeply embedded in the 

psychological makeup and is used to create and interpret multiple narratives, including 

this international dispute. This spontaneous process is largely unconscious, or not subject 

to critical analysis, and thus can blind a person to equally valid alternative viewpoints. 

Since narrative templates are rooted in a nation's historical and cultural traditions, it is 

useful to look into an important national narrative that has played a crucial role in 

shaping the Chinese people's consciousness and sense of self. From this national 

narrative, a narrative template is derived and used to interpret international relations. This 

examination may shed light on how a narrative template is formed, distributed, and what 

roles it plays in a national political arena. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE CENTURY OF HUMILIATION AND RESISTANCE TO IMPERIALISM 

In China's New Nationalism: Pride, Politics, and Diplomacy, Peter Hays Gries 

conducts an extensive review of Chinese nationalistic literature and carefully examines 

popular reactions over perceived insults from the United States and Japan, demonstrating 

that China's popular nationalism is not simply a top-down phenomena or "party 

propaganda": 

The 1990s witnessed the emergence of a genuinely popular nationalism in 

China that should not be conflated with state or official nationalism. 

Although the antiforeign impulses of popular nationalism in China often 

mirror party-line nationalism, popular nationalism's independent existence 

undermines the Communist Party's hegemony. The Chinese people are 

demanding a say in nationalist politics: the fate of the nation is no longer 

the Party's exclusive dominion. (20) 

According to the dominant Western "party propaganda" perception, China's nationalism 

is orchestrated by the CCP to legitimize its rule after the death of orthodox communism. 

In this view, the Chinese are just puppets manipulated by puppeteers, lacking 

independent agency. Gries, along with other China scholars, confirms the existence of a 

popular nationalism through careful discourse analysis and argues instead that ordinary 

Chinese are increasingly vocal in China's nationalist politics. 
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To a great extent, I agree with Gries on the existence of a popular nationalism in 

China; however, I argue that popular nationalism's very existence is intricately tied to the 

state's effort at promoting certain national narratives and narrative templates based in its 

own particular, and often distorted, readings of history. Popular nationalism is 

constrained by the complicated power network encircling the state and individuals; it 

does not spring to life from a political vacuum. The strength of popular nationalism 

depends on how people utilize historical knowledge, as well as their understanding of the 

relationship between self and home country and the larger international community. In 

China's case, the CCP has played a key role in fashioning and stirring up popular 

nationalism, thus justifying its legitimacy and its historical accomplishments, such as 

expelling imperialism and saving the nation. The CCP has successfully turned historical 

narratives into schematized knowledge through massive educational efforts, most notably 

in China's state-controlled public schools. 

In the above quotation, Gries notes that the antiforeign impulses of popular 

nationalism often mirror party-line nationalism, but he does not dwell on why one mirrors 

the other. Nor does he discuss why the populace would react so spontaneously and make 

such rash judgments with much crucial information missing upon initial hearing of a 

news, such as the 1999 Belgrade bombing of Chinese embassy that killed three Chinese 

citizens. In the opening chapter of China's New Nationalism, Gries depicts the 

spontaneous reactions of outrage and sorrow expressed by Chinese people all over the 

world- from Urumqi to Beijing, as well as Vancouver, Rome, and Chicago- upon 

hearing the news that the U.S.-led NATO bombed the Chinese embassy on May 8, 1999. 
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Zhao Gaojun, a researcher at the University of British Columbia, and several of his 

compatriots in Vancouver reached the conclusion, after a lengthy debate, that the 

bombing was of "hostile intent." Chinese across the globe "spontaneously poured into the 

streets to protest." In Chicago, Chinese students marched downtown carrying pictures of 

the "three martyrs" and placards demanding justice. In Rome, two thousand Chinese 

shouted, "The Chinese people cannot be defeated" (13-14). In Guangdong, tens of 

thousands of students upheld banners protesting NATO's "violent violation of Chinese 

sovereignty," "down with the hegemonic politics," and "blood for blood." In Beijing 

marchers chanted "Down with American imperialism" (Eckholm). These spontaneous 

public protests establish beyond doubt the existence of a popular nationalism. In these 

protests and the marching slogans, students of Chinese history can easily detect the 

historical memories people have drawn upon in expressing their outrage. This historical 

link is best represented in a People's Daily opinion editorial titled "This is not the China 

of 1899," explicitly comparing the current tragedy to past aggressions from imperialist 

powers. 

Here I am mainly interested in one issue: Why did so many Chinese, including 

those with access to Western news coverage, reach the conclusion that this incident was 

another case of W estem aggression designed to humiliate China? The Chinese, whether 

they were private citizens or officials or lived in China or overseas, made this hasty 

judgment; working with little information, they simply dismissed the possibility that it 

could have been a tragic accident. How did people fill the missing information slots in 

their "effort after meaning"? Ten years after the bombing, a People's Daily's editorial, 
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"101
h Anniversary of the Bombing of Chinese Embassy in Belgrade," still implicitly 

suggests that the bombing was a deliberate act, and the United States, in the words of a 

Chinese military expert Dai Xu, "should learn from its lessons and refrain from 

provoking other nations' sovereignty."35 The view that it could be a "mistaken bombing" 

was simply too difficult to contemplate. How do we explain the tenacity of this view? 

I argue that narrative templates, promoted by party-brand nationalism, transcend 

the divide between state nationalism and popular nationalism, turning official and private 

voices into one chorus. These historically rooted schematic narrative templates are so 

powerful and impervious to consciousness that people, officials as well as private 

citizens, fall under their spell. Even a large amount of counter-evidence often fails to 

dislodge deeply entrenched views rooted in historical schematic narrative templates. 

Psychologists have long known that we make sense of our present situations by 

assimilating the present against schemata formulated from our past experiences. 

Matthew Hirshberg, in Perpetuating Patriotic Perceptions: The Cognitive Function of the 

Cold War, defines schemata as "cognitive frameworks stored in human memory" (4) 

Schemata process incoming information and determine the meaning of fragments by 

placing them into a larger frame constituted by collective memories. And these schemata 

are deeply rooted in a particular cultural tradition: 

Culturally dominant schemata serve to simply and comfortably organize 

cognition. Elements of dominant schemata fill in for missing information. 

Cognitive slots that might have been filled with information about actual 

35 The article can be found at http://english.people.corn.cn/90001/90776/6654193.html 
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events and entities are, instead, filled in with default options provided in the 

schema. (111) 

As these culturally dominant schemata connect the dots, they satisfy the mind and inhibit 

further information gathering that might yield alternative readings of an event. 

Furthermore, schemata, by taking root in a particular culture, function to turn something 

alien into something culturally familiar. Hirshberg argues that journalists seek and use 

"simple, consistent, culturally prevalent schemata" (111) to turn foreign news that often 

has rather complex contextual background into sound bites comprehensible to a domestic 

news-consuming public. 

Chinese journalists, officials, and the public are clearly influenced by such 

culturally dominant schemata when interpreting events like the Belgrade bombing of the 

Chinese embassy and the Google dispute.36 To understand why people could 

spontaneously express nationalist sentiments and why popular nationalism often mirrors 

the official nationalism, we must turn to these schemata or narrative templates and 

examine their discursive formation, which is intricately intertwined with the issue of 

power and national identity. 

National narratives are cornerstones in setting these narrative templates. Wertsch, 

in a conference presentation at the University of Oslo, points out the persuasive power of 

national narratives. National narratives are the stories we live by; they guide our thought 

and action ("Viewing the World through National Narratives" 1 ). They are the stories that 

we pass down from generation to generation through various media- movies, books, 

36 Central Propaganda Department also plays a role in determining how events are interpreted in the 
Chinese media (I am indebted to Dr. Harold Tanner for this observation). 
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television and radio programs, and the arts. The narratives become ubiquitous, always 

already there-a historical weight that influences how people view the present. Or as Jan 

Assmann defines it, a national narrative "is a one particular 'cultural text', a coherent 

ordering of events along a strict narrative line serving as an intellectual and emotional 

backbone of national identity" ( qtd. in W ertsch, "Deep Memory and Narrative 

Templates" 2). National narratives are important because they lay the foundation of a 

nation's identity. In this sense, our views of the past are shaped by the present and the 

future. Any reading of the past is always filtered through the lens of the present, with an 

eye to possible future implications. 

National narratives have lasting power in any given society for a number of reasons. 

First, the power lies in their linguistic simplicity. Often a national narrative can be 

summarized in a few sentences or words, which makes it an ideal format for 

memorization and repetition in various media, especially in oral forms. Second, the 

power lies in its ability to blur the boundaries between public memory and analytical 

history, though the boundaries are by no means always clear cut. Third, its lasting power 

depends, to a great extent, on its active promotion and distribution by the ruling elite, 

especially through public education and school textbooks. 

One key Chinese national narrative is "bainian guochi" ("Century of National 

Humiliation), which begins with the first Opium War (1840-42). People disagree about 

the date that it ended. Some historical accounts say it ended with China's victory in the 

War of Resistance against Japan in 1945. Some argue that it ended in 1949 when 

Chairman Mao announced the founding of the People's Republic of China, claiming that 
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the Chinese have finally stood up. In either case, the narrative encompasses a turbulent 

era that lasted roughly one hundred years. This national narrative is surprisingly simple; it 

tells a story of an enfeebled China ruled by incompetent Manchu rulers and repeatedly 

bullied and humiliated by foreign imperialist powers. Four characters a~ II Jllr ( bainian 

guochi) indicate that shame and humiliation, and nothing else, reigned for a century. This 

national narrative has played a key role in shaping contemporary Chinese identity and 

nationalistic discourse. 

In what follows, I will briefly chronicle the history of "national humiliation" 

discourse at different historical junctures and the narrative template that is derived from 

this national narrative. Then I will examine how the humiliation discourse is promoted 

under the Nationalist and Communist regimes to serve a political purpose. 

History of "National Shame" Discourse 

As Mary Garret and Xiaosui Xiao argue in their article, "Rhetorical Situation 

Revisited," the defeat during the First Opium War did not produce a corresponding 

discourse that recognized the exigency. The larger situational audience in the 1840s and 

1850s in general did not recognize the signing of unequal treaties as a defeat, but rather 

as means of "pacifying" the barbarians (33). Emperor Daoguang, who signed the Nanjing 

Treaty, viewed the treaty as a means to end the national crisis (33). In failing to recognize 

the crisis that has already loomed large on the horizon, China missed a vital opportunity 

to modernize following the first Opium War. 

A few years after the defeat in the Second Opium War (1856-1860), so-called 

"self-strengtheners," a group of progressive officials and intellectuals, started to produce 
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political treatises that invoked a sense of "shame" by elaborating on China's humiliating 

defeat at Western hands (35). The defeats shattered the deceptive sense of superiority the 

Middle Kingdoms had long harbored against those "barbarians." The "self-strengtheners" 

hoped to use the strong pathos that "shame and humiliation" invoke to persuade the Qing 

rulers of the necessity of building a modem military and industry. In this context, "shame 

and humiliation" turns into an emotional locomotive possessing a transformative power. 

Yet the power of pathos generated by "shame" discourse had a very limited impact: The 

Qing court's factional struggle, the Qing government's financial weakness, and 

corruption plagued the self-strengthening projects. China suffered more humiliating 

defeats during the Sino-French war (1884-85) and the Sino-Japanese War (1894-95). 

Perhaps most devastating to the Chinese psyche was the defeat at the hands of Japan, a 

former tributary, and the consequent signing of the treaty of Shimonoseki (1895), which 

demanded the island of Taiwan, an indemnity, and a ninety-nine year lease on 

Manchuria's Liaodong Peninsula and the harbor of Port Arthur.37 

The discourse of national humiliation did not gain popularity until 1915 (Callahan 

210) as the public reacted angrily to Japanese's twenty-one demands, which Japan 

presented to China after it captured Germany's naval base, Qingdao, and other 

concession areas in Shangdong province during World War I. These demands seriously 

compromised China's sovereignty. According to Zhitian Luo's archival research on 

Chinese response to the Twenty-One Demands, Chinese patriotic feeling "reached a fever 

pitch" when the public learned of the contents of the demands (305). Protests, rallies, 

37 Russia, France, and Germany forced Japan to back down from the demand of leasing Port Arthur through 
a diplomatic intervention. Two years later, Russia received the lease of Port Arthur from Qing government. 
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boycotts, and anti-Japan associations were organized in major cities in the country. In 

April 1915, a group of prominent business people and bankers established the National 

Salvation Fund in Shanghai to collect money to "save the nation" (jiu guo ). Soon 

provincial capitals and a few port cities followed suit. While fund raising was led by 

eminent bankers and businessmen, the contributors were primarily "poor students, 

rickshaw workers, small shop assistants, maids and servants" (Luo 309). Though the fund 

raising fever lasted only a few months, Luo contends that "at any rate, either from its 

geographical scope, or the number of its participants of assorted status groups, such a 

national mass action was unprecedented in China" (309). 

Such mass mobilizations were only possible once the masses had experienced 

deep-seated psychological pain brought on by national humiliation. The phrase "Do not 

forget the national humiliation" ( wuwang guochi) was popularized in newspapers and as 

a slogan that was "painted on walls, coined into trade marks, and imprinted on stationery" 

(Luo 310). "Rallies, speeches, cartoons, even the newspapers' entertainment pages were 

full of materials on the national humiliation" (Luo 310). The National Alliance of 

Provincial Educational Associations decreed that May 9, the date that Yuan Shikai 

accepted the Twenty-One demands, would be commemorated as National Humiliation 

Day, which later became an official commemoration day under Chiang Kai-shek's 

Republican government. The mass mobilization against Japan's Twenty-One Demands 

shows that the discourse of national humiliation reached a large audience. Though the 

quick disappearance of this mass mobilization saddened many patriotic Chinese, the 

pathos generated from this deep sense of humiliation lived on in the recesses of people's 

59 



psyche as evidenced by repeated emergence of the narratives of national humiliation in 

literature, art, films, and other popular media since Japan's Twenty-One Demands. 

The historical experiences of humiliation and a profusion of narratives of 

"national humiliation" gave birth to a distinctive tradition of self-critical discourse on the 

traditional Chinese culture and the essence of Chinese identity--or what it means to be a 

Chinese. The New Culture Movement is conventionally said to have sprung from the 

popular movement against Japan, though its roots can be traced back to the turn of the 

twentieth century when China had already suffered a series of defeats at the hands of 

Western imperialism. One of the movement's paramount objectives was "to refashion 

Chinese society, the living embodiment of all the assorted ailments inherited from 

China's traditional culture" (Cohen, "The Contested Past: The Boxers as History and 

Myth" 84). 

The author Lu Xun (1881-1936), who stood at the vanguard of the movement, is 

known for his merciless attacks on the traditional culture that he viewed as backward, 

barbaric, and "man-eating." In his foreword to his collections of essay, Na Han, (English 

translations, Outcry and Call to Arms), he tells an autobiographical story of how he gave 

up on medical study in Japan in order to find the "spiritual medicine" as a means to save 

the nation: 

Before the academic year was out, I had left for Tokyo. For I no longer 

believed in the overwhelming importance of medical science. However 

rude a nation was in physical health, if its people were intellectually 

feeble, they would never become anything other than cannon fodder or 
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gawping spectators, their loss to the world through illness no cause for 

regret (17). 

Lu Xun views art and literature as a remedy to the ubiquitous superstition and the 

Chinese indifference to insult and humiliation. In his other famous story, "The True Story 

of Ah Q," Lu Xun creates a character, Ah Q, who specializes in the technique of 

"spiritual victory" and has the skill to rationalize every defeat into a victory. For example, 

after being beaten by a villager, Ah Q thought "It's like a father getting trashed by his 

sons. What's the world coming to ... " (86). Then he jubilantly marched off his scene of 

triumph. "The spirit of Ah Q" becomes an idiom mocking those delusional people who 

have an unjustified sense of superiority and are impervious to humiliation. Through 

literature, such as "The Real Story of Ah Q" and "A Madman's Diary" that characterizes 

Chinese feudal society as cannibalistic, Lu Xun sought to expose what ails China. Lu 

Xun and other pioneers in the New Culture Movement penned a rich collection of 

literature questioning the root causes of national humiliation: turning inward to question 

the Chinese national character and outward in search of a path of light and hope to 

rejuvenate China. Their emphasis lies in cultural transformation. 

The New Culture Movement did not disappear in the 1920s; however, a series of 

political setbacks-such as the betrayal of China's interest at the Versailles Peace 

Conference and the killing of unarmed student demonstrators by British police in 

Shanghai in the May 30th incident of 1925~oupled with the revolutionary politics of the 

newly founded Chinese Communist Party and the influence of Lenin's theory of 

imperialism, propelled more and more Chinese to blame imperialism for China's 
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suffering and humiliation (Cohen "The Contested Past: The Boxers as History and 

Myth" 88). 

This change-from blaming self to blaming others-is most evident in Chinese 

intellectuals' mythologization of the Boxer Uprising during the New Culture Movement 

and in the 1920s, respectively. As Cohen has shown in his analysis, the New Culture 

Movement viewed the Boxer Uprising as essentially superstitious and blindly anti

foreign, and intellectuals of the 1920s viewed the same movement as "anti-imperialist 

and patriotic" (Cohen, "The Contested Past: The Boxers as History and Myth"). The 

Boxer Uprising assumes a symbolic meaning in that Chinese intellectuals at different 

historical junctures have projected their own political agendas and cultural views onto 

this historical movement. This myth-making reflects a fundamental difficulty Chinese 

intellectuals experienced in fashioning a Chinese identity and seeking the causes of 

China's humiliations. As Cohen contends "the Boxers raised, in the most dramatic way, 

what has very possibly been the central issue of cultural identity in the last century or so 

of Chinese history: the ambivalence with respect to the West" ("The Contested Past: The 

Boxers as History and Myth" 107). 

Indeed, the brief history of Chinese discourse of national humiliation has revealed 

ambivalent feelings China harbors toward the West and Japan-contempt, fear, 

admiration, and self-loathing. The debate-who caused China's humiliation? Self or 

Other?--continues to the current day as literature on national humiliation proliferates. 

The internal tension and ambiguity is evident in the political debates in 1915 to determine 

which day, May 7 (the day Japan issued the ultimatum) or May 9 (the day Yuan Shikai's 
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government acquiesced to the Twenty-One Demands), should be commemorated as the 

National Humiliation Day. In the years that followed up to the present day, a vast 

collection of guochi (national shame) literature has appeared to remind people of repeated 

humiliations at the hands of foreign imperialism and to goad people to resist foreign 

invasion. The literature, along with other art forms and even commercial exploitation of 

these patriotic themes, saturates the Chinese psychological landscape. The intellectual 

efforts at promoting the humiliation theme, coupled with official efforts during both the 

Republican era and the Communist era, gradually turned the humiliation narrative into 

schematic knowledge, a cognitive tool that people use to emplot stories and a political 

tool to justify the exercise of regime power. 

The Republican Era 

In 1915, protests of outrage arose among the masses against Japanese demands. In 

the 1920s, before the Nationailst (Guomingdang) ascended to national power in 1927, 

commemorations of national humiliation were "decentralized and followed no set 

pattern": 

Schools and businesses would often close for the day, flags were flown at 

half-mast, banqueting and other forms of entertainment were curtailed, 

notices with slogans written on them were displayed in shop windows, 

schools held assemblies at which speeches were given explaining the 

origins and meaning of the anniversary, and students sang national 

humiliation songs (guochi ge) and paraded through city streets passing out 
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leaflets and urging citizens "not to forget the national humiliation." 

( Cohen "Remembering and Forgetting" 11) 

The observance of national humiliation took a decisive change after the Nationalists came 

to power in 1927. During the Republican era, as they would in the Communist era, the 

commemorations took on increasingly political significance. Observations of national 

humiliation were infused with a political agenda. 

If the 1915 mass protests against Japan's Twenty-One Demands were ignited by 

spontaneous outrage, observance of national humiliation during the Nationalist era 

became a staged performance with detailed instructions from the party. According to one 

set of instructions, commemorations of the National Humiliation Day were to start at 7 

a.m. and last for one hour. The commemoration started with the singing of the party 

anthem, followed by everyone bowing three times before the party flag, the national flag, 

and the portrait of Sun Y at-sen. Then a reading of Sun's deathbed testament, five minutes 

of silence, and finally a lecture based on the propaganda points supplied by the Party 

Central Committee. Differing slightly in details, this was the format followed in the 

observance of the May 7 and May 9 National Humiliation Days from 1927 on (Cohen 

"Remembering and Forgetting" 11). Formulaic allusions to past humiliations trivialized 

the historical significance of the repeated defeats China has suffered. As Cohen points 

out, memory of the Twenty-One Demands was weakened by "a process of routinization 

or repetition overload" (12) and these anniversaries became "disguised forms of 

forgetting" (13) as concerned Chinese intellectuals lamented about Chinese people's 

failure to appreciate the seriousness of national humiliations. 
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However, if the intensity of humiliating feelings was weakened by "routinization" 

and "repetition," the same process has turned the narrative of national humiliation into 

schematic knowledge, a narrative template that orients the Chinese to view confrontations 

with Westerners through this past-humiliation lens. Resistance to imperialism, therefore, 

constitutes an important part of Chinese nationalism starting long before the CCP took 

over in 1949. 

If the anniversaries during the Nationalist era involve less analytical history as 

practiced by professional historians, one cannot miss the political agenda infused in these 

formulaic performances. Cohen argues that these commemorations have at least as much 

to do with inciting hatred of the Communists and inculcating allegiance to the Nanjing 

Nationalist Government and the Party as reminding people of past humiliations. Take for 

example one Nationalist Notice of May 1, 1927, published in Shenbao. In big characters 

on the Right appears "Do not forget the May 7 National Humiliation. Abolish the 

Twenty-One Demands." On the left in smaller characters, the notice called for the 

Chinese to "strike down imperialism, the traitorous Beijing (warlord) government, 

overthrow the Communist government in Wuhan, abolish all unequal treaties ... support 

the National Government in Nanjing, and support the Nationalist Party" (Re-printed in 

Cohen "Remembering and Forgetting" 12). National commemorations became political 

venues to drive home the message that only by accepting the leadership of the Nationalist 

Party can China wipe clean its past humiliations. History became a tool of political 

legitimization. 
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History continues to be a tool of regime legitimization during the Communist era. 

The narrative of the Century of Humiliation is a continuously reworked narrative based 

on different political needs in different eras. The narrative shifts from the official Maoist 

"victor narrative" to "victimization narrative" in the last few decades of the twentieth 

century (Gries 48). Gries notes that under Mao, China's pre-1949 suffering was blamed 

on two culprits- Qing feudalism and Western imperialism. Patriotic masses were 

valorized for overthrowing their oppressors. "This 'heroic' or 'victor' national narrative 

first served the requirements of Communist revolutionaries seeking to mobilize popular 

support in the 1930s, 1940s, and later served the nation-building goals of the People's 

Republic in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s" (Gries 48). During the 1990s, this "victor" 

narrative was gradually superseded by a "victimization" narrative, which blames China's 

past suffering on Western imperialism. 

This theme of blaming others for one's suffering is nothing new, going at least as 

far back as the Second Opium War. As mentioned earlier, the debates during the 

Republican Era on whether May 7 or May 9 should be named the National Humiliation 

Day reflected this tension between blaming others or self. Nationalist propaganda 

explicitly linked China's suffering to Western imperialism. What is remarkable in the 

past few decades of the narrative of humiliation is the intensity with which this 

"humiliation" theme is promoted in popular culture, official propaganda, and public 

education. In the remainder of this chapter, I will focus on the proliferation of humiliation 

narratives in these last few decades of the twentieth century and examine the role the 

state plays in disseminating this national narrative. 
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Chinese High School History Textbooks-the Century of Humiliation as 

Institutionalized Discourse of Truth 

In March 2010, the Texas State Board of Education's proposed changes to the 

state's social studies curriculum won national headlines. Board members, voting along 

the party lines, approved changes "stressing the superiority of American capitalism, 

questioning the Founding Fathers' commitment to a purely secular government and 

presenting Republican political philosophies in a more positive light" (McKingley). 

Historians criticized many of the proposed changes as "historically inaccurate" 

(Birnbaum). The Board also proposed changes to the list of historical figures to be 

studied. Thomas Jefferson, who coined the phrase of "separation of church and state," 

was struck from the list of philosophers who influenced the eighteenth- and nineteenth

century revolutions; he was replaced by John Calvin, Thomas Aquinas, and William 

Blackstone. Included were the historic contributions of the Moral Majority and Rush 

Limbaugh. John Wayne was also elevated into the pantheon of patriotic heroes 

(Tanenhaus). As Matthew Crow in History News Network writes, the Texas conservative 

project to appropriate historical narratives amounts to a censure of "the active, collective 

memory of democratic life" ("Why is Texas Afraid of Thomas Jefferson").38 

Controversies over curriculum changes are nothing new, as curricula reflect and 

reinforce cultural values. Schools have long been cultural battlegrounds; however, in the 

United States, these controversies play out in the mass media. History on Trial 

documented the controversy in the United States over a history committee's effort to 

38 The article can be found at http://www.hnn.us/articles/124527.html. 
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establish a national historical standard under President Bill Clinton. In China, by contrast, 

little is known about the deliberations behind the writing of Chinese history textbooks. 

Dissenting voices are rare in the party-controlled media. Then how do the Chinese history 

textbooks present the Century of Humiliation narrative? 

Every June, millions of Chinese high school students participate in the entrance 

exam to colleges and universities. It is this single three-day, high-pressure exam that 

determines the fate of those millions. People describe the exam as "thousands of troops 

and horses crossing a single-log bridge." Many fall into the water below; the lucky ones 

enter universities and colleges based on their scores. This entrance exam is probably 

China's least corrupt system, albeit rigid and archaic in form. The test on Chinese history 

in 2010 is based on three history textbooks divided into ancient, pre-modern, modern, and 

contemporary eras, approved by the National Education Department in 2002 and 

published by People's Education Publishing House. To pass the history test, most 

students resort to rote memorization from the textbooks. Since textbooks are often 

automatically treated as knowledge and truth, they play a significant role in influencing 

people's political and historical orientations. 

The one hundred years of national humiliation is covered in eight short chapters, 

which focus on the wars and sufferings of the Chinese nation at the hands of foreign 

imperialist powers, the corruption of the Manchu rulers, and then ruthless Chinese 

warlords. The first three chapters cover the beginning of the First Opium War to the 

establishment of the Republic of China in 1911. In eighty-four pages, the textbook covers 

the First Opium War waged by Britain, the Second Opium War by Britain and France, 
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the Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864), the Sino-French War (1884-1885), the Sino-Japanese 

War of 1894-95, the Boxer Uprising of 1899-1900, and Eight-Nation United Force 

Invasion (Britain, Japan, Germany, Italy, Russia, France, the United States, and Austria

Hungary) in 1900. The book cover a long list "unequal treaties" (bu ping deng tao yue), 

signed by the Qing dynasty: The 1842 Treaty of Nanjing; the 1844 Wangxia Treaty 

between China and U.S.; the 1844 HuangPu Treaty between China and France; the 1858 

Tianjin Treaty between China and Britain, France, the United States, and France; the 

1860 Beijing Treaty imposed by Britain and France; the 1885 Sino-French Treaty; the 

five unequal treaties with Russia; the 1895 Treaty of Shimonoseki imposed by Japan; and 

the 1901 Xinchou Treaty with eleven countries. These treaties are collectively known as 

"unequal treaties" because the terms were not reciprocal. 

Undoubtedly, these unequal treaties severely undermined Chinese sovereignty 

and exerted great financial burdens on the country through indemnities the Qing 

government was forced to pay. For example, the Treaty of Nanjing that ended the First 

Opium War gave Britain the island of Hong Kong, paid an indemnity of twenty-one 

million silver dollars, opened five ports to British trading, and set a low tariff on British 

imports. A supplementary treaty signed the following year granted British subjects 

extraterritoriality ( the right of British subjects to be free of Chinese laws) and granted 

Britain "most-favored-nation status" and the right to station gunboats in open ports. 

The unequal treaties serve as indelible marks of Chinese humiliation and shame. 

The extreme resentment against these foreign invaders seeps through the textbook 

pages. For example, in describing the British sales of opium to China, the writers state "in 
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order to change the trade deficit with China, Britain shamelessly engaged in illegal opium 

trade, robbing China a large quantity of silver" (1 :3, my emphasis). In the summer of 

1859, when hearing the news of the defeat of the British and French fleets, "British and 

French invaders cried shrilly (jiao xiao ): 'we need to carry out large scale revenge,' ... 

'let the British become owners of the Chinese'!" (1 :11). During the Second Opium War, 

the British and French united force "burned, killed, robbed, and looted" (1: 12). When 

they occupied Beijing, they looted, then burned the lavish royal summer palace, the 

Yuanmingyuan, whose ruins became an iconic image of China's humiliation. 

Historians debate how much blame the Qing Government should shoulder for the 

events of the First and Second Opium Wars. While it was morally wrong for Western 

powers to exploit China for selfish commercial gain, the century of humiliation China 

suffered could have provided food for thought as to what went wrong in China and what 

valuable lessons could be learned. Unfortunately, the Chinese history textbooks tell a 

straight good-versus-evil tale. For instance, in the case of the burning of the 

Yuanmingyuan, inconvenient historical facts have to be hidden or distorted so that blame 

can fall squarely on the foreign imperialists. 

In the summer of 1859, according to the high school textbook, the British and 

French envoys led their respective fleets north to Dagukou with an excuse to exchange 

documents to complete the signing of Treaty of Tianjin. The Qing government notified 

them to enter Beijing through Beitang, but the British and French envoys insisted on 

entering Beijing via the White River and bombed Dagu. Patriotic Qing soldiers and 

officers bravely fought back and severely damaged the British and French fleets. An 

70 



American envoy led the American fleet to help the French and British, to no avail. The 

American envoy entered Beijing via Beitang, as requested by the Qing government, and 

"cheated and won" (pian qu) the Qing government's trust (1:11). 

In this account, arrogant French and British troops violated Chinese sovereignty 

by refusing to follow the Qing government's request, and "patriotic" Chinese soldiers 

fought back to defend their country. The textbook authors ignored historical records that 

revealed that the Qing government deserves much blame for needlessly provoking this 

fight. Chinese historian Yuan W eishi viewed this battle as a foolish mistake on the part of 

Qing government. "Emperor Xianfeng decided that under certain circumstances, the 

soldiers can pretend to be armed civilians to launch a 'surreptitious' attack on the foreign 

devils" ("Modernization and History Textbooks"). After this battle the British and French 

troops took revenge by invading Beijing and burned the Summer Palace in 1860. 

The Americans, contend the Chinese textbook writers, belong to the same 

imperialist coterie; they are co-offenders, "cheaters," and "cheerful spectators" of the 

British and French invading forces. The following excerpt depicts the role played by 

Americans in the above-mentioned conflict and in the two opium wars: 

During the Opium War, the United States tried its best to defend Britain's 

invading war against China, and parked its naval fleet in Chinese waters to 

cheer on the British invading forces. When Britain and China signed the 

Nanjing Treaty, the Qing Government was forced to pay American opium 

traders a quarter of a million silver dollars. When the American 

government saw that Britain was granted many benefits through the 
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unequal treaty, it sent a special envoy, Caleb Cushing, to China to ask for 

a treaty. Cushing brought four warships with him, marched into Humen 

and arrived at Whampoa, threatened China with force. (1 :7, my 

translation) 

Hence, the signing of Wangxia Treaty near Macao in 1844. Textbook writers point out 

that although the calculating and cunning Americans did not participate in the actual 

battle during the Second Opium War, they actively participated in the planning of 

invasion (1: 10). They, as well as the Russians, acted like the fisherman taking advantage 

of the fight between a river bird (yu, a type of river bird with a long beak) and a clam 

( beng) who shut the bird's beak within its shells. The fisherman simply picked up both 

the bird and the clam. Americans and Russians harvested benefits by taking advantage of 

the British-French invasion against China (zuo shou yu ren zhi Ii) (1: 10). Along with 

Britain and France, they forced China to sign the Treaty of Nanjing in 1858. 

The Americans were certainly part of the imperialist game in China, as evidenced 

by the W angxia Treaty imposed through threat of force and the Open Door policy 

proposed by John Hay in 1899. The Wangxia Treaty grants the United States all the 

privileges earned by the British through the Treaty of Nanjing, except the Island of Hong 

Kong and indemnity. The Wangxia Treaty even extended the rights for the United States, 

permitting American military vessels to visit any open ports and Americans to establish 

hospitals and churches at trading ports. After taking possession of the Philippines in 

1898, the United States took its interest in China more seriously. Secretary of State John 

Hay circulated diplomatic notes among major imperialist powers requesting that all 
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nations shall enjoy equal trading rights in China and at the same time respect China's 

sovereignty and independence. Under the banner of high-minded principles, this Open

Door policy in effect enabled the United States to protect America's business interest in 

the "Spheres of Interest" other nations were busy partitioning in China. 

As mentioned above, historical accounts are inevitably filtered through the lens of 

the present. Since much of China's current anti-hegemony and anti-imperialism rhetoric 

is targeted at the United States, historical justification has to be found in the early 

imperialist games played out in China. As historian Harold Tanner points out, while the 

United States was part of the entire imperialist game, the Chinese histories inflate the 

American role so that the United States appears to be on the same level as the British. 

The United States played a lesser role in the imperialist game, not because of any moral 

superiority. The United States simply wasn't as important or powerful as Britain, 

economically or militarily, in the 19th century ( e-mail communication 30 June, 2010). 

"To inflate the American role," writes Tanner, "makes for a more powerful narrative and 

makes the enemy of the present and immediate future into an enemy for all time" ( e-mail 

communication 30 June, 2010). 

From the above analysis, we can see that one prominent theme of the Chinese 

high school history textbooks is the repeated humiliations and oppression China suffered 

at the hands of the West and Japan. Predictably, the twin theme is the heroic resistance of 

patriotic Chinese (including all ethnicities) against W estem imperialism and the corrupt 

feudalism. The textbooks are peppered with stories of Chinese heroes fighting against 

foreign invasion despite odds of failure. The heroism of patriotic Chinese sets a sharp 
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contrast with the "selling out" and kowtowing of the Manchu rulers. For example when 

the British troops occupied the Island of Hong Kong-

Chinese soldiers and people rise up to defend [the homeland]; out of these 

struggles emerged many national heroes. The battle of Sanyuanli against 

British invaders demonstrated the Chinese people's spirit of resistance to 

invasion. However, the Qing government did not organize enough 

resistance, and the Qing troops were repeatedly defeated. (1 :5, my 

translation) 

The battle of Sanyuanli has been enshrined in official Chinese historiography as a heroic, 

peasant-led victory against foreign imperialism. However, in Frederic Wakeman, Jr. 's 

careful study of the incident, Sanyuanli appears to be a skirmish, with perhaps fewer than 

ten British troops killed. Villagers, outraged by British troops' tomb robbing and raping 

of women, rose to defend the village; aided by a thunderstorm that disabled the British 

weapons, the local villagers, armed with cudgels and hoes, surrounded the offending 

British troops. When the British threatened to bomb Canton, the Chinese magistrate 

negotiated with the peasants to let the troops go (1: 16-20). The Sanyuanli battle became a 

legend immediately after it happened. Every Chinese history textbook glowingly extols 

this popular victory. Out of a series of humiliating defeats, Chinese, then and now, need 

tales of victories and heroism. The struggles against imperialist invasion produced a 

number of well-known Chinese national heroes, who now serve as role models for the 

Chinese people. One national hero is Lin Zexu, who was appointed high commissioner 

by Emperor Daoguang to wage an anti-opium campaign. Lin confiscated from British 
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and American traders more than 110,000 kilos of opium. History textbook writers hailed 

his campaign as a "great victory" and Lin "a great national hero" (1 :4). 

Despite the heroic fighting of the Chinese people, the corrupt Qing government 

became not merely a puppet or servant of foreign powers, but co-criminals (bang xiong) 

(1: 67) in suppressing Chinese people's fight against imperialism. Dowager Cixi, during 

whose reign ( 1851-1908) many of the treaties were signed, was described as shameless, a 

servant of the imperialist powers. Textbook authors do not mince words in describing her 

role in signing the treaty with eleven imperial powers to end their invasion of Beijing: 

Dowager Cixi felt fortunate that the foreign power did not regard her as 

the "head of the criminals" and preserved the Qing government. She 

permitted the signing of the treaty with satisfaction, and shamelessly 

stated, 'she will use China's material wealth to please foreign powers.' 

She completely exposed her selling-out-the-nation and subservient face. 

(1: 67, my translation) 

The verdict on her is harsh, but the historical lesson is crystal clear: Chinese must resist 

foreign imperialists and uphold national sovereignty. Because of evil foreign invasions 

and the corrupt Manchu rulers, China deteriorated into a semi-colonized, semi-feudalistic 

society. 

Narrative Template- Resistance to Imperialism 

This part of Chinese history has strongly impacted Chinese people's collective 

consciousness. The Chinese history textbooks emphasize the suffering of the Chinese 

nation at the hands foreign imperialist powers, the savage deeds of imperialist powers and 
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their insatiable appetite to eat up China. The same theme dominates the explosion of guo 

chi (national humiliation) literature during the last few decades of the twentieth century 

and into the twenty-first century. 39 

Along with Japan's invasion of China during World War II, these invasions and 

unequal treaties constitute a powerful national narrative, the Century of National 

Humiliation. The narrative template that springs from this national narrative is 

"Resistance to Imperialism." It has the following characteristics: 

1. A weak but peaceful China was invaded by imperialist powers. 

2. Imperialist powers committed enormous crimes against China. 

3. China was forced to accept a series of unequal treaties which severely 

compromised national sovereignty. 

4. Heroic Chinese actively resisted imperialism and won eventual victory by 

expelling imperialists (under the leadership of the Communist Party). 

This narrative template is based on the authoritative, official reading of a deeply troubled 

era in Chinese history, depicting China as the victim and Western imperialists as the 

aggressors. This narrative template reflects a deeply-rooted Manichean sense of good

versus-evil and insider-versus-outsider. It is built on a system of discursive exclusion that 

cherry picks what to be included and excluded in the national narrative. Critical voices 

are rare. 

39 See for example, He Yu, Bainian guochijiyao (A Summary of the Century of National Humiliation). 
Beijing: Beijing Yanshan Press, 1997; Zhou Shan and Zhang Chunbo, ed. Guochi lu: Tushuo Zhonghua 
Bainian (A Record of National Humiliation: Pictures and Stories of China's Century), Lanzhou: Gansu 
Youth Press, 1997; Xu Qian and Luan Chuanda. Buwang guochi (Do Not Forget National Humiliation), 
Changchun: Jilin wenshi Press, 2008. 
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As I mentioned above, one noted exception is Yuan Weishi, a professor of history 

at Zhongshan University, who published an article titled "Modernization and History 

Textbooks," in Freezing Point, a weekly supplement of the official China Youth Daily 

newspaper. In the article, Yuan examines historical records and points out the historical 

inaccuracies and distortions concerning Qing Dynasty history in Chinese middle school 

history textbooks, which carry the same content as the high school textbooks. He charges 

that Chinese history textbooks have soft-pedaled the mistakes made by the Qing 

government, laying blame largely on the foreigners. Repeated insults and humiliations 

generated a new concept: since "foreign devils" are invaders, patriotism means Chinese 

are justified and should be praised in whatever they do. This xenophobia, rooted in 

traditional culture's ethnocentric understanding of the world and reflected in traditional 

sayings such as "if you are not of my ethnicity, then your loyalties must be different from 

mine" ("~~:flt~~' ;t=t,~,16,:n"), has evolved to a new iteration of narrow patriotism: If 

there is conflict between China and foreigners, China must be right. Patriotism means 

anti-hegemony and anti-foreigners. Yuan warns that this irrational and inflamed 

nationalistic passions can lead to serious consequences. Yuan refers to this kind of history 

education as feeding young people "wolfs milk" and poisoning their minds. Yuan 

promotes the Enlightenment concept of "rationality" as a means of building the Chinese 

character: "The basic spirit of modernization is rationality. If we agree to this basic 

viewpoint, we should guide the Chinese people down the path of rationality, and let 

rationality and tolerance become the character of the Chinese people. Only then can the 

Chinese co-exist peacefully with peoples from different countries and different cultures" 
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(my translation). Yuan's dissenting voice caused the Chinese censors to temporarily close 

down the journal and fire the editor, Li Datong, and deputy editor, Lu Yuegang 

(Yardley). Yuan's call to objectively examine history was met with disdain on the 

Internet. In an interview, Yuan expressed dismay that young people on the Internet called 

him a national traitor and labeled his essay, "vindication of imperialistic powers' invasion 

of China. "40 

Though Yuan's essay reflects the consciousness of a serious historian, Yuan 

underestimates how deeply people's identity is rooted in such national narratives; 

rationality alone rarely dislodges deeply seated emotions and the identities attached to 

such narratives. As Gloria Anzaldua writes in "now let us shift ... the path of 

conocimiento ... " breaking out of our mental and emotional prisons require forces as 

powerful as seismic ruptures that catapult people out of their comfort zones and enable 

people to scrutinize the dominant belief systems we inherit from our family, education, 

and cultures (542-48). It requires constant critical thinking and questioning of ethnic 

ideologies that are embedded in the public education and the cultured way of life. 

In the context of Chinese public education, such critical thinking is almost 

impossible for a number of reasons. First, there is lack of counter evidence to the history 

textbooks. The officially controlled media makes it difficult for dissenting voices to reach 

a wide audience. Also students lack the experience and expertise to unearth such 

materials on their own. Second, public schools are enshrined in the power hierarchy as 

institutions that disseminate "truth" and "knowledge." Textbooks are commonly viewed 

40 The article and interview can be found online at http://www.zonaeuropa.com/20060126_ 1.htm. 
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as the unquestioned authority on specific subjects. Third, the state has a monopoly in 

textbook adoption and distribution. It has the power to ensure that its reading of history is 

accepted as the truth. 

Even though there are glaring distortions of history regarding the Century-of

Humiliation narrative, it does not mean the narrative is a fiction. China was indeed 

invaded and semi-colonized by imperialist powers, and foreign troops did commit 

atrocious crimes. For example, in 1900 the Eight-Nation Army wrought widespread 

destruction upon the cities and villages they visited to revenge the anti-foreign Boxer 

Uprising. The advancing forces on their way to Beijing looted, killed, and torched village 

after village. Once in Beijing, everyone joined the looting. Missionaries would later pen 

articles, such as "The Ethics of Loot," to justify such activities (Esherick 310). Besides 

enormous human sufferings, the Qing government had to pay 450 million tael of silver as 

indemnity, roughly one tael for each Chinese subject (Esherick 311 ). 

While there's no denying that China's suffering was real and the treaties imposed 

upon China were indeed unequal and highly exploitive, the problem with this national 

narrative is the artificial good-versus-evil dichotomy used to explain a very complicated 

era of Chinese history; this simplification sacrifices the complex background information 

accompanying any social upheaval. Take the Boxer Uprising (1898-1900) as an example. 

The uprising rose in a difficult moment in Chinese history when most peasants were 

trapped in hopeless poverty and desperation. In Shandong Province, where the Boxer 

Uprising started, German Catholic proselytizing, which went hand in hand with Western 

imperialism, intensified social tensions as Christian priests openly meddled in Chinese 
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legal affairs to seek favor for their Chinese converts and levied fines on Chinese 

"offenders" (Esherick 184-88). Natural disasters, the flooding of the Yellow River in 

August 1898 and drought that followed across the North China Plain, further intensified 

social conflict and tension. Foreigners and their Chinese Christian followers then became 

easy targets for blame. Chinese history textbooks omit the complicated historical 

background and the atrocities committed by the Boxers. The Boxer Uprising is portrayed 

as simply an "anti-imperialist, patriotic movement" (62); thus it constitutes part of the 

nationalistic, anti-imperialist discourse. The interpretation of the Boxer Uprising is closer 

to myth than analytical history. 

In analyzing the conditions that invited foreign humiliation, the textbook does 

acknowledge the fault of the Manchu rulers, its corruption, ignorance, and arrogance, that 

led to the decline of the Chinese empire as the West went through the industrial 

revolution and started colonial expansion. But one can easily detect the xenophobic 

theme that permeates the pages. The critical inquiry into the faults of national character 

during the New Culture Movement during the early years of the twentieth century is lost 

and replaced with the blame-others mentality. Historian Yuan Weishi's fear that every 

conflict with foreigners become a struggle against imperialism and foreign aggression is 

real, as evidenced by heated rhetoric and demonstrations against the United States after 

the bombing of the Chinese embassy, the EP-3 incident, and to a much lesser extent, the 

Google dispute. 

The stories of Chinese suffering at the hands of imperialist powers inspire intense 

emotions among the Chinese - hatred toward foreign invaders and inspiration to become 
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a strong country - so that China will never be invaded and humiliated again. These 

stories are told in Chinese history textbooks, movies, television series, operas. They 

become ubiquitous and have rooted firmly in people's consciousness. However, even 

when people repeat those catch phrases, such as "ba guo lianjun" in daily conversations, 

few understand how they affect the cognitive and emotive processes and help them make 

sense of very complicated international relations. Thus W ertsch reminds us that national 

narratives remain some of our most dangerously persuasive instruments for collective 

mobilization. And few people reflect on how narrative templates function as interpretive 

frameworks that guide people's effort to make sense of events. 

For example, when people make the analogy of Google as an invading foreign 

force with the eight imperialist powers who invaded China during the Boxer Uprising, the 

process of making the linkage is beyond conscious reflection. Granted, China is in a 

different historical period compared with its semi-colonial past. Today's China has 

become one of the largest economies and has a modern military. The chances of a foreign 

power invading China militarily are very slim. However, because of the Century- of

Humiliation national narrative, people have a deep sense of insecurity. The present is 

often viewed as a continuation of the past. What links the diverse events to the past? The 

glue that binds the past with the present is the narrative template, "a few underlying 

forms of general representation" or "a story line." 

Since narrative templates are abstractions, a generic plot line, people can apply 

the templates to various events that have similar elements. In the case of the Google 

event, there is a foreign entity, a demand to change (which people compare it with past 
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imperialist demands and unequal treaties), a threat, and infringement of China's domestic 

policies. Thus Google is no different from the imperialist powers from the past, at least 

interpreted through the lens of the narrative template. Resistance to Imperialism is a 

powerful narrative template that mobilizes the Chinese in times of a international dispute 

or confrontation. 

The historic lessons and the national narrative of Century of Humiliation are 

hammered home through repeated exposure and memorization in China's thousands of 

public schools and through the official propaganda apparatus reaching just about 

everyone in China. The phrase-"bai nian guo chi" and its representative story that 

epitomize China's humiliation-"ba guo lianjun" (Eight-Nation Army)-have entered 

everyday vocabulary. The Chinese people from the uneducated peasants to intellectuals 

drop these phrases into their conversations. The Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative 

template has become a powerful cognitive tool to help people make sense of international 

events, especially of confrontations with the West. But this narrative template has another 

more crucial function in the political realm - legitimation of state power-and an 

important social and psychological function- a connective power to build a common 

identity. 
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CHAPTERIV 

LEGITIMATION OF COMMUNIST PARTY RULE AND 

COLLECTIVE IDENTIFICATION 

George Clooney stares down at pedestrians from a large poster, displaying his 

charming smile and his Omega watch. Next to him stand several blonde Western models, 

showing off various name-brand products, from Louis Vuitton handbags to European 

high-fashion clothing. These posters rest in the windows of an upscale department store 

in Chengdu, capital of Sichuan province in Southwest China. The store sells name-brand 

products from around the world. T-shirts may be purchased for Y3,000, handbags for 

Yl0,000, or a piece of jewelry for half a million yuan (one U.S. dollar currently equals 

about 6.5 yuan). The store offers a glimpse into China's newly acquired wealth and the 

lifestyles of the rich. 

Chengdu, an ancient capital that boasts some of the country's most-visited 

historical sites, mirrors the increasingly widening gap between the rich and the poor. 

Stylish villas in gated communities stand in sharp contrast with dilapidated apartment 

buildings. Migrant workers take on the hard, dirty work that city dwellers do not want. 

The classless Communist utopia may only be found in the faded pages of outdated 

political propaganda. The days when the proletariats and the peasants were considered as 

the vanguard of the revolution are long gone. Encouraged by Deng Xiaoping, the 

country's paramount leader who opened China to the outside world and to capitalism, the 
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country is in a mad rush to get rich-for "to be rich is glorious" as Deng counseled his 

country people. 

The country faces many acute domestic problems that the central government is 

hard-pressed to solve. Economic reform has benefited many while leaving many behind. 

Endemic official corruption inflames people's resentment, with social tensions often 

flaring up in riots, demonstrations, and crimes. In May 2010, China's Premier Wen 

Jiabao, in response to six deadly attacks on school children, acknowledged that social 

stresses underlie these disturbances. "Apart from tight safety measures, we need to pay 

attention to addressing the root causes of these problems," said Wen in a Financial Times 

article. "That includes dealing with social conflicts and dispute resolution at the 

grassroots level" (Hille). Yue Guo'an, a professor of social psychology at Nankai 

University in Tianjin, accurately summarized "the root causes" of China's social ills: 

"China's society is entering a high-risk phase. The unfair distribution of wealth, official 

corruption, the failure to safeguard people's basic needs, the inability to solve all these 

problems has created an inharmonious environment" (Hille). 

Official corruption is one of the offenses most reviled by ordinary Chinese. A 

popular saying-"Out of ten officials, nine ought to be executed, and none is innocent"

reflects people's deep resentment against Communist Party officials. President Hu 

Jintao's famous phrase "harmonious society" (hexie shehui) is translated as "River Crab 

society" in Internet chat rooms. In Chinese, "river crab," pronounced "hexie," is a 

homophone for harmony. The river crab that walks only sideways has long been used 

metaphorically in Chinese vocabulary to refer to people who do not care about the rules. 
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Thus, "river crab" refers to corrupt officials who disregard the laws and enjoy special 

privileges. 

Amid this intense social tension and official incompetence, the question is "why 

should the Communist Party stay in power and monopolize politics?" The most famous 

challenge to one-party rule comes from the publication of Charter 08 41 on December 10, 

2008, the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and signed by 

more than 10,000 people inside and outside China. In December 2009, Liu Xiaobo, one 

of the co-authors, was sentenced to eleven years in prison for "inciting subversion of state 

power" for his role in the drafting and circulation of the charter. In October 2010, to the 

outrage of the Chinese leaders, Liu was awarded the Nobel Prize for Peace while 

languishing in prison. 

While American media have praised Charter 08 and Liu's Nobel Prize, the 

influence of Chinese dissidents on political reform has been minimal. The CCP retains its 

tenacious hold on power despite the dire predictions of imminent collapse by many 

commentators in the aftermath of the Tiananmen pro-democracy movement. 42 These 

predictions were based on keen observations that in June 1989 the CCP faced a genuine 

loss of legitimacy. The mandate of heaven, the traditional way of legitimating dynastic 

rule, seemed to have been exhausted. So how did the party re-establish and even 

strengthen its claims to legitimacy? 

41 The English translation of Charter 08 by Perry Link can be found on the website of the New York Review 
of Books at http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2009/jan/15/chinas-charter-08/. 
42 For example, Gordon Chang's book The Coming Collapse of China, New York: Random House, 2001. 
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Answers to this question lie in the Chinese Communist Party's ability to analyze 

and learn from its and others' mistakes. After the June 4th crackdown, the Chinese 

government conducted a series of studies on the reasons and circumstances that led to the 

student protest, along with the collapse of Eastern European socialism and the Soviet 

Union. One such study culminated in a well-circulated 1991 article "Realistic Reponses 

and Strategic Choices for China after the Disintegration of the Soviet Union."43 

Collectively authored by a group of party officials active in government consulting and 

policy analysis, it was published for internal circulation under the name of the 

Department of Ideology and Theory in China's Youth Daily.44 The authors acknowledged 

that the past reigning ideology, namely Marxism-Leninism, had lost its mobilizing force 

among the masses and that continued coercive indoctrination would backfire. In its place, 

the party needed to articulate a new unifying vision. The authors argued that the new 

strategy needed to emphasize "national condition education" (guoqingjiaoyu), China's 

great cultural tradition, patriotism, and an historical focus on China's century of division 

and "extraordinary humiliation" suffered at the hands of foreign powers. In the face of 

intensifying Western efforts at "peaceful evolution," a concept formulated by John Foster 

Dulles to change Communist regimes by peaceful means, China needs to focus on 

economic development and to teach the people the importance of "stability first." This 

43 The article ("p}~g3£:Zf§-q:t~l'fHill~Jili:X11f~~~:Jl") can be found online at Utopia, an online e
magazine, http://www.wyzxsx.com/ Article/Class 17 /200607 /8726.html. 
44 Suisheng Zhao interviewed one of the authors in Beijing in 1994. The interviewee confirmed that the 
article was based on the proceedings ofa meeting conducted at the China Youth Daily. The participants, 
according to Zhao, were "a group of politically ambitious intellectuals," backed by "taizidang," the "Crown 
Princes"- grown up children of CCP elders ("Chinese Intellectuals' Quest for National Greatness and 
Nationalistic Writing in the 1990s." The China Quarterly, 152(1997):725-45). 
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new strategy will persuade the people to accept the CCP' s leadership and understand that 

only socialism and, by implication, the Communist Party, can save and develop China. 

China studies scholar Suisheng Zhao has labeled this article "a banner of neo

conservatism" ("Chinese Intellectuals' Quest for National Greatness" 733). It was one of 

many nationalistic articles authored in the 1990s that provided much needed intellectual 

support for China's patriotic-education campaign (733). These nationalistic writings 

highlighted the role patriotism and history could play in political legitimatization and 

national politics. 

Since then, the CCP has embarked on an ambitious, well-coordinated National 

Patriotic Education Campaign, aimed at persuading the Chinese people, especially the 

young, that without the CCP there would be no new China. By emphasizing the deep, 

profound humiliation China suffered from Japanese and Western imperialism, the CCP 

claimed for itself the glory of saving China from foreign predators and of rejuvenating a 

weak, backward nation. In this social and political context, the national narrative of the 

Century of Humiliation and its accompanying Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative 

template became political tools to legitimize the CCP' s rule. 

It is noteworthy that patriotic education in the 1990s was not the sole domain of 

the Communist Party's propaganda department. A cohort of intellectuals climbed on the 

bandwagon to argue that patriotism can be employed as a force to unite the country under 

the leadership of the CCP, which would then develop the economy and strengthen the 

country. The relationship between the party's effort at indoctrination and the 
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intellectuals' nationalistic writings deserve much study, for untangling the knot will shed 

light on the nature and uses of narrative templates in political and cultural arenas. 

In his study of China's nationalistic writings in the 1990s, Zhao contends that the 

nationalistic discourse developed by Chinese intellectuals was largely independent of the 

government's ideological propaganda and state nationalism. He states: 

What was truly remarkable was that a great majority of intellectuals who 

promoted nationalism were trained in the West or were visiting scholars in 

W estem academic institutions. Their intellectual background was not 

Chinese studies but W estem social sciences and humanities. Some of them 

were the active advocates of anti-traditionalism in the 1980s. The dramatic 

change in their intellectual discourse does not prove the success of official 

propaganda. Nor is it mainly due to the repressive measures taken by the 

government against those advocating pro-Western and democratic views. 

Rather, some more complicated socio-economic, intellectual and personal 

reasons were responsible for the rise of nationalistic discourse. (740) 

According to Zhao, the sharp turn of mind-from anti-traditionalism to nationalism--can 

be accounted for by the interplay of three main factors. First, many intellectuals 

perceived a clash of national interests and hostility from some Western countries aimed at 

containing China's rise in the post-Cold War era; that is, China's economic development 

has awakened Chinese intellectuals' national pride. Second, when Chinese intellectuals 

studied in the West, they discovered that many western values and theories do not suit 

China's condition and, therefore, began to seek a Chinese model for building a strong 
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nation. Third, personal hardships experienced while living in the west contributed to the 

adoption of nationalism among Chinese intellectuals. In the introduction to his study, 

Zhao points out that intellectuals have become one of the driving forces behind the 

upsurge of nationalist sentiments in the post-Cold War era, despite the fact that many 

were strongly anti-traditionalist in the 1980s. 

In his argument, Zhao seems to have equated anti-traditionalism with anti

nationalism; therefore, he views people who switched from anti-traditionalism in the 

1980s to nationalism in the 1990s as experiencing a sharp turn of mind. However, he 

builds his argument on a dubious assumption, inasmuch as people who are anti-tradition 

can be nationalistic at heart. For example, some noted scholars from the New Culture 

Movement were both anti-tradition and nationalistic. They viewed the decadent elements 

of the traditional culture as enslaving and mind-numbing. Many Chinese intellectuals 

have criticized China's traditional culture in order to rejuvenate the nation. 

While I question the assumption underlying some of Zhao' s arguments, his 

analysis of Chinese nationalism in the 1990s has two implications for my study of 

nationalism and narrative templates. First, if the nationalistic discourses developed by 

Chinese intellectuals are largely independent efforts, they parallel the discourses of the 

state nationalism, or what I have termed as party-brand nationalism. Therefore, the 

nationalistic discourses are rooted in China's historical, cultural heritage, and both party 

cadres and intellectuals are heirs to this heritage. By implication, narrative templates 

derive their cognitive power from the historical and cultural traditions that do not belong 

to a specific political party. 
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As I discussed in Chapter III, the Nationalists also used to their advantage both 

the National Humiliation discourse and the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template. 

Because narrative templates are rooted in the general cultural heritage, they influence 

everyone who has been exposed through socialization to cultural and historical 

discourses. As Jerome Bruner argues in Acts of Meaning, "By virtue of participation in 

culture, meaning is rendered public and shared" ( 12-13, his emphasis). In other words, 

meanings can be understood only in a cultural setting based on a culturally familiar 

cognitive framework. The Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template, which is rooted 

in China's recent history, has become schematized, enculturated knowledge, or a 

rhetorical commonplace, through routine repetition since the beginning of twentieth 

century. Arguments based on the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template are 

culturally familiar and, therefore, more persuasive to an audience who are predisposed to 

believe the message. 

Second, it is possible that those nationalistic intellectuals were already heavily 

influenced by the party propaganda before they went abroad, and then external factors, 

such as hardships in a foreign country, contributed to its awakening. Therefore, 

nationalistic discourses are not necessarily evidence of a radical change of mind. Since 

narrative templates evoke strong emotions and people often ground their identities in 

these narrative templates, no amount of education, whether in the East or West, can easily 

uproot these templates. Furthermore, since Chinese satellite television is readily available 

in the West, many Chinese intellectuals, who may have found the programs familiar and 
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thus comforting, are regular viewers and are thus subject to party propaganda even while 

residing in the West. 

These two implications are not contradictory, but complementary. They illustrate 

the two characteristics of narrative templates: their origin in the general cultural heritage 

and their reliance on active state promotion for their enduring power. In the remainder of 

this chapter, I will discuss two functions of the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative 

template that are closely tied to the two above-mentioned characteristics. The first 

function is its political power to legitimize the CCP' s rule; the second is its connective 

power to foster a sense of unity and provide a modem Chinese identity. As I discussed in 

Chapter III, the Century of National Humiliation narrative has played a significant role in 

Chinese nationalistic movements and discourses in the twentieth century. This master 

national narrative and its accompanying narrative template are intrinsically tied to 

China's dream to become a strong and rich country ( qiangguomeng), free from 

imperialists' insult and humiliation. This narrative template provides a cornerstone for 

modem Chinese identity. Also, it is used by the CCP as a political tool to legitimize its 

rule. The CCP, like its predecessor the Nationalists, actively promoted patriotic education 

highlighting the suffering and humiliation China endured at the hands of W estem and 

Japanese imperialism and the redemptive role played by the government in driving out 

imperialists and "wiping clean" the national humiliation. In this narrative, the CCP 

became the national savior. 

The following discussion is divided into two sections. The first section addresses 

the first function of the narrative template-a tool to legitimize state power. The second 
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section examines the connective power of the narrative template to provide a shared 

historical memory and a common Chinese identity. 

Narrative Template as Political Tool 

As I discussed in Chapter III, the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template 

has four characteristics: 

1. A weak but peaceful China was invaded by imperialist powers. 

2. The imperialist powers committed enormous crimes against China. 

3. China was forced to accept a series of "unequal treaties," which severely 

compromised national sovereignty. 

4. Heroic Chinese actively resisted imperialism and won eventual victory by 

expelling imperialists (under the leadership of the Communist Party). 

In official Chinese historiography, modem Chinese history has been characterized as an 

unyielding, heroic struggle against foreign invasion and imperialism, with the CCP 

standing at the vanguard of the nationalist struggle to protect China from foreign 

aggression. This theme applies from the birth of CCP in 1923 to the present day. The 

high school history textbook characterizes this era of Chinese history as a time of struggle 

against two imperialist powers-the United States and Japan. According to the textbook, 

in 1930, the United States surpassed Japan as the number one country in exporting goods 

to China, increasing its control of China's commerce and heavy industries (2:5). The War 

of Resistance against Japanese invaders pitted a heroic, resisting Communist party under 

the brilliant leadership of Mao Zedong against a corrupt, traitorous Nationalist Party 

under the leadership of Chiang Kai-shek. While Chiang's government suppressed and 
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even murdered patriotic Chinese protestors against the Japanese in the famous event of 

December 9, 1935, the Communist Party organized guerrilla warfare, dealing deadly 

blows to the invaders. Though the history textbook authors conceded in a few sentences 

that the Soviet Union, Britain, and the United States all contributed to the war effort-for 

example, the United States dropped two atomic bombs, and the Allied Forces convened 

more than two million troops, more than 10,000 airplanes and more than 1,000 ships, 

ready to invade Japan (2: 42-43)-the victory against the Japanese on mainland China 

seemed to have been won single-handedly by the Communist Party under the brilliant 

theoretical guidance of Mao Zedong. 

The ensuing Civil War, according to the textbook, was a war against a corrupt 

Nationalist government, backed up by an imperialist United States who "fully supported 

Chiang Kai-shek's anti-Chinese-people, anti-Communist" civil war: "Controlling China 

was an important component of America's global strategy. America tried in vain to 

establish a stable, unified pro-American and anti-Communist government" (2: 45). By 

linking the Americans to the Nationalist government, the CCP created a more powerful 

enemy for itself. And the more powerful the enemy, the more glorious the victory. The 

historical lesson the government wants students to draw is that without the CCP, China 

would be governed by a puppet government under the control of the United States.45 The 

CCP united a disintegrated country against foreign imperialists-and this is the greatest 

achievement the CCP claims as legitimization of its power to rule. 

45 According to historian Harold Tanner, this argument is grounded on the false assumption that ifhe had 
defeated the CCP, Chiang Kai-shek would have been nothing but a tool of the United States, and that he 
would have kept China weak and impoverished as a result (private correspondence, March 2011 ). 
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Post-Tiananmen Crisis and Jiang's Effort at Identification 

When a crisis happens, it is even more crucial for people to be reminded of the 

party's guardian role. In his speech "The Struggle to Develop the Party into Stronger 

Vanguard of the Working Class," delivered in December 1989, six months after the 

Tiananmen protest, then President Jiang Zeming characterized the Tiananmen protest as 

an event orchestrated by hostile foreign powers aimed at overthrowing the CCP and 

China's socialism (88). However, according to Jiang, the party had accumulated a wealth 

of experience dealing with imperialism and all kinds of opportunisms (89). One of the 

great advantages of the Communist Party derives from its ability to serve "the people 

whole heartedly and maintain close contact with the masses" (89). Under the section, 

"The Party Always Keep Close Contact46 with the People," Jiang reminded his audience 

that "the Party cannot be separated from the people, and the people cannot live without 

the Party" (98). By applying the rhetorical figure antimetabole,47 Jiang establishes the 

mutual dependence between, as well as the equal power of, the party and the people. The 

party-people unity reminds the Chinese people of Mao's "Mass Line" slogan-"from the 

masses, to the masses." The "Mass Line" has long been a successful strategy used by the 

CCP to learn from the people, mobilize the people, and consolidate power through the 

support of the people; its success lies in its realization of the people's power, echoing an 

ancient teaching from Xunzi: "The king is a boat and the people are water. Water can 

46 The Chinese text used the phrase xuerou lianxi, which means blood kinship. 
47 A commutative figure involving a reversal of repeated, parallel terms; this figure allows concepts to be 
interchanged, as in x is y, and y is x. One of the most famous antimetaboles is John F. Kennedy's "Ask not 
what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country." These kinds of reversals are also 
known chiasmus. See Richard A. Lanham 's A Handlist of Rhetorical Terms. 
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carry the boat and overturn it too." This theme is reminiscent Abraham Lincoln's 

"government of the people, by the people, and for the people," though both were 

constructed in radically different cultural contexts. In both situations, each country faced 

a genuine crisis: China was invaded by the Japanese while the Communists were fighting 

a civil war against the Nationalists; similarly, Lincoln's nation was embroiled in a bitter, 

devastating civil war. Jiang's renewed interests in party-people argument came at a 

moment when the CCP faced a genuine loss of legitimacy and mounting doubt about its 

ability to stay in power. Crises, then, give a new urgency to forge a common national 

identity. 

During Jiang's February 2000 tour of Guangdong Province, he developed his 

people-party unity theory into the "Three Represents": 

An important conclusion can be reached from reviewing our Party's 

history over the past 70-odd years; that is, the reason our Party enjoys the 

people' s support is that throughout the historical periods of revolution, 

construction and reform, it has always represented the development trend 

of China's advanced productive forces, the orientation of China's 

advanced culture, and the fundamental interests of the overwhelming 

majority of the Chinese people. ("Three Represents") 

The "Three Represents" statement has been hailed by the CCP as an important theoretical 

framework that "constitutes the foundation of our [Communist] Party, the cornerstone for 

its governance and the source of its strength" ("Three Represents"). It has been touted as 

"a continuation and development of Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought and Deng 
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Xiaoping Theory." The three represents-the party's representation of China's advanced 

productive forces, China's advanced culture, and the fundamental interests of the 

overwhelming majority of the Chinese people-are rather vague terms. In the CCP 

official literature on "Three Represents" translated into English, "productive forces" are 

defined as "the most revolutionary and dynamic factors in [the] social mode of 

production" and "the forces that ultimately determine how human society develops" 

("Three Represents"). In other words, the party should focus on economic development. 

Developing China's advanced culture means "developing a national, scientific, and 

popular culture that is geared to the needs of modernization, the world and the future" 

("Three Represents"). The CCP did not specify who belongs to the "majority of the 

Chinese people," using the term "the majority of the people" interchangeably with "the 

people." The "sheer cloudy vagueness,"48 in George Orwell's term, may well be 

intentional because only when a term is vague and abstract can it be used to signify a 

broad range of issues and yield enough flexibility to be interpreted in multiple ways. 

These "Three Represents" are thus umbrella terms, encompassing almost every aspect of 

the society and representing the present and future of the society as a whole. 

The "Three Represents" revealed a fundamental desire of the party to be seen as 

"substantially one" (Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives 21) with the people. According to 

Kenneth Burke's theory of identification, in any society, the desire for identification 

indicates the presence of division: "Identification is affirmed with earnestness precisely 

because there is division. Identification is compensatory to division. If men were not 

48 The phrase appears in George Orwell's essay "Politics and the English language." 
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apart from one another, there would be no need for the rhetorician to proclaim unity" (A 

Rhetoric of Motives 22). Likewise, there would be no strife in "pure identification" or in 

"absolute separateness" when opponents cannot exchange blows without a mediatory 

ground (25). Burke's theory of identification is rooted in his concept of "substance." 

Burke defines "substance" as "an act; and a way of life is an acting together; and in 

acting together, men have common sensations, concepts, images, and ideas, attitudes that 

make them consubstantial" (21 ). People become "consubstantial" when they identify 

with each other's interests. In the political realm, a party can establish legitimacy when it 

can persuade people to identify the party's cause with their own interests, thus viewing 

the party as representing themselves. Rhetoric becomes a means to achieve this unity and 

identification. 

In the Chinese context, the party has deliberately used rhetoric to disseminate and 

promote the narrative template that justifies its rule and its guardianship of the Chinese 

society. Thus the narrative template becomes a rhetorical tool to achieve identification: 

the party identifies itself with the country and the people. Empirical evidence has shown 

that the CCP' s effort at establishing identification has been rather successful. When 

prompted, ordinary Chinese are often quick to say that despite all the domestic problems, 

China cannot survive without the CCP. The party's success is accomplished through 

three means: 1) ritualized repetition 2) appeal of pathos 3) establishing an ethos that is 

grounded in moral superiority. These three elements interact to produce discourses that 

provide solid, mass support to the CCP's rule. Political consent in the Chinese context is 

not produced mainly by coercion or brutal force as frequent news coverage of Chinese 
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human rights violations would make people in the West believe, but rather on a system of 

discursive production that induces cooperation and satisfies deep-seated emotional needs 

among the governed. As Foucault argues in "Truth and Power," "What makes power hold 

good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it does not only weigh on us as a 

force that says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms 

knowledge, produces discourse" (Power/Knowledge 119). Coercion does not produce 

whole-hearted cooperation, nor does it produce lasting political support that any regime 

needs to survive, as recent developments in the Middle East illustrate. Murray Edelman 

writes in his 1964 classic, The Symbolic Uses of Politics: 

The employment of language to sanctify action is exactly what makes 

politics different from other methods of allocating values. Through 

language a group can not only achieve an immediate result but also win 

the acquiescence of those whose lasting support is needed. More than that, 

it is the talk and the response to it that measures political potency, not the 

amount of force that is exerted. Force signals weakness in politics, as rape 

does in sex. ( 114) 

The primacy allocated to language as a tool of persuasion can be summarized in Burke's 

famous definition of rhetoric: "[T]he use of language as a symbolic means of inducing 

cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols" (A Rhetoric of Motives 43). But 

few politicians are masterful orators that can turn a nation into willing followers with one 

or two speeches. To induce cooperation or establish identification, a politician, no matter 

98 



how charismatic and how gifted in public speaking, has to resort to ritualized repetition to 

hammer home a particular message. 

As Burke points out, the rhetorical success of identification owes "much more to 

trivial repetition and dull daily reenforcement than to exceptional rhetorical skill" (A 

Rhetoric of Motives 26). In the Chinese context, it is exactly ritualized repetition and 

reenactment in public that have enshrined the narrative template as a discourse of truth 

and endowed it with heavy symbolic meanings. The real historical happenings are 

neglected; instead, the associated meanings that are imbued with emotions condition 

people's response. 

The Great Patriotic Education Campaign 

In the aftermath of 1989 pro-democracy movement, the CCP saw patriotism as 

a new ideology that could function as a centripetal force to unite the 1.3 billion people 

and fifty-six officially recognized ethnic groups. In China, patriotism calls on the people 

to love not only the country but also the party. Since the country and the party are 

consubstantially one, to oppose the party is therefore unpatriotic. The party-brand 

patriotism is steeped with anti-foreign sentiment, a patriotism that relies heavily on the 

Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template. In fighting against imperialism the CCP 

can call itself savior of the nation. 

In August 1991, the CCP kicked off its national patriotic education campaign 

through the publication of two documents: "Notice about Conducting Education of 

Patriotism and Revolutionary Tradition by Exploiting Extensively Cultural Relics" and 

"General Outline on Strengthening Education on Chinese Modem and Contemporary 
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History and National Conditions." According to Zheng Wang in his well-researched 

paper, "National Humiliation, History Education, and the Politics of Historical Memory: 

Patriotic Education Campaign in China," both documents were drafted after Jiang Zemin 

wrote a letter to the Education Minister and his deputy, requesting the Ministry of 

Education conduct patriotic education on Chinese history and national conditions to 

children from kindergarten all the way up to universities49 (789). After this, the CCP's 

entire propaganda machine was set in motion to mobilize the country for the patriotic 

education effort. Though the main targets are students, the campaign touches upon just 

about everyone through mobilization meetings, social events, study groups, books and 

newspaper articles, television and radio shows, movies, visits to "revolutionary" sites and 

museums. According to Wang: 

All the employees of state agencies or state-run organizations, school 

teachers and administrators, military officers, and soldiers have all been 

required to take regular political classes on patriotic education and to 

participate in various activities and events on the theme of patriotic 

education. (798) 

To make sure the campaign is not short lived as some of the past political campaigns 

have been, the party has set up some permanent "leading groups" or offices at different 

levels of the government to coordinate the effort (Wang 798). To mobilize the young 

49 According to the National Education Ministry's "Notice on the Publication of 'General Outline on 
Strengthening Education on Chinese Modern and Contemporary History and National Conditions' " 
( 1991 ), Jiang Zeming wrote in a letter to two other top leaders that education should be carried out 
persistently and from easy to more difficult topics and include kindergarten students all the way to college 
students. The Chinese version of the notice can be found at 
http://library.usts.edu.cn/jygVl/jcjyglflfg/l l 77 .htm. 
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people, the party officials realize they cannot use the old Maoist political campaign 

strategies, featuring mass gathering and bombarding people with revolutionary slogans. 

In "Notice on the Publication of 'General Outline on Strengthening Education on Chinese 

Modem and Contemporary History and National Conditions'," the Education Ministry 

requires different departments for handling news and propaganda, publishing, movies and 

television and culture to produce educational movies, operas, television shows, songs, 

books that are attractive to the students. "Guidelines on Patriotic Education" (1994) again 

requires that a rich, attractive variety of patriotic-themed stories, movies and television 

programs, songs be produced for the young. 

When I was in China in the summer of 2010, every night as I flipped through 

national and regional TV channels, I would come across a number of patriotic-themed 

shows, either movies or multiple-episode TV series. Many of those shows are quite 

sophisticated, with gripping, complicated plots and rather impressive acting. The heroes 

are always Communist soldiers and cadres, heroically fighting against foreign invaders. 

One such multi-episode TV series, titled "Black Rose," narrates the epic heroism of 

undercover Communist agents fighting against the Japanese invaders during World War 

II. In all these patriotic-themed shows, the viewers are left with no doubt about whom 

they are supposed to love or hate. As the audience is pulled into the story by suspense and 

a densely knotted plot, people learn to appreciate the sacrifices made by earlier 

Communist martyrs and soldiers so they can enjoy today's peaceful and prosperous life. 

In an entertaining form, these shows provide a more vivid proof of a popular slogan and 
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also a revolutionary song: "Without the Communist Party, there would be no New 

China." Political education, in other words, is sugar-coated in an entertainment medium. 

This No-Party, No-Country theme is a core message in the revised 1992 middle 

and high school history and political science textbooks. As history scholars have noted, a 

change of regime has generally necessitated the rewriting of history to justify the new 

ruling order. A rewriting of historical narratives becomes crucial to restoring legitimacy 

to a party that sorely needs it. And a state's public education system constitutes a crucial 

component in the "State's Ideological Apparatus," to borrow Louis Althusser's phrase. 

Normally regarded as conveyors of objective knowledge, school textbooks are perhaps 

the most effective tools in disseminating official narratives to impressionable youth. 50 

According to Gregory Fairbrother's textbook analysis Toward Critical 

Patriotism: Student Resistance to Political Education in Hong Kong and China, in the 

1959 edition of Political Knowledge, a textbook used in the new political education 

courses at the junior secondary schools, nationalism comprised only about five percent of 

the content of the series of textbooks (58). In the 1993 middle school textbook Political 

Ideology, which comprises three short books-Citizenship, A Short History of the 

Development of Society, and Socialist Construction in China-the content on nationalism 

increases to only seven percent, but the content differs significantly from earlier period 

(69). According to Fairbrother's analysis, the nationalist content in the 1993 revised 

Political Ideology textbooks has three sub-themes: "sacrifice to the nation, pride in 

5° For more information on how a state education system socializes the young to the dominant views, see 
Podeh. To read more on how textbooks are ideological tools used to legitimize a social order, see Apple, 
Michael W., and Linda K. Christian-Smith. The Politics of the Textbook. New York: Routledge. 1991. 
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Chinese traditions, and anti-foreignism, all of which were absent from earlier texts" (69). 

In the 1959 Political Knowledge, the emphasis is on building a new society, or what 

Gries described as "victor narratives"; the revised textbook instead focuses on the 

victimization narrative-that is, China's victimization by foreign imperialism. In the 

1993 Political Ideology textbook, the writers ask in the chapter titled "The Difficulties of 

Modem China," "Ancient China was so glorious and magnificent, and dazzlingly 

brilliant. How did it become so poor and backward and lose its original brilliance in 

modem times? Was it really because we Chinese did not struggle hard?" The textbook 

provides the definitive answer that points out the enemies from abroad and home are to 

blame, and it is the Communist party that ended the humiliation: 

Modem Chinese history is a history of imperialist invasion, progressively 

turning China into a semi-colonized, semi-feudal society. The imperialist 

powers in collusion with the Chinese feudal and bureaucratic capitalist 

powers cruelly exploited and oppressed the people, making our nation 

poor, causing the people to suffer, greatly humiliated the Chinese people. 

But the people did not submit to these powerful enemies, and they bravely 

struggled for independence and liberation, and finally under the leadership 

of the Communist Party they won a great victory against the enemies. This 

is the pride of the Chinese people. ( qtd. in Fairbrother 72) 
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Because of the CCP, the infamous sign in a Shanghai park, "Chinese and Dogs Not 

Admitted"51 is permanently removed from Chinese soil. The sleeping giant has been 

awakened. It is easy to decipher the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template in the 

political science textbook. The narrative template is a plot line that knits together the 

more than one hundred years of Chinese modem and contemporary history. The revisions 

of history and political science textbooks reflect the demise of Marxism as a dominant 

ideology, putting in its place patriotism as a unifying force. These textbooks and official 

speeches still give lip-service to Marxism on occasion, but Marxist rhetoric looks 

increasingly out-of-date in a country that focuses on economic development. 

Routine exposure to the discourses of patriotism and concerted efforts in public 

education aimed at training patriotic citizens in the 1990s have produced a "patriotic 

generation," who feverishly defend China's domestic and foreign policies against foreign 

criticisms. The saturated messages of patriotism rooted in China's one hundred years of 

shame and humiliation have turned the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template into 

a schematized knowledge, a particular lens through which to interpret complicated 

domestic issues and, especially, China's relations to the rest of the world. Chinese scholar 

Qingguo Jia argues in "Disrespect and Distrust: The External Origins of Contemporary 

Chinese Nationalism" that external factors, such as foreign criticisms, overtly biased 

Western media coverage, and the U.S. policy on Taiwan, play an equally important role 

5 1 The park in this dispute is Huangpu Park, initially known as the Public Garden. Though from 1868-1928 
the park was barred to Chinese and dogs, the phrase "Chinese and Dogs Not Allowed" never appeared on 
any actual park signs. The 1903 regulation of the park says: I. No dogs or bicycles are admitted. 2. No 
Chinese are admitted, except servants in attendance upon foreigners. (See Robert Bickers and Jeffrey 
Wasserstrom's article "Shanghai's 'Dogs and Chinese Not Admitted' sign: Legend, History and 
Contemporary Symbol." The China Quarterly 142 (1995): 444-66). 
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in the development of Chinese nationalism. He points out that "The Chinese are more 

nationalistic [ than W estemers] in their reactions to foreign criticisms and condemnations 

of China" (15). Many Chinese do believe that the United States and some Western 

countries are hostile to China and are trying to contain China's rise. However, these 

nationalistic reactions are spurred by the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template; 

this narrative template heightens people's sense of vulnerability and fear of foreign 

invasion, therefore rendering them especially sensitive to foreign criticisms. External 

factors trigger and may have even reinforced these nationalistic reactions among the 

public. 

Narrative Templates as Condensed Cultural Memory 

As I discussed in Chapter III, the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template 

has existed in national discourse since the beginning of the twentieth century, mostly 

notably in the 1915 mass protests against Japan's Twenty-One Demands. Since then, 

discourses on resisting foreign imperialism and rejuvenating the nation have saturated the 

Chinese cultural and political landscape. Intellectuals have not only penned nationalistic 

essays but also organized mass rallies protesting foreign invasion. For example, in 1924, 

intellectuals in Beijing and Shanghai organized the Grand Anti-Imperialist Alliance and 

proposed September 3 to 9 as Anti-Imperialist Week. People held mass rallies in major 

cities, blaming foreigner imperialists for China's humiliations and backwardness (D. 

Wang 409). The Nationalist government (1919-1949) promoted the narratives of national 

humiliation and anti-imperialism in textbooks and in pubic discourses to serve a political 

purpose-to legitimize of its rule and take credit for its role in resisting foreign 
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imperialism and ending the unequal treaties. The Communist government in Beijing 

masterfully promoted the same narrative in the aftermath of the Tiananmen pro

democracy demonstrations in 1989 and made it a central message in its national patriotic 

education campaigns. 

The discourses on national humiliation and resistance to imperialism during both 

the Nationalist and Communist eras were very well received by the mass audiences as 

evidenced by mass protests against foreign aggression, whether real or imagined, and the 

huge popularity of ultra-nationalistic books. 52 The masses comprised fertile ground for 

the discourses to take root, sprout, and reproduce. 

The question becomes why the Chinese have embraced the discourse of national 

humiliation and anti-imperialism from the Republican era to the present. Few countries in 

the world cling to a national humiliation narrative as tenaciously as the Chinese do, 

though many countries have experienced direct, more brutal occupations by colonizers. It 

is rather surprising that at a time when China is most prosperous in all her history, the 

narratives of past humiliation erupt with such energy and occupy such an important place 

in individual and collective consciousness. One factor is that Century-of-Humiliation 

narrative has become "institutionalized" political discourse. From China's school 

52 The anti-American demonstrations after the bombing of Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999 is one 
example of anti-imperialist outbursts. Students upheld signs condemning America, the imperialist. Two 
bestsellers in the 1990s are China Can Say No and China Still Can Say No, two ultra-nationalistic books 
that urge China to stand up against foreign imperialists. According to Peter Gries's Chlna's New 
Nationalism, participants at the sixth plenary session of the Fourteenth CCP Central Committee in 
December 1996 decided that China Can Say No "had violated the Party policy that foreign policy is not to 
be arbitrarily criticized." To gain control over nationalist discourse, the Party banned the more critical 
China Can Still Say No and other "say no" writings (127). 
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textbooks to national defense papers, the narratives of China's past defeat and 

humiliation have been highlighted. 

Yet party propaganda offers only a partial explanation for the rekindled anti

foreign, nationalistic discourses. The other part of the answer lies in a deeply rooted 

psychological and emotional need for people to establish a common identity and to feel a 

sense of belonging. The Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template provides a 

foundation for people to establish an identity rooted in national heroism and Chinese 

exceptionalism. In many Chinese's views, the hundred years of humiliation is a 

temporary setback in the long, continuous, and glorious Chinese civilization. China's 

recent economic rise signals that China is back on track and merely reclaiming its lost 

status. The more humiliated China was, the more heroic the recent rise. 

Therefore, urgency increases to quantify the humiliation China suffered. Though 

humiliation is an abstract concept, some scholars have tried to gauge it by tallying the 

number of unequal treaties signed, the number of people killed by foreign invasions, and 

the economic losses China suffered. The public need to be reminded of the bitter 

suffering China endured. In November 2010, Beijing opened an unequal treaty 

exhibition, displaying more than 300 unequal treaties signed with imperialist powers. 53 

Indemnities China paid can be easily tallied by adding the silver paid to imperialist 

powers through these treaties. Chinese high school history textbook, China's Modern and 

53 There is no agreement on the number of unequal treaties signed between China and foreign countries. 
According to People's Daily, from 1842 to 1948, China signed 1175 treaties with foreign powers, of which 
863 were signed with Britain, France, the United States, and Russia. ("Exhibition of More Than 300 
Unequal Treaties" i:p OO:ili~300$~~Sf~~t"Jtl<'.X~ltl Ii~.) The article does not specify whether all 
these treaties are unequal. In an August 29, 1991 article in People's Daily, scholar Hu Shen argues that the 
number of unequal treaties is more than 1000. 
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Contemporary History, states that the Japanese troops committed unspeakable crimes, 

such as killing more than 300,00054 people during the notorious Nanjing Massacre in 

1937 (2:29). 

The focus on past humiliation necessarily introduces its discursive twin: the 

narrative of the century of heroic, patriotic struggles against the imperialists. As Robert 

Starratt argues in The Drama of Leadership, there exists a "basic need to conceive one's 

identity as in some way heroic" ( 4 7). It is natural and healthy for people to seek to 

establish an identity that offers them a sense of accomplishment and confidence. If the 

century of humiliation has instilled an inferiority complex in people's consciousness, as 

evidenced by blind worship of anything W estem among some Chinese, the discourses of 

heroic resistance and national rejuvenation provide a way to counterbalance the nefarious 

psychological effects of the inferiority complex. One theme of the patriotic education is 

to promote national pride, to counter blind worship of anything foreign. In "Rent a White 

Guy: Confessions of a Fake Businessman from Beijing," Mitch Moxley recounts his 

experience as a fake W estem businessman who was paid a hefty amount of money by a 

Chinese company to represent a U.S. company that did not exist. As his Chinese tutor 

told him, "Having foreigners in nice suits gives the [Chinese] company face." The 

business of renting a white guy reveals an inferiority complex that is quite noticeable in 

54 This number of deaths during the Nanjing Massacre has generated considerable historical debates. 
According to historian Harold Tanner, "The chaotic nature of the circumstances makes it impossible to 
gauge the precise extent of the brutality: reasonable estimates for the soldiers and civilians killed in the 
'Rape of Nanjing' range from around one hundred thousand to over three hundred thousand" (China: A 
History, Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 2009. 476-77.) For more information see Honda 
Katsuichi, The Nanjing Massacre: A Japanese Journalist Confronts Japan's National Shame Armonk: 
M.E. Sharpe, 1999; Joshua Fogel The Nanjing Massacre in History and Historiography Berkeley: U of 
California P 2000. 
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contemporary China. On the positive side, the narrative template could off er a means to 

counter the harmful side effects of an inferiority complex and create a collective sense of 

confidence rooted in heroism. 

The ability for a narrative template to provide an anchor point for collective 

identity is derived from its feature as "condensed cultural memory." The past offers "the 

decisive resource for the consciousness of national identity" (Assman 87). A narrative 

template is a highly condensed schema based on selective remembering and forgetting of 

historical events. The Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template is based on a 

particular reading of Chinese modem and contemporary history that focuses on foreign 

aggression and Chinese resistance. To have a narrative template make sense to a large 

audience and willingly use it as a cognitive tool, part of its cognitive power comes from 

the pathos immersed in the narrative template and people's intense emotional attachment 

to the historical past. The Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template invokes strong 

emotions-a deeply felt sense of humiliation and intense craving to be free of 

humiliation. Emotions intrinsically tied with the past suffering provide a means for 

people to relate to each other; it offers a sense of "we-ness." As a cultural system of 

interpretation, the narrative template also fills an emotional void that is crucial to national 

unity. However, cultural memory has to be deliberately nurtured if it can endure as each 

generation passes away. Since few contemporary Chinese have direct experience of the 

century of humiliation, the cultural memory they cling to comes from deliberate nurturing 
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offered by their society. Assman even goes as far to state that "memory is imposed from 

outside and can only be sustained with state power" (89). He argues that 

memory ... is displaced into the symbolic forms of state institutions and 

laws, literary texts and school instruction manuals-in short, a symbolic 

world of markers that take the place of the body. Memory is no longer 

inscribed in the skin [as in ancient Egypt], but is instead engraved upon 

the heart. (91) 

The state regulates what should be remembered or forgotten through its State 

Apparatuses, largely through what Althusser termed "Ideological State Apparatuses," 

such as public and private educational institutions, legal systems, communication media 

and cultural institutions. Of course, repressive means, such as silencing alternative 

voices, may be used when an authoritarian state perceives direct challenges to its 

monopoly as interpreter of history. 

The Chinese government's closing of Freezing Point, a provocative journal that 

published an article that criticized the distortions of Chinese history textbooks, illustrates 

how dissenting voices can be silenced through "Repressive State Apparatuses." Freezing 

Point, a subsidiary of the official China Youth Daily newspaper, was closed in January 

2006 after it published an article by historian Yuan Weishi, a professor at Zhongshan 

University. In the article, Yuan charged that Chinese history textbooks soft-pedaled the 

mistakes by Qing Dynasty and whitewashed the brutality of the Boxer Uprising. In 

February 2006, bowing to domestic pressure for more freedom of speech, the propaganda 

officials reopened the journal sans two former outspoken editors. 
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The state's ability to generate and disseminate discourses sustains certain types of 

memory and encourages selective forgetting, which helps legitimize state power. Paul 

Connerton, in How Societies Remember, argues that "control of a society's memory 

largely conditions the hierarchy of power" (1 ). In other words, the present social and 

political order is legitimized by what people can remember of past events and how they 

interpret these events. To ensure that proper images of the past are handed down through 

generations, the state makes certain that the people learn and internalize the proper 

history lessons through institutionalized discourses, such as the history and political 

science textbooks and the mass media. In this sense, narrative templates as condensed 

cultural memory also have to be constantly sustained and promoted. 

Wertsch initially argued, in Voices of Selective Remembering, that narrative 

templates come from the general cultural heritage and are independent of government 

intervention. In 2009, Wertsch revised his argument in a conference paper, "Deep 

Memory and Narrative Templates: Conservative Forces in Collective Memory," by 

highlighting the role the state played in sustaining the prevalent Russian Expulsion of 

Foreign Enemy narrative template. 

The Russian's Expulsion-of-Foreign-Enemy narrative template is similar to the 

Chinese Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template. According to W ertsch, the Russian 

narrative template has the following elements: 

1. An "initial situation" in which Russia is peaceful and not interfering with 

others. 
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2. "Trouble," in which a foreign enemy viciously attacks Russia without 

provocation. 

3. Russia nearly losses everything in total defeat as it suffers from the enemy' s 

attempts to destroy it as a civilization. 

4 . Through heroism and exceptionalism, against all odds, and acting alone, 

Russia triumphs and succeeds in expelling the foreign enemy. ( 4) 

As a cultural tool, this narrative template has been widely employed by Russians to 

interpret a range of historical and contemporary events, from the Great Fatherland War 

against Fascist Germany during World War II to the 2008 conflict with Georgia (4-6). 

After the breakup of the Soviet Union, some specific narratives seem to challenge this 

narrative template. One such narrative recounts the "secret protocol" of the Molotov

Ribbentrop Pact of 1939, which details the agreement between Stalin and Hitler to divide 

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Finland, Poland, and Romania between the Soviet Union and 

Germany. The existence of this secret protocol contradicts the deeply held narrative 

template that Russia was victimized by brutal foreign aggressors. The existence of this 

secret protocol shows that the Soviet Union was a brutal aggressor herself. According to 

W ertsch, the existence of such specific narratives caused a temporary "narrative rift" in 

Russian history textbooks, where "a confident official story became halting and uncertain 

in face of challenges" ("Deep Memory and Narrative Template" 6). However, the 

existence of such specific narrative templates did not unseat the dominant Russian 

narrative template as the Russian state re-interpreted events such as the Soviet occupation 

of Estonia as a difficult choice that Stalin had faced ("Deep Memory and Narrative 
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Template" 6). In this case, the state played a crucial role in mending the narrative rift and 

sustaining a specific type of cultural, national memory through a re-reading of historical 

events. 

This kind of cultural, nationalized memory is crucial to the functioning of 

a country because it fosters unity and provides a psychological foundation for collective 

identity. As John Gillis writes in the introduction to Commemorations: the Politics of 

National Identity, "[T]he past offered a screen on which desires for unity and continuity, 

that is, identity, could be projected" (9). In the 1990s, as Marxism-Leninism declined a 

reigning ideology and market economic reform transformed the Chinese society, people 

seemed to suffer an identity crisis. Thus, among Chinese intellectuals, the 1990s saw an 

intense search for a Chinese identity. What does it mean to be a Chinese? What are the 

characteristics of a modem Chinese nation? Not surprisingly, many turned to history for 

answers. The nationalistic writings in the 1990s embraced the national narrative of the 

Century of Humiliation and Chinese heroic resistance to imperialism to revive a strong 

nation. The trauma and humiliation the Chinese shared as a nation helped foster a sense 

of solidarity and unity. 

David Shambaugh in his 2007 article, "China's Propaganda System: Institutions, 

Processes and Efficiency," writes that "When the message becomes unbelievable, it is 

only a matter of time before the messenger [the CCP] is questioned" (58). However, the 

CCP's message of patriotism infused with an anti-imperialism plot line seems to have 

been well absorbed by a very receptive public who are eager to believe. Instances such as 

EP-3 collision incident and America's ritualized criticisms of Chinese human rights 
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record and economic and political policies are interpreted as continued hostility from 

foreign imperialist powers who tried to contain China. The Nobel Peace Prize to Liu 

Xiaobo has been interpreted by the Chinese government in a similar light. 55 As Nietzsche 

reminds readers of the duality of memory, "A thing must be burnt in so that it stays in the 

memory: only something which continues to hurt stays in the memory" ( On the 

Genealogy of Morality 41 ). The role of rubbing it in is played by the CCP, which 

constantly reminds the Chinese of hostile intentions from foreign powers and the danger 

of "peaceful evolution"--the overthrow of China's political system through peaceful 

means-being plotted in the West. China's national humiliation is supposed to have 

ended in 1949 when Mao and the CCP established the People's Republic of China, but 

the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template has become a culturalized interpretative 

framework to help people unravel the tangled webs of domestic and foreign affairs. This 

interpretative framework radically simplifies and distorts reality and can easily lead to 

misunderstanding of foreign countries, producing potentially dangerous scenarios. 

On the more positive side, this narrative template as condensed cultural memory 

brings cohesion and unity. Assmann speaks of the connective power of social memory or 

what he terms "bonding memory: "The socialization process enables us to remember, but 

the converse is also true: our memories help us to become socialized. Socialization is not 

just a foundation, but also a function of memory. We can go so far as to speak of a 

'bonding memory"'(4). The bonding memory "refers to cultural efforts that aim to 

establish connections and consolidate togetherness" ( 11 ). This bonding memory takes 

55 For more information, see The New York Times' article "Nobel Winner's Absence May Delay Awarding 
of Prize," published on November 18, 2010. 
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root in people's innate desire to belong to a community. The tenacity with which people 

cling to their memories reflects this psychological need. The collective narrative of the 

Century of Humiliation and the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template have 

become ingrained in the Chinese psyche through continuous, institutionalized discourses 

that have saturated the Chinese political and cultural landscape. The narrative provides a 

cornerstone of the modern Chinese identity that is rooted in China's turbulent modern 

history. 
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CHAPTER V 

DIVINE PROVIDENCE AND AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM 

In February 1765, John Adams wrote in his diary, "I always consider the 

settlement of America with Reverence and Wonder-as the Opening of a grand scene 

and Design in Providence, for the Illumination of the Ignorant and the Emancipation of 

the slavish Part of Mankind all over the Earth" (257).56 Adams' diary entry epitomized 

two grand, inter-related themes of American beliefs that are fundamental to Americans' 

national identity. The first is that America was the new promised land with Americans 

being God's chosen people; the second theme points to the universal obligations of the 

new republic, spreading enlightened ideals-civil and religious liberty and democratic 

values-to the rest of the globe. The popular concept of American exceptionalism-that 

the United States is the "greatest nation on earth," to use President Obama's words

encompasses these two interrelated themes. These twin themes were not only prominent 

during the early years of the Puritan settlers, but also have been widely disseminated and 

absorbed by generations of Americans. Public announcements, journalistic writings, 

religious sermons, and educational materials were sprinkled with references to America's 

special place in the world and America's messianic global mission. It should have 

surprised no one when President Reagan called America "a shining city upon a hill," 

when President George W. Bush referred to the Iraq War as "a war to save the world," 

56 This passage is found in a fragmentary draft of a dissertation on canon and federal law and is commonly 
considered a diary entry. 
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and when President Obama announced that the ideals of the Constitution "light the 

world." These presidential references can be traced back to America's early providential 

history when people, from public figures to the more common folk, readily professed 

their belief in Divine Providence and the special mission of America. 

Through decades of repeated usage in public discourse, these twin themes that 

originated in colonial America have been condensed into a single term: American 

Exceptionalism. Similar to the dominant Chinese narrative template of "Resistance to 

Imperialism," American Exceptionalism as a narrative template lies at the center of 

American nationalism and modem American identity. This beguilingly simple term often 

obscures its extraordinary capacity to allow different shades of interpretation and 

projections of American desires and fears. It allows for both religious and secular 

interpretations, but the fundamental message of this narrative template remains 

steadfastly stable: America is simply the best, the greatest nation in world history. The 

United States is uniquely placed to lead the world on the onward march of civilization. 

Concomitant with American Exceptionalism is the belief that American 

democratic values are universal. Thus, arising quite naturally from this narrative 

template, American foreign policy makers see it as America's natural duty to export 

American values to other, less enlightened parts of the world. Using the narrative 

template as a cognitive tool, as well as viewing America as a prototype or ideal nation, 

the American public would judge other countries on the scale of how closely aligned they 

are with American values. The clash between China and the United States over human 

rights originates from the conflict over this narrative template. While Americans see 
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American democratic, civil, and religious values as universal, the Chinese counter that 

human rights shall be based on each country's social and cultural conditions. Therefore, 

an understanding of how American Exceptionalism has evolved into a dominant narrative 

template will shed light on America's domestic political debates and the conflicts 

between China and the United States. 

The popular usage of American Exceptionalism can be traced to the French author 

Alexis de Tocqueville, whose Democracy in America first introduced America as 

"exceptional" to European readers. Quite impressed with America's democratic 

experiment and Americans' adventurous spirit, de Tocqueville wrote, "The position of 

the Americans is therefore quite exceptional, and it may be believed that no other 

democratic people will ever be placed in a similar one" (2:36-37). Ironically, the term 

"American exceptionalism" was first used by American Communists in the 1920s to 

explain why their movement had failed in the most advanced industrial country. 

According to historian Albert Fried, the Communist Party USA believed that "thanks to 

its natural resources, industrial capacity, and absence of rigid class distinctions, America 

might for a long while avoid the crisis that must eventually befall every capitalist society" 

(7-8). 

The term gradually entered popular usage partly because of its linguistic 

simplicity and the semiotic fluidity of the word "exceptional." This fluidity has allowed 

the term to successfully encompass a wide range of historical events, such as the early 

Puritan settlements, the concept of Manifest Destiny, Henry Luce's coinage of "The 
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American Century," and most recently, the neoconservatives William Kristol and Robert 

Kagan's formulation of "benevolent hegemony." 

To cull a prominent narrative template from American historical discourses can 

be a daunting task. To locate its origin and trace its manifestations through the ages 

forces one to acknowledge what Foucault has termed a historical prior, i.e., that 

dominant cultural norms and historical forces shape contemporary viewpoints. Although 

the condensation of complex beliefs into a narrative template risks over-simplification 

and over-generalization, I believe that the tracing of the genealogy of this narrative 

template will shed some light on how this core belief has evolved to provide a historical 

foundation for a self-confident, proud American identity and the justification for a 

messianic and sometimes overreaching global mission. 

The American Exceptionalism narrative template can be traced to early 

providential thought during the colonial years. In what follows, I shall not attempt a 

comprehensive review of the history of providential thought. I will instead examine the 

rhetorical usage of the concept in public pronouncements, religious sermons, and 

presidential speeches and writings, in order to illustrate how it became schematic 

knowledge by the force of sheer repetition. More importantly, I want to examine how the 

evolution and schematization of early providential thought have sowed seeds for a cluster 

of interrelated concepts-Manifest Destiny, the universality of American values, and 

American exceptionalism-that have defined a collective American identity and deeply 

shaped American foreign policy. Specifically, I want to study how strong belief in the 
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universality of American values has created conflicts with a different set of Chinese 

values that is grounded in China's historical and cultural traditions. 

Historian Rush Welter, in The Mind of America 1820-1860, wrote that during 

those decades "a providential past was a common heritage of all Americans" ( 6). It is 

difficult to underestimate the enduring power of providential thought in American history 

and collective consciousness. The most sacred rights-religious and civil liberty 

enshrined in America's founding texts, the Declaration of Independence and the 

Constitution-have their roots in early providential thought. The early providential 

thought also sustained an enduring sense of America's global mission, undergirded by 

moral and racial superiority. Colonial and imperial expansion were justified by a Divine 

Providence to spread America's God-given universal values, to remake the rest of the 

world in America's image, and to help the "savage and senile peoples" who were 

incapable of self-government, as in the case of the colonizing of the Philippines. The 

image of America as the shining city upon a hill and beacon of hope to the rest of the 

world was permanently woven into America's political and cultural tapestry. Even a 

gentle scratch of contemporary political discourses will turn up traces of the providential 

past, as I shall illustrate through a rhetorical analysis later in this chapter. But to better 

understand the present, I shall turn to the early days of colonial America. 

The Pilgrims, the Puritans, and Divine Providence 

In September 1620, 102 passengers and more than twenty crew members left 

Plymouth, England, sailing for the mouth of Hudson River on The Mayflower. After more 

than 60 days of grueling sea travel, the ship docked at Cape Cod in the bitterly cold 
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winter. During the first winter, disease and lack of food and shelter claimed the lives of 

about half of the passengers. Women suffered an unusually high mortality rate, with only 

five out of eighteen adult women surviving the first harsh winter. Though only about a 

third of the passengers were Pilgrims, also known as English Separatists, those people 

who eventually settled in Plymouth, Massachusetts, were known as the Pilgrims. The 

Pilgrims were commonly labeled "Puritan" since they shared a lot similarities of in 

religious and regional outlook with those Puritans who initially settled in the 

Massachusetts Bay area and later prospered economically and took over the region. The 

Pilgrims, who suffered from religious persecution in England, came to the new land to 

seek religious refuge, and in American folklore The Mayflower came to symbolize 

religious freedom. 

Those early British settlers viewed their voyage as a religious mission. As the 

Pilgrims wrote in The Mayflower Compact, it was "for the glory of God and advancement 

of the Christian faith and honour of our king and country" (Bradford, Of Plymouth 

Plantation 18) that they embarked on this journey. While perilous, it was overseen by 

Divine Providence. God's protecting hands delivered them from turbulent storms and 

extraordinary hardships. William Bradford, one of the most prominent Pilgrims, wrote in 

his Journal Of Plymouth Plantation, "But these things [hardships] did not dismay them, 

though they did some times trouble them; for their desires were set on the ways of God, 

and to enjoy his ordinances; but they rested on His providence, and knew whom they had 

believed" (7). In his journal, Bradford explicitly compared the early settlers to those cast 

out of Israel. As true believers who followed the Lord's commands, wrote Bradford, 
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these early settlers could depend on God's providence to guide them in their daily 

ordeals, and in the end God would bring them to their desired heaven. 

Viewed from the broad perspective ofreligious history, the concept of Divine 

Providence is not unique to those early settlers, nor to Christianity. The same concept 

exists in major world religions, from Buddhism to Islam. The concept reflects a deep 

spiritual need among diverse peoples to seek answers to perplexing, eternal questions that 

do not yield easy answers. The intense reliance on and belief in Divine Providence 

constitutes a major component of what is broadly termed the New England "Puritanism," 

which refers to, above all, a religious faith. Perry Miller, in his The New England Mind: 

The Seventeenth Century, argues that the impetus of Puritan religious assertions "came 

from an urgent sense of man's predicament, from a mood so deep that it could never be 

completely articulated" ( 4). Facing a perilous environment, the early settlers sought 

comfort and reassurance in the concept of Divine Providence. If God created the universe 

and governed it, it naturally followed that He willed the earthly occurrences. Therefore, 

"accidents, earthquakes, shipwrecks, and deliverances-furnished tangible evidence of 

the operation of God's will" (Miller 16). Pilgrims and the Puritans who followed in their 

footsteps shared the belief in divine providence, which assured them that their mission 

was directed by a Supreme Being to an intelligent end. 

Ten years after the Pilgrims landed in America, the famous Puritan John 

Winthrop, later governor of Massachusetts, delivered aboard the Arbella one of the most 

famous sermons in American history, "A Model of Christian Charity," to a group of 

colonizers heading to New England. In this sermon, which is often studied in American 
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history and literature courses, Winthrop spoke of "a special overvaluing providence" that 

will guide the settlers in a perilous environment. He warned the settlers to obey God and 

follow his counsel. If they fail to do so, he warned, "the Lord will surely break out in 

wrath against us, be revenged of such a perjured people, and make us know the price of 

the breach of such a covenant" (83). The only way to avoid a shipwreck, to provide for 

posterity, is to "follow the counsel of Micah: to do justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly 

with our God" (83). He urged the Puritans to love each other in brotherly affection, to 

share their hardships and wants, and to rejoice and mourn together as a closely-knit 

community. The God of Israel has chosen the early settlers as his own people. With 

God's help, ten of them can resist a thousand of the enemies. The most famous words 

came at the end of his sermon. "[W]e shall be as a city upon a hill,"57 declared Winthrop, 

"the eyes of all people are upon us"58 (83). Modem readers may be struck by Winthrop's 

usage of imagery and his extraordinary confidence in interpreting God's will. America, as 

"a city upon a hill," sat higher and closer to God in heaven. From a hill, it was easier to 

shine a bean of light onto the darkness of the rest of the world. Not only were they God's 

chosen people, Winthrop assumed that the rest of mankind were watching them, a small 

group of sailors in the middle of the ocean; therefore, they had to act as role models for 

57 The phrase "city on a hill" originates first in the New Testament, from a phrase in Jesus' Sermon on the 
Mount (Matthew 5:14). Jesus says, "You are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be 
hidden." 
58 Interestingly, both Winthrop and Bradford would be praised by second-generation Puritans as God's 
instruments to lead Americans out of the wilderness. Cotton Mather praised Winthrop as "Nehemias 
Americanus," and was "pickt out for the worke" of founding New England "by the provident hand of the 
most High." Bradford was a "Moses," "an Instrument" of the God Almighty. See John Berens's Providence 
and Patriotism in Early America 1640-1815. 18-19. 
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the rest of mankind. Thus, the early seeds of America's manifest destiny were planted 

aboard the Arbella. 

Winthrop's sermon encapsulated the main tenets of early American providential 

thought. The Puritans in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries viewed their lives 

and destinies as guided by Divine Providence. They, the chosen people, had a special 

mission to accomplish in the promised land. God would reward or punish them based on 

their daily conduct through special manifestations, such as a military victory or defeat or 

a natural disaster. The Puritans firmly established the concept of Divine Providence as the 

guiding principle of life and gradually developed a set of interrelated themes that 

profoundly influenced the American Revolution and the formation of the early republic. 

As Historian John Berens points out in Providence and Patriotism in Early America 

1640-1815, during the Revolutionary era, patriotic colonists had formulated two central 

themes of providential thought: first, "God had uniquely blessed the New World as a land 

of civil and religious freedom;" second, "as the New Israel, America had a divine mission 

which concerned the preservation and perpetuation of those freedoms" (3). For the 

colonists, civil and religious liberties were God-given, fundamental human rights worthy 

of great sacrifice. As Patrick Henry eloquently and forcefully asked a gathering of 

Virginia leaders on March 23, 1775, "Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be 

purchased at the price of chains and slavery? ... Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not 

what course others may take, but as for me-give me liberty, or give me death" 

(Waldman 42). Patriotic colonists marched and fought under Divine Providence to 

preserve their liberty against a tyrannical British monarchy, declared by Thomas Paine as 
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"the most prosperous invention the Devil ever set on foot for the promotion of idolatry," 

and "a worm, who in the midst of his splendor is crumbling into dust!" (12). Though 

historians have examined the causes of the Revolutionary War from various perspectives 

( e.g., the formation of a political union, the influence of Enlightenment ideals, and British 

taxation), for early patriotic Americans, the war for independence was portrayed 

fundamentally as a war to preserve their God-given right to civil and religious liberty. 

It is difficult to imagine the outcome of The American Revolution without 

providential rhetoric. Thomas Paine's inflammatory pamphlet Common Sense denounced 

monarchy as destroying mankind's equality as designed by God at the creation. The 

comforting hymn of Divine Providence provided assurance to the early Americans that 

God's hand would guide them through the perilous journey as God had guided Moses and 

the Jews out of Egypt to the promised land. Whether in the fermenting of the revolution, 

in the glorious hours of victory, or darkening hours of defeat, the colonists believed that 

they could devote their lives, honors, fortunes to a divine-sanctioned cause. The 

providential thought provided an invaluable self-confidence boost to the colonists as they 

faced the formidable British army. 

Providential thought played another crucial function in early American history. It 

provided the first link of inter-colony unity and the essential ingredient for American 

nationalism and a distinctive American identity. Though they were not alone in their 

belief in Divine Providence, the Puritans were the most articulate in expressing their 

providential mission among American colonists (Berens 14). After 1740, the providential 

thought codified by the Puritans gradually spread to the rest of the colonies through the 
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Great A wakening led by George Whitefield, Gilbert Tennent, Jonathan Edwards, and 

others (Berens 28). Providential thought provided a set of commonly shared beliefs, or a 

rhetorical commonplace, for America's diverse colonies. Since colonial America did not 

have many of the traditional customs and beliefs or a shared history that held together 

other more ancient countries, the providential thought provided "an important source of 

union and identity" (Berens 6) to overcome internal divisions among the colonies. 

To a surprising degree, providential thought was powerfully advocated not just by 

religious leaders, but also by the Founding Fathers, perhaps the most powerful 

spokespersons of providential thought. Their public speeches and writings helped 

fundamentally shape and transform the early tenets of providential thought into 

schematized knowledge and played a crucial role in securing for providential thought a 

permanent place in American public consciousness. 

The Founding Fathers 

Clearly, the Founding Fathers were strongly influenced by the European 

Enlightenment; however, providential thought also played a major role in the discourse of 

the Founding Fathers. Sharon Crowley, in Toward a Civil Discourse: Rhetoric and 

Fundamentalism, argues that America's founding documents were "saturated with liberal 

values" such as "commonplaces concerning individual rights, equality before the law, 

and personal freedom" (3 ). Indeed liberalism, the fruit of the European Enlightenment 

movement, deeply influenced the drafting of America's founding documents and the 
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thinking of the Founding Fathers.59 John Locke's writings on liberty, religious tolerance, 

and the social contract deeply influenced the thinking of Founding Fathers and the 

drafting of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. Thomas Jefferson 

considered Francis Bacon, John Locke, and Isaac Newton "the three greatest men that 

have ever lived" in his 1789 letter ordering portraits of them from the American painter, 

John Trumbull ("Thomas Jefferson to John Trumbull"). Nonetheless, early providential 

thought also strongly influenced most of the Founding Fathers. In both their private 

writings and public speeches, most of them alluded to the "an overruling Providence" or 

"Almighty Being" and publicly asked for His blessing. The Almighty Being was not 

always a Christian God, for not all Founding Fathers were Christians. Franklin and 

Jefferson, for instance, rejected the divinity of Jesus Christ. In the famous Jefferson 

Bible, which Jefferson titled "The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth," he cut and 

pasted his favorite verses from the Bible onto a notebook, purging it of miracles and 

revelations. In Jefferson's Bible, Christ never arose from dead. Washington, a semi

divine figure even when he was alive, rarely referred to Jesus Christ or Christianity in his 

writings. He attended the Anglican Church, but did not like to take communion, 

considered in his faith "a channel of divine grace," in the assistant rector Dr. James 

Abercrombie's words. When Abercrombie chastised him in a public sermon, Washington 

solved the problem by not attending church on the days when the communion was 

offered (Waldman 58). 

59 American historian, Richard Morris, in his 1973 book Seven Who Shaped Our Destiny: The Founding 
Fathers as Revolutionaries, identified Benjamin Franklin, George Washington, John Adams, Thomas 
Jefferson, John Jay, James Madison, and Alexander Hamilton as the seven key Founding Fathers. 
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Since this is a rhetorical study, I will not seek to verify whether the Founding 

Fathers truly believed in divine providence. Language is my primary concern. Thus, I 

will examine how the Founding Fathers employed the tenets of American providential 

thought to persuade their audience in the independence cause and in rousing confidence 

in the infant republic. In this sense, early providential thought functioned as a rhetorical 

commonplace that had deep emotional and ethical appeal among patriotic colonists. 

Repeated reference to providential thought by the Founding Fathers, in tum, reinforced 

the belief already commonly held by early Americans. 

The first four presidents-George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, 

and James Madison-repeatedly told their audiences in public speeches and 

announcements that they could count on the Divine Providence to protect their 

revolutionary and republican cause. Washington, as the commander of the Continental 

Army, attributed military successes to the favor of "divine providence." Responding to 

the news of the surrender of the city of Montreal, Washington hoped "Such frequent 

Favors from divine providence will animate every American to continue, to exert his 

utmost, in the defence of the Liberties of his Country" (General Orders. 28 Nov., 1775: 

Commander of Continental Army, George Washington).60 In a reply to the clergy of 

Newport, Rhode Island on August 18, 1790, Washington thanked God: "by the smiles of 

divine Providence, my weak but honest endeavors to serve my country have hitherto been 

crowned with so much success, and apparently given such satisfaction to those in whose 

cause they were exerted." Displaying humility, Washington refused to take credit for the 

60 All the general orders from Washington were accessed from the database of The George Washington 

Papers at the Library of Congress, 1741-1799. 
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successes; instead he attributed them to Divine Providence, suggesting he was merely an 

instrument used by God to carry out His cause. In effect, basking in an aura of divine 

approval, Washington enhanced his ethos through divine sanction. In a curious fashion, 

his remarks mirrored the Chinese concept of Heaven's Mandate when the emperors 

claimed that they received Heaven's permission to rule the kingdom. 

Jefferson, who held many unorthodox views and was labeled an "infidel"61 in his 

lifetime, repeatedly referred to intervening God in his public discourse. He appeared to be 

keenly aware of the rhetorical power contained in providential thought. For example, in 

1774, a year before the Revolutionary War, Jefferson recommended that the Virginia 

Colonial Legislature adopt a day of public fasting, prayer, and humiliation as a means to 

arouse the lethargy of the public. He described the event as follows: 

We were under the conviction of the necessity of arousing our people from 

the lethargy into which they had fallen, as to passing events; and thought 

that the appointment of a day of general fasting and prayer would be most 

likely to call and alarm their attention .... With the help of Rushforth, 

whom we rummaged over for the revolutionary precedents and forms of 

the Puritans of that day, preserved by him, we cooked up a resolution, 

somewhat modernizing their phrases, for appointing the 1st day of June on 

which the Port Bill was to commence, for a day of fasting, humiliation, 

and prayer, to implore Heaven to avert from us the evils of civil war, to 

61 Jefferson rebutted the accusations of calling him an "infidel" with the famous statement: "My opinion is 
that there would never have been an infidel, if there had never been a priest." 
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inspire us with firmness in support of our rights, and to tum the hearts of 

the king and Parliament to moderation and justice (Victor 18). 

It was easy to detect the pragmatism in Jefferson's account. For the public who were not 

immersed in the writings of John Locke and other Enlightenment thinkers, a less 

philosophical recipe was needed to fire up the revolutionary spirit. Thus Jefferson 

"rummaged over" Puritan writings and "cooked up" a resolution in a more modem 

format to implore God's blessings in their independent cause. 

During the Revolutionary War, it was not uncommon for the Continental 

Congress to issue days of fasting, humiliation, and prayer to seek God's favor in their 

military struggle. In ordering Friday May 17, 1776 as a day of fasting, the Continental 

Congress declared that a day of such observance was intended "humbly to supplicate the 

mercy of Almighty God," and "please him to pardon all our manifold sins and 

transgressions, and to prosper the Arms of the United Colonies, and finally, establish the 

peace and freedom of America, upon a solid and lasting foundation" (General Orders. 15 

May 1776: Commander of Continental Army, George Washington). Washington ordered 

all the officers and soldiers to strictly obey the fasting order so that "by their unfeigned, 

and pious observance of their religious duties, incline the Lord, and Giver of Victory, to 

prosper our arms" (General Orders. 15 May 1776: Commander of Continental Army, 

George Washington). 

The civilian authorities, no less than their religious counterparts, consecrated the 

early providential thought by issuing official edicts for days of fasting and prayer, and 

later in presidential inaugural addresses and public announcements. In his first inaugural 
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address, Washington once again humbly resorted to "the benign Parent of the Human 

Race" who "has been pleased to favor the American people with opportunities." The 

success of the government depended upon "His divine blessing." John Adams in his 

inaugural address praised "an overruling Providence, which had so signally protected this 

country." And the "infidel" Jefferson in his first inaugural address showered praise on 

"an overruling Providence" who "delights in the happiness of man here and his greater 

happiness hereafter" in America, the "chosen country." He ended his address imploring 

the "Infinite Power which rules the destinies of the universe lead our councils to what is 

best, and give them a favorable issue for your peace and prosperity." The most eloquent 

and public profession of Jefferson's providential beliefs come at the end of his second 

inaugural address: 

I shall need, too, the favor of that Being in whose hands we are, who led 

our forefathers, as Israel of old, from their native land, and planted them in 

a country flowing with all the necessaries and comforts of life; who has 

covered our infancy with his providence, and our riper years with his 

wisdom and power; and to whose goodness I ask you to join with me in 

supplications, that he will so enlighten the minds of your servants, guide 

their councils, and prosper their measures, that whatsoever they do, shall 

result in your good, and shall secure to you the peace, friendship, and 

approbation of all nations. 

Jefferson's friend, James Madison, who was a strong advocate of a strict separation of 

church and state, asked in his first inaugural address that the Almighty Being provide 
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continued blessings for the future. 62 Whether sincere or merely invoking a rhetorical 

commonplace, the Founding Fathers, whose speeches and writings are constantly studied 

and invoked by posterity, help turn early providential thought into a grand national 

narrative and secure for the concept a permanent place in the collective consciousness. As 

evidence, the 2010 survey by the Public Religion Research Institute found that 58% of 

Americans think that "God has granted America a special role in human history" ( Old 

Alignments, Emerging Fault Lines: Religion in the 2010 Election and Beyond 63
), a 

tangible proof of enduring power of early providential thought in American 

consciousness. 

The enduring importance of early providential thought lies in its psychological 

power. The concept of Divine Providence satisfied a deep-seated psychological need for 

assurance for a young republic. As Adams admitted in his augural address, it was under 

"an overruling Providence" that the new republic "launched into an ocean of 

uncertainty." Historian Arthur Schlesinger argued that the Founding Fathers were deeply 

conscious of the historical cycle of rise and decay of past empires (507) and harbored "an 

intense conviction of the improbability of their undertaking" (509). The concept of an 

"overruling providence" and America as the New Israel helped ease the uncertainty that 

the Founding Fathers and their contemporaries must have felt. Providential thought, 

through the sanction of the most powerful spokesmen of the early republic, became a 

62 Madison says in his address: "In these my confidence will under every difficulty be best placed, next to 
that which we have all been encouraged to feel in the guardianship and guidance of that Almighty Being 
whose power regulates the destiny of nations, whose blessings have been so conspicuously dispensed to 
this rising Republic, and to whom we are bound to address our devout gratitude for the past, as well as our 
fervent supplications and best hopes for the future." 
63 According to the survey, 76% Tea Party members and 75% Republicans believe that God has granted the 
United States a special role in history, while 49% Democrats and 54% independents believe so. 
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permanent feature of America's cultural landscape. Early providential thought-that God 

has chosen America as a model republic for the enlightenment of the rest of the world

became foundational for an emerging American nationalism. The theme would be 

repeated during Thanksgiving and July 4th celebrations long after the Founding Fathers 

had passed away from the political scene. 

If the concept of divine providence provided a much needed psychological 

assurance to an anxious Republic during its Revolutionary War and its infant years, the 

same concept gave rise io Manifest Destiny, the universality of American values, and 

American exceptionalism when the Republic emerged from the early turmoil, triumphant 

and stable. These interrelated concepts were already embedded in the providential 

thought that emerged during the colonial years. If God had chosen America as the New 

Israel, and given sanction to the American form of government and civil and religious 

liberty, then American values were indeed universal and Americans were exceptional. 

The Manifest Destiny as directed from the Almighty Being was for America to expand its 

empire and spread the American gospel throughout the globe. America was to redeem 

and emancipate the rest of the oppressed, uncivilized peoples. This ideology was 

expressed by Timothy Dwight, Congregationalist minister and Yale College president, in 

his much-celebrated 1794 book-length poem, Greenfield Hill: 

All hail, thou western world! by HEAVEN design'd 

Th' example bright, to renovate mankind. 

Soon shall thy sons across the mainland roam; 

And claim, on far Pacific shores, their home; 
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Their rule, religion, manners, arts, convey, 

And spread their freedom to the Asian sea .... 

In this famous poem, Dwight celebrated the noble American virtues and captured the 

triumphant spirit of American Western expansion. Dwight situated the continental 

expansion in an altruistic, glorious motive: Empire expansion was a holy mission; God 

had chosen the "happy few" Americans to be "his messengers" and "call mankind to 

virtue," so the atheists can be "rais'd from mole to man." Since the "blissful visions of 

the happy West" were so "unlike the miseries of the East," America shall spread the 

"New light, new glory," to bring "peace, and freedom, re-illume mankind." Though it 

never mentions the phrase "American exceptionalism," the poem celebrates how 

exceptional the United States was as God's New Israel. This poem exemplified how early 

providential thought had been secularized to justify territorial acquisition and wars. 

Justifying territorial expansion on a lofty spiritual plane, it foreshadowed the future 

political practices of clothing foreign policy initiatives, such as the Truman and Bush 

doctrines, in grandiose rhetorical garb. As America's destiny was manifestly clear, it was 

John O'Sullivan who coined the phrase "Manifest Destiny." 

Man if est Destiny 

In a 1927 article, historian Julius Pratt traced the origin of the term Manifest 

Destiny to John O'Sullivan, the editor of the Morning News, who published an editorial 

on Dec. 27, 1845. The editorial, under the caption "The True Title," contained the first 

known usage of the term "Manifest Destiny." In this article, 0' Sullivan argued that 

America had "the best and strongest" claim to Oregon: "And that claim is by the right of 
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our manifest destiny to overspread and to possess the whole of the continent which 

Providence has given us for the development of the great experiment of liberty and 

federated self-government entrusted to us" (795-96). The ideas contained in O'Sullivan's 

interpretation of "Manifest Destiny" had been in circulation since the Revolutionary era 

as reflected in early providential thought and exemplified in Dwight's Greenfield Hill 

poem. However, O'Sullivan was the first one to condense the cluster of providential 

thought into one memorable phrase-"Manifest Destiny." In this view, America had a 

divine mission to spread American-style democracy and liberty, what O'Sullivan referred 

to as "the great experiment of liberty and federated self-government," across the 

continent. Later politicians would expand the messianic mission to a global scale and 

triumphet America's universal values to the "savage and senile peoples," to borrow the 

words of U.S. Senator Albert J. Beveridge (1862 -1927). 

A glimpse of how the idea of Manifest Destiny had penetrated the popular 

consciousness can be gleaned from Herman Melville's 1850 novel, White-Jacket. 

Melville's narrator was perhaps the most eloquent spokesperson in the United States of 

the divine mission entrusted to an exceptional, yet youthful nation. The novel that was 

credited for outlawing flogging in the U.S. Navy was perhaps best known for the 

following passage from Chapter 36: 

And we Americans are the peculiar, chosen people-the Israel of our time; 

we bear the ark of the liberties of the world. Seventy years ago we escaped 

from thrall; and, besides our first birthright-embracing one continent of 

earth-God has given to us, for a future inheritance, the broad domains of 
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the political pagans, that shall yet come and lie down under the shade of 

our ark, without bloody hands being lifted. God has predestinated, 

mankind expects, great things from our race; and great things we feel in 

our souls. The rest of the nations must soon be in our rear. We are the 

pioneers of the world; the advance-guard, sent on through the wilderness 

of untried things, to break a new path in the New World that is ours. In our 

youth is our strength; in our inexperience, our wisdom. At a period when 

other nations have but lisped, our deep voice is heard afar. Long enough, 

have we been skeptics with regard to ourselves, and doubted whether, 

indeed, the political Messiah had come. But he has come in us, if we 

would but give utterance to his promptings. And let us always remember 

that with ourselves, almost for the first time in the history of earth, 

national selfishness is unbounded philanthropy; for we can not do a good 

to America but we give alms to the world. (151) 

Since these words were spoken by the narrator in the novel, it was unclear whether 

Melville, the author, subscribed to these beliefs, or merely reiterated a dominant theme of 

the time. However, the youthful Melville composed an eloquent hymn of American 

exceptionalism and adeptly wedded empire ambition to a messianic mission. 

Americans-the peculiar, chosen people, bearers of the ark of the liberties of the world, 

the pioneers of the world-must soon bring the rest of the nations to surrender, breaking 

a new path in the New World. God has predestinated great things, and the political 

Messiah has come! Though few latter-day politicians could match Melville's literary 
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brilliance, they composed foreign policies to carry out America's universal mission of 

redemption. 

In 1900 American historian and U.S. Senator from Indiana Albert J. Beveridge 

delivered a candid oration "In Support of an American Empire" to subjugate the 

Philippines. The senator confessed that after cruising "more than 2,000 miles through the 

archipelago, every moment a surprise at its loveliness and wealth," and after having 

ridden "hundreds of miles on the islands, every foot of the way a revelation of vegetable 

and mineral riches," he prodded the United States not to "repudiate" America's duty in 

the archipelago, not to "abandon our opportunity in the Orient." For beyond the 

Philippines lay "China's illimitable markets." Yet even in his moments of refreshing 

candor, he did not forget to ground the colonial mission in grandiose terms of a divine 

mission, "a task worthy of our strength and thanksgiving to Almighty God that He has 

marked us as His chosen people, henceforth to lead in the regeneration of the world." 

Beveridge implored the audience to ponder: 

God has not been preparing the English-speaking and Teutonic peoples for 

a thousand years for nothing but vain and idle self-contemplation and self

admiration. No! He has made us the master organizers of the world to 

establish system where chaos reigns. He has given us the spirit of progress 

to overwhelm the forces of reaction throughout the earth. He has made us 

adept in government that we may administer government among savage 

and senile peoples. Were it not for such a force as this the world would 

relapse into barbarism and night. And of all our race He has marked the 
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American people as His chosen nation to finally lead in the regeneration of 

the world. This is the divine mission of America, and it holds for us all the 

profit, all the glory, all the happiness possible to man. We are trustees of 

the world's progress, guardians of its righteous peace. The judgment of the 

Master is upon us: "Ye have been faithful over a few things; I will make 

you ruler over many things." (my emphasis) 

Although a more enlightened contemporary audience would be appalled by Beveridge' s 

overt racism, Beveridge' s racial view reflected the dominant belief of his era, a belief that 

sailed the Atlantic with the early settlers of America. 64 In the racial hierarchy, the white 

Anglo-Saxon race sat on the top, with descending humanity ascribed to peoples of 

color.65 As historian Michael Hunt argues in Ideology and US. Foreign Policy, 

Americans "used the racial hierarchy to underwrite their claim to lands they wanted and, 

once possession was secure, to justify the imposition of Anglo cultural values and 

institutions as well as the expulsion or political and economic subordination of lesser 

peoples" (90). In Beveridge' s and his contemporaries' worldview, not only did the 

lightness of their skin reflect their racial superiority, but the imperialism grounded in this 

superiority was divinely sanctioned. As the superior race, they would not renounce their 

holy duty of lifting the "savage" from "his base condition" and administering government 

64 Racism developed as European colonizers came into contact with non-white peoples. Racism helps 
legitimize subjugations of non-European peoples and occupation of their lands. 
65 Michael Hunt in his Ideology and US. Foreign Policy listed the hierarchy ofrace as one of the three 
dominant ideologies that influenced American foreign policy. In Chapter 3, "The Hierarchy of Race," Hunt 
examines how racism was used to justify domination over peoples of color and American imperial 

expansion. 
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to "a race of Malay children of barbarism." Civilization followed the onward march of 

the American flag. 

Beveridge' s worldview was more powerfully articulated by President William 

McKinley, who easily won re-election in 1900 and was an outspoken advocate of the 

annexation of the Philippines. His speech at a dinner of the Home Market Club delivered 

in Boston on February 16, 1891, could be labeled the banner of American imperialism. In 

that speech, McKinley argued that the Philippines, like Cuba and Puerto Rico, was 

entrusted to America's hands, and Americans were committed to that "great trust" "under 

the providence of God and in the name of human progress and civilization" (186-87). 

More impressive was his proclamation of American innocence. "No imperial designs lurk 

in the American mind," claimed McKinley. "They are alien to American sentiment, 

thought and purpose. Our priceless principles undergo no change under a tropical sun. 

They go with the flag" (192). As president, McKinley instituted a policy of"benevolent 

assimilation" in the Philippines, betraying the racist overtone in the foreign policy of an 

increasingly confident republic. Racism, combined with Divine Providence, helped 

assuage any private misgivings imperialists may have harbored, or to use Hunt's phrase, 

"provided a balm for the pangs of conscience" (90) over the inevitable exploitations and 

dehumanization that accompany imperialism. It also helped silence the feeble domestic 

dissenting voices and sell an aggressive foreign policy to the public. By McKinley's own 

admission, the war against Spain over the possession of the Philippines received 

"practical unanimity" in Congress and among the people, and "the great majority of our 

countrymen of every section believed they were fighting in a just cause" (186). It was 
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"the war of an undivided nation," announced the proud McKinley to an enthusiastic 

audience. 

McKinley and Beveridge were able to sell their imperialistic foreign policy with 

great success because the rhetoric they employed appealed to the ethos and pathos of 

their audience. They employed traditional rhetorical commonplaces, such as the belief of 

America's divine mission, the superiority of America's political system and civil values, 

and the supremacy of the white race, that resonated with the domestic audience. In other 

words, they appealed to the commonly held belief in American exceptionalism. 

More presidents and more public figures would come to help ensure that 

American exceptionalism would be firmly established as a dominant narrative template 

that defines the essence of Americanness. Even cursory readings of speeches by 

American presidents reveal that few presidents disavowed America's unique mission on 

the globe. In a conversation with British journalist and diplomat Valentine Chirol, 

President Theodore Roosevelt characteristically declared, "No man is worth his salt who 

does not believe that the growth of his own country's influence is for the good of all 

those benighted people who have had the misfortune not to be born within its fold" 

(Morrison 285). Roosevelt supported a very aggressive expansionist foreign policy and 

called for the United States to "assume its proper role as policeman and colonial master" 

(Hunt 128). President Woodrow Wilson championed the same imperialist beliefs and 

called on the United States to assume the role of tutor to those "undeveloped peoples, still 

in the childhood of their political growth." The United States had the great responsibility 

to teach the Filipinos self-government through "a long apprenticeship" (Hunt 129). 
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The strong belief in American exceptionalism and global mission culminated in 

Henry Luce's famous coinage of "The American Century," the title of his article that 

appeared in Life magazine on February 17, 1941. The main purpose of the article was to 

persuade Americans to overcome isolationism and join World War II. Luce argued 

passionately that the twentieth century was quintessentially an American century; 

therefore, America as "the Good Samaritan of the entire world" ( 11) should not shy away 

from its global responsibilities. Ideals-such as "a love of freedom, a feeling for the 

equality of opportunity, a tradition of self-reliance and independence and also of co

operation"-were "especially American." As holders of these "infinitely precious" 

American ideals and the inheritors of all the great principles of W estem civilization, such 

as "Justice, the love of Truth, the ideal of charity," America was poised to lead the world 

to civilization and redemption. "It now becomes our time," declared a confident Luce, "to 

be the powerhouse from which the ideals spread throughout the world and do their 

mysterious work of lifting the life of mankind from the level of beasts to what the 

Psalmist called a little lower than the angels" (11, my emphasis). America had the holy 

duty to spread the universal American ideals and to raise the rest of the mankind from the 

"level of beasts" to the human condition. Like McKinley and Beveridge before him, Luce 

formulated the concept of American exceptionalism via a contrast of the inhumanity of 

the other, "colored" peoples. "The American Century" was another codeword for 

American exceptionalism. 

Since the coinage of "The American Century," American presidents faithfully 

professed their belief in American exceptionalism. Dwight Eisenhower said in his first 
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inaugural address that "Destiny has laid upon our country the responsibility of the free 

world's leadership." Jimmy Carter said at the Commencement address at the University 

of Notre Dame on May 22, 1977, "Our [foreign] policy is designed to serve mankind." 

Ronald Reagan proclaimed "a dream of an America that would be 'a shining city on a 

hill"' (214). Bill Clinton declared in an address at George Washington University on 

August 5, 1996, "America, and only America, can make a difference between war and 

peace, between freedom and repression, between hope and fear." 

The rhetoric of American exceptionalism can be contagious. Henry Kissinger, the 

architect of American realpolitik 66
, absorbed the notions of American exceptionalism 

and its messianic global mission despite his European heritage. In his voluminous, 1496-

page memoir, White House Years, he grounded patriotism to his adopted country in his 

belief in American exceptionalism. In his memoir, Kissinger professed that he always had 

a special feeling for America's unique meaning, which he chastised native-born citizens 

for taking it for granted. "I believed in the moral significance of my adopted country," 

wrote Kissinger. "America, alone of the free countries, was strong enough to assure 

global security against the forces of tyranny. Only America had both the power and the 

decency to inspire other peoples who struggle for identity, for progress and dignity" 

(229). Kissinger, perhaps taking his cue from America's tradition of providential thought, 

called America the "embodiment of mankind's hopes," (229) and "the bulwark of free 

peoples everywhere" (1014). Kissinger, a devotee to "a precious experiment whose 

significance for the rest of the world," became one of the prominent devotees of 

66 Realpolitik refers to politics and diplomacy based on a calculation and balance of material powers, rather 
than on ideology and ethical considerations. 
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American exceptionalism, a more secular version without Luce's overt racism and 

without the religious fervor of some modem advocates, such as President Reagan and the 

two President Bushes. 

American Exceptionalism and American Electoral Politics 

As an immigrant and a holder of high office, Kissinger made the right decision to 

demonstrate his patriotism in professing belief in American exceptionalism because, as 

conservative columnist Kathleen Parker acknowledges, the concept "lies smack at the 

heart of how Americans view themselves, and the role of government in their lives and in 

the broader world." In other words, the narrative of American exceptionalism occupies a 

central place in American nationalism and collective identity. After four centuries of 

repetition in public speeches, journalistic and literary works, and religious sermons, the 

American-Exceptionalism narrative template has sunk deeply into America's collective 

consciousness. The grand narrative of American exceptionalism, consistently preached 

by the Puritan fathers to the present-day presidents, has become schematized knowledge 

and a cognitive tool used by Americans to interpret a wide range of issues from domestic 

elections to foreign relations. As Reagan informed us, "You have to keep pounding away 

with your message, year after year, because that's the only way it will sink into the 

collective consciousness" (59). His speechmaking advice also applies to how the 

American-Exceptionalism narrative template takes root in the collective consciousness. 

Since the American-Exceptionalism narrative template "lies smack" at the heart 

of American patriotism, failure to openly and literally acknowledge America's 

exceptionalness can be a political liability in the run-up to the 2012 presidential election. 

143 



Conservatives and potential Republican presidential candidates have questioned President 

Barack Obama' s belief in American exceptionalism, trying to raise doubts about 

Obama's patriotism and his Americanness. In an August 2010 interview with Politico, 

former Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee questioned Obama' s Americanness: "His 

worldview is dramatically different than any president, Republican or Democrat, we've 

had .... To deny American exceptionalism is in essence to deny the heart and soul of this 

nation" (Tumulty). 

Obama's "exceptional" problem harkened back to his first overseas trip to Europe 

as president. He was asked by Financial Times correspondent Ed Luce whether he 

subscribed to "to the school of American exceptionalism that sees America as uniquely 

qualified to lead the world." Obama offered a qualified, rather thoughtful answer to that 

question. "I believe in American exceptionalism," Obama said, "just as I suspect that the 

Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek exceptionalism" 

(Tumulty). Obama went on to explain that "we have a core set of values that are 

enshrined in our Constitution, in our body of law, in our democratic practices, in our 

belief in free speech and equality, that, though imperfect, are exceptional" (Tumulty). 

Since then his critics have taken his quotation out of context to argue that Obama does 

not believe in American exceptionalism. 

The theme that America's core set of values sets the United States apart from the 

rest of the world has been an important message in many of Obama' s speeches, including 

his 2004 Democratic National Convention speech, his inaugural speech, and most 

recently his 2011 State of the Union Address. His 2011 State of the Union address is 
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sprinkled with the concepts and images taken from American exceptionalism. He speaks 

of sustaining "the leadership that has made America not just a place on a map, but the 

light to the world," of America as "the first nation to be founded for the sake of an idea -

the idea that each of us deserves the chance to shape our own destiny." He speaks of 

America as "the greatest nation on Earth." However, Obama's reluctance to use the exact 

words-American exceptionalism-provides fresh ammunition to his Republican critics, 

such as Sarah Palin, John Boehner, and Newt Gingrich. As William Galston, former 

policy adviser to President Bill Clinton points out, to question whether Obama believes in 

American exceptionalism "is a respectable way of raising the question of whether Obama 

is one of us" (Tumulty). It is an indirect way of telling voters that Obama is not a true 

American, is not someone who represents "the heart and soul of this nation." It is a more 

intellectually sophisticated argument than merely labeling Obama as a Muslim, a 

socialist, a Communist, a Nazi, or a foreigner born in Kenya. 

Therefore, to demonstrate one's patriotism and Americanness, presidential 

hopefuls have rushed to profess their belief in American exceptionalism. Mitt Romney 

launched his presidential campaign with book-signing tours to promote his book, No 

Apology: The Case for American Greatness. Romney made it clear that unlike Obama, 

who apologized to the world for the failures of past American foreign policy during his 

first overseas trip to Europe, he, Romney, would not apologize for American strength, 

which is essential to the world's well being. Sarah Palin devoted a chapter to "America 

the Exceptional" in her book, America by Heart. In November 2010, Republican 

representative Mike Pence of Indiana, who is also considering a presidential run, 
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addressed the Detroit Economic Club on "Restoring American Exceptionalism: A Vision 

for Economic Growth and Prosperity." By appealing to the narrative template of 

American exceptionalism, politicians enhance their ethos by grounding their own 

identities in the larger American identity. 

The Conflict between American Universal Values and Chinese Human Rights 

Americans' passionate devotion to the concept of American exceptionalism and 

the universality of its ideals forecasts the inevitable conflict between China and the 

United States over human rights and democracy issues. The human rights issue has led to 

major friction between China and the United States. As James Chace, one of the country's 

leading foreign policy thinkers and historians, remarked in his article, "The American 

Conscience," the challenge facing any American president is the need to balance 

American's national interest with "the American belief in a democratizing mission" 

( 111 ). "Americans are, after all, most comfortable with a foreign policy that is imbued 

with moral purpose," wrote Chace. Americans have always preferred a foreign policy that 

"invokes moral purpose rather than self-interest ... Whether as simply the champion of 

freedom in a benighted and sinful world, or as a crusader seeking to establish a 

Jeffersonian empire of freedom, America has viewed itself as exceptional, ordained to 

play a singular role in world affairs" (111 ). 

The American-Exceptionalism narrative template dictates to the American 

conscience that the United States should adopt a foreign policy that facilitates the 

transition from authoritarian and totalitarian regimes to democratic governments. Indeed, 

one of the foreign policy imperatives outlined by Kristol and Kagan is for the United 
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States to develop "an overall strategy for containing, influencing, and ultimately seeking 

to change the regime in Beijing" (23). John Foster Dulles's formulation of "peaceful 

evolution," which seeks the evolution of Communist or totalitarian regimes into 

democratic societies more closely aligned with American political and civil ideals, also 

reflects this belief in American's redemptive role as the champion of freedom. Therefore, 

we see a familiar tug-of-war between the two countries played out in the media. President 

Hu Jintao's 2011 visit to the United States illustrates the different interpretations of 

fundamental human rights. At the joint news conference with Hu, Obama stated, "We 

have some core views as Americans about the universality of certain rights: freedom of 

speech, freedom of religion, freedom of assembly" (Pennington and Kuhnhenn). Hu then 

offered the standard response that the Chinese government has employed to counter 

criticisms of Chinese human rights practices: "China recognizes and also respects the 

universality of human rights," Hu said. "At the same time, we need to take into account 

the different national circumstances. China is a developing country with a huge 

population, and also a developing country in a crucial stage of reform." Hu also 

acknowledged that "A lot still needs to be done in China on human rights" (Pennington 

and Kuhnhenn). 

Obama and Hu's exchange highlights the different interpretations of what 

amounts to fundamental human rights. While the United States emphasizes the freedoms 

of speech, religion, and assembly as the most basic human rights, the Chinese 

government insists, as it states in the 1991 Human Rights in China white paper, the most 

fundamental human right in China is the "right to subsistence"-the right for people to 
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"eat their fill and dress warmly." Therefore, the most important task facing the Chinese 

government is to lift people out of poverty, which means to create political stability that 

is conducive to economic development. The 1991 white paper points out that different 

countries understand and practice of human rights differently because of "tremendous 

differences in historical background, social system, cultural tradition and economic 

development." While China acknowledges that human rights are universal aspirations 

and "there is still much room for improvement in its human rights conditions," China 

continues to attach great importance to improving people's living conditions and access 

to health care, as evidenced by the 9th issue Human Rights in China white paper 

published in 2010. Research has shown that the majority of the Chinese accept the 

Chinese government's interpretation of human rights and prefer social order and 

economic development to Western-style civil rights. Scholar Ming Wan, in his article 

"Human Rights and Democracy," states that "[a] powerful combination of aversion to 

political instability and awareness of economic interests and rights provides a fertile 

ground for developmentalist and instrumentalist view of human rights" (106). Most 

Chinese look at these abstract concepts in terms what they can do to improve their living 

standard (Wan 108). China's history of the past one hundred years of repeated wars, 

famines, and political unrest has created a culture of want and a deep fear of chaos in the 

collective consciousness. This fear of lack of daily necessities also helps explain why 

China has such a high savings rate: people save for the inevitable rainy days. 

Another crucial difference between China's collectivist culture and America's 

individualistic culture also entails different conceptions of human rights. China's 
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collectivist culture also means the Chinese tend to interpret human rights in terms of what 

the individual can do for the collective. According to Xin Chunying, author of "A Brief 

History of the Modem Human Rights Discourse in China," China's emphasis on 

collective good means the Chinese will view individual rights quite differently from their 

more individualistic Western counterparts: 

Compared to W estem societies, China places much less emphasis on 

individual rights and significantly more emphasis on the value of the 

individual in terms of his or her contribution to harmony in society. In 

fact, there is a strong reaction against the younger generation which thinks 

more about their "selfish" rights than the good of society. This is deeply 

rooted in Chinese culture. 

The Chinese government's refusal to give priority to deeply cherished American values 

has created deep friction between China and the United States. Tension also flares up 

from time to time in policy-making and academic circles between a hard-line approach 

that demands China carry out democratic reforms and a developmental approach that 

urges patience. A detailed analysis of the arguments between these two schools of 

thought may illustrate this tension and point out the limitations of American power in 

promoting American universal values. 

In May 2007, the prominent China scholar David Lampton and the veteran 

journalist James Mann had a spirited debate on China's political system and what the 

future holds for this fast-rising country. The debate, "What's Your China Fantasy?" was 

sparked by Mann's controversial book, The China Fantasy: How Our Political Leaders 
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Explain Away Chinese Repression, in which he blamed American leaders, business 

people, and prominent scholars like Lampton for selling to a gullible public a rosy picture 

of China and ignoring China's political repression. In this online debate hosted by 

Foreign Policy, Lampton pointed out that to blame China scholars for the Chinese 

regime's political repression was the latest chapter in a history of scapegoating. For 

instance, during the Red Scare in the 1950s, China specialists who had predicted the 

Communist victory in China were accused of contributing to Chiang Kai-shek's 

downfall. Mann rebutted Lampton's historical comparison as "far-fetched, indeed 

preposterous" because even though those China specialists in the 1950s suffered from 

prosecution, China specialists today were "thriving." However, Mann did draw a parallel 

comparison between the U.S. foreign policies of the 1940s-50s and today's policies: 

In fact, if the experience of the United States and China in the 1940s and 

1950s has any relevance at all to current events, it is this: The China 

specialists Lampton mentions were attacked after they warned Washington 

that the Kuomintang government of Chiang Kai-shek was corrupt and 

deeply unpopular, and that the United States' embrace of the Nationalist 

elites in Chinese cities was blinding it to the unhappiness of hundreds of 

millions of other people in China. Today, it appears that the United States 

may be making a comparable mistake in its dealings with Communist 

China and in the renewed embrace of the elites of Shanghai and Beijing. 

Mann argued that the United States made a mistake when it embraced the corrupt 

Nationalist government in the 1940s. However, it was making a comparable mistake 
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when it embraced today's Communist China. In both cases, it had ignored "the 

unhappiness of millions of other people in China." Frustration and exasperation at 

China's lack of political reform and democratization seeped through Mann's words. 

In countering Mann's "dangerous impatience," Lampton asserted that even if the 

United States had extensive capabilities to promote democracy in China and elsewhere, 

change would not happen overnight: 

It takes time to build democratic political institutions such as competitive 

political parties and independent courts. For democracy to take root, 

societies need to pass through a sequence of stages: from building national 

identity, to constructing functioning state institutions, to assuring 

participation in those institutions, to distributing benefits more equitably. 

Moreover, it takes time for the democratic values and behaviors that 

support those institutions to develop; each society, including China, must 

be allowed to find its own path to more pluralistic, participatory, and 

humane governance. 

Lampton outlined the necessary steps to building a functioning democracy. Experiences 

in many countries have proven the wisdom of Lampton's caution. It is difficult for 

democracy to function properly without democratic, functioning political institutions, an 

independent judicial system, and perhaps more importantly, without a democratic 

consciousness that transcends regionalism and ethnic and religious divides. 

While I am sympathetic to Mann's frustration over China's lack of political 

reform and democratic openness, I find Lampton' s analysis of the Chinese political 
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situation and democracy overall more rational and realistic. Most Chinese, not just those 

urban elites, perhaps will agree more with Lampton' s argument and may even have a 

hostile response to Mann's suggestion that the American government needs to exert 

pressure on China to make political reforms. The dominant Chinese Resistance-to

Imperialism narrative template means the Chinese people do not want the United States 

to meddle in its domestic affairs. Such attempts are often viewed as the United States's 

effort to contain China's rise. Mann, despite his goodwill toward the Chinese people, may 

be branded as one of those "human rights imperialists" who tried to impose American

style democracy and human rights on China. The conflict between China and United 

States raises some important issues regarding the universality of American values and 

how best to spread those values. Can different countries endorse different sets of 

fundamental human rights based on each country's economic and social conditions? If it 

is true that people desire universal freedoms and democracy, then the question becomes, 

what is the best means for the United States to spread democracy and improve human 

rights around the world without rousing hostility and confrontation from the countries 

that it wants to influence? 

Summation 

Understanding the narrative template of American Exceptionalism will help the 

Chinese to understand the rationale behind the U.S. push for human rights and democracy 

abroad. Lack of this understanding has led the Chinese to mistaken the U.S. criticisms of 

Chinese human rights and lack of democratic reform as an attempt to humiliate China. 

Eight Chinese scholars and journalists who wrote the best-selling book in China, Behind 
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the Scenes of Demonizing China 67
, saw the extensive negative coverage and public 

criticism of China in the United States as a gigantic plot to demonize China. The book 

was well received by the Chinese public and was named a "national bestseller in 1997" 

by China Books Review. The popularity of the book perhaps reflects the Chinese public's 

frustration and hyper-sensitivity over what they perceive as overly biased American 

coverage of China. American criticisms are viewed as an affront to Chinese pride and a 

continuation of historical humiliation suffered at the hands of imperialists. This sense of 

frustration and oversensitivity may explain the popularity of other excessively 

nationalistic books, such as China Can Say No and its sequel, China Can Still Say No. As 

Carine Defoort, the editor of the English translation of Behind the Scenes of Demonizing 

China68
, comments, the book's success in China is derived from its ability to express 

shared feelings of all levels of Chinese society ("Editor's Introduction" 5). There is no 

denying that in the United States there exists a strong tendency to report negatively on 

China, and some of the news coverage and political comments are indeed quite biased. 

However, the authors of the book failed to see that many reasons and forces have 

contributed to the prevalent negative coverage of China; it is not a plot of the American 

media and the American government. The forces that produce the negative coverage 

come from several directions: political motivations, the tendency of American journalism 

to cover the "bad" news, insufficient understanding of Chinese society, racism, and 

67 This book has also been translated as The Plot to Demonize China. The Chinese version, Yaomohua 
Zhongguo de Beihou, was published by Chinese Social Sciences Press in 1996. The Hong Kong edition 
was published by Tai-Kung-Pao Publisher in 1997. Taiwan edition was published by Chie-You Publishing 

in 1997. 
68 It is a special issue of Contemporary Chinese Thought 30.2 (1998-99). 
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American insecurities and anxiety over a rising China, to name some important factors. 

Nonetheless, many of the criticisms of Chinese human rights abuses are justified. The 

authors failed to see that the belief in the universality of American values deeply informs 

the American worldview. American journalists and the general public, using the 

dominant American narrative template as a cognitive tool, are deeply troubled by the lack 

of freedom and abuse of human rights in China. The sharp criticism may have less to do 

with an intention of "humiliating" China than with genuine concern for human rights. 

Promoting human rights and democracy should indeed be an important tenet of 

the U.S. foreign policy; however, foreign policy initiatives need to be more culturally 

informed and nuanced and executed with consistency and humility. Many Chinese have 

perceived American foreign policy as arrogant and American criticisms of Chinese 

human rights as condescending. The Iraq war has also reinforced the perception of the 

arrogance of the "beautiful imperialists"-to use a popular phrase referring to the United 

States. The 2011 uprisings in the Middle East have brought to light how many dictators 

were American allies. The Chinese cannot fail to notice the inconsistency-some may 

say hypocrisy-of American foreign policy: condemning China's human rights abuses 

while lavishing financial support on multiple Arab dictatorships. Egypt, ruled for over 3 0 

years by the ousted dictator Hosni Mubarak, was the second largest recipient of American 

foreign aid in the Middle East, after Israel. In other words, the United States needs to 

project a more consistent image regarding human rights and democracy on the 

international stage. 
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The push for democracy ought to be culturally informed and flexible within the 

context of different countries' social and economic conditions. In "The West and the 

Rest," Kishore Mahbubani asks this question regarding the relationship between 

democracy and economic development: "How does one successfully transplant 

democracies into societies that historically have had very different social and political 

systems?" (8). He criticizes the conventional wisdom in some American political and 

intellectual circles that insists any society can make a democratic transition instantly. 

Mahbubani points out that most W estem societies did not make this leap overnight. 

Economic development came first and created working and middle classes that "had a 

vested interest in stability and would therefore not be pulled away by demagogic 

democratic politicians trying to capitalize on ethnic and other sectional differences" (8). 

Transplanting democracy into societies that are at low levels of economic development 

and are deeply divided along ethnic, tribal, and religious lines may be counterproductive. 

Mahbubani asserts that the West is taking the wrong approach in dealing with the Third 

World. It is putting the "democratic carts" in front of "economic horses" (7-8). In Third 

World countries, Mahbubani concludes, it is more important to have "good government" 

that can produce economic growth than a democratic government that is incapable of 

improving people's living standards. The underlying assumption of Mahbubani's 

argument echoes Lampton's argument that not all societies are prepared for Western style 

democracy. When it comes to the right to vote or the right to a full belly, Mahbubani 

thinks the choice is simple. 
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In light of the above argument and recent examples of democratic transformations 

in Taiwan and South Korea, the United States should adopt a more culturally informed 

strategy in helping countries develop their economy and at the same time help implement 

incremental democratic reforms. Since President Richard Nixon, successive American 

presidents have pursued a fairly balanced China policy--developing economic ties, often 

at the urging of American multinational businesses ready to capitalize on the vast China 

market, and at the same time nudging China to improve human rights. China's economy 

took off after it was integrated into the international economic system. However, 

ritualized criticism of China's human rights record and public condemnations by some 

politicians, along with the policy inconsistencies, have offended many Chinese, 

encouraging them to develop a rather cynical view of the U.S. crusade for human rights. 

Is Saudi Arabia more democratic or more humane than China? Were not the prisoners at 

Abu Ghraib abused with sanction from the highest levels of command? The best means to 

push for human rights in China is perhaps through private dialogues and consultation, 

rather than the public shaming that many Chinese have found it so offensive. The 

American government needs to assure the Chinese government that the United States is 

not working to overthrow the Beijing regime. After all, the United States has limited 

power to force democratic reforms on countries that are unwilling to follow the American 

directive. Recent uprisings in Egypt and elsewhere have shown that the real driving force 

behind any social change is the people. 

Understanding America's dominant narrative template may help the Chinese to 

understand the rationale behind Americans' zeal to spread democracy and American core 
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values. Those values lie deep in American consciousness. Failure to understand these 

fundamental cultural values has caused much suspicion in China toward the U.S. 

intention, despite the increasingly interwoven economic ties between the two countries. 

This shared economic interest coupled with mutual suspicion is best summarized in 

Lampton's book titled Same Bed, Different Dreams: Managing US.-China Relations 

1989-2000. With some luck, a more apt saying for the twenty-first century might be "Old 

Adversaries, New Understanding." 
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CHAPTER VI 

AMERICANISM VS. COMMUNISM 

America's providential history and the gradual emergence and dominance of the 

American-Exceptionalism narrative template have foreshadowed the almost inevitable 

emergence of another dominant narrative template-Americanism vs. Communism. By 

Americanism, I refer to a rather vague concept of what it means to be American; for most 

Americans, Americanism means a Christian faith, free enterprise, democracy, and the 

universal freedoms enshrined in the Declaration of Independence and Constitution. These 

combined elements set the United States apart from the rest of the world, especially from 

the authoritarian and totalitarian regimes. "Americanism" represents a belief in a 

Christian, free, and democratic country that ought to be the universal way of living. For 

most Americans, Godless, oppressive Communism stands as the antithesis of 

Americanism. During much of the twentieth century, these two powerful ideological 

forces-each with its messianic pretensions--dueled with each other, tried to contain 

each other's influence, and jostled for an ultimate victory. After World War II, as the 

Americans and the Communists set out separately to save the world, to remake the world 

in its own image, they found themselves increasingly hostile toward each other. Stalin's 

aggressive revolutionary agenda was countered by the Truman Doctrine, which decreed 

the containment of Communism as a foreign policy priority. 

To a great extent, the conditions for a Cold War were laid at the founding of the 

United States. The early Republican ideological, economic, and political landscape had 
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planted the seeds that would later germinate into potent anti-Communist forces. The 

United States's founding document, The Declaration of Independence, and the 

Communist Party's foundational text, The Communist Manifesto, are ideologically 

incompatible documents. In The Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson and his 

collaborators wrote, in plain words, the essence of Americanism, the fundamental rights 

each American is entitled to: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 

created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 

among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness." The "unalienable Rights" 

originate from a Deity; therefore, a religious faith is inseparable from individual liberty, 

religious freedom, and pursuit of happiness. The pursuit of happiness has been popularly 

interpreted as the freedom to pursue material wealth, legitimizing a capitalist economic 

system and the sanctity of private property. Since all men are created equal, each is free 

to pursue his or her own salvation, revealing a strong individualistic underpinning to 

American's core values. The individualistic and religious overtones of America's 

fundamental rights stand directly opposed to the collectivist and atheist thrust of 

Communism. 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels' The Communist Manifesto laid out a decisively 

different political, religious, and economic blueprint for a perfect society. While the 

American Revolution ushered in a society that prized a free-market economy and 

individual entrepreneurship, Marx and Engels stated that the goal of a Communist 

revolution was the "abolition of private property" and the establishment of a classless 

society. While Americans placed faith in God's guiding hands in their lives, Marxist 
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materialism viewed the "mode of production" as the driving historical force. 69 While 

Americans valued democracy and believed social ills should be remedied through the 

democratic voting system, Marx and Engels affirmed that "Communists everywhere 

support every revolutionary movement against the existing social and political order of 

things" (57). They ended their manifesto with a bold call for revolution: 

The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly 

declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all 

existing social conditions. Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communistic 

revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They 

have a world to win." (57-58) 

The Communist Manifesto, along with Marx's other writings, provided the intellectual 

foundation for later Communist experiments and revolutions across the globe. The radical 

agenda of abolishing private property, the denial of the existence of God, and the 

collectivist thrust of a classless society sounded not only alien but menacing to an 

American culture that prizes individualism, religion, and the entrepreneurial spirit of 

American capitalists. As historian M. J. Heale states in American Anticommunism: 

Combating the Enemy Within, 1830-1970, "The individualistic thrust of American 

political ideology, the entrepreneurial imperative of the economy, the religious and moral 

zeal of a Christian people, and the patriotic values of a proud republic [in its early days] 

already sat ill with the collectivist and materialist doctrines widely imputed to socialism" 

( 5). Thus it is a historical given that Communism would be viewed as a threat to the 

69 Marx's 1859 preface to bis book A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy most clearly 

articulated his "Materialist Conception of History." 
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American way of life, or to civil and religious freedom, giving rise to another dominant 

American narrative template, Americanism vs. Communism. 

Though the discursive origin of the Americanism-vs.-Communism narrative 

template can be traced to the founding documents of each ideology, the waxing and 

waning of anticommunism discourses by no means followed a smooth, progressive path. 

They were often triggered and exacerbated by a combination of external and internal 

factors, such as a revolutionary event overseas or labor agitations that brought the 

psychological insecurity of the propertied class to the surface-releasing an avalanche of 

anti-Communist polemics. 

This chapter is not about the trajectory of anti-Communist movements in the 

United States. Instead, I examine the rise of anti-Communist discourses and trace how 

Americanism-vs.-Communism became a dominant narrative template and a significant 

influence in U.S. domestic and foreign policies. I also examine how the enduring power 

of this narrative template still shapes Americans' perception of China and influences 

China-U.S. relations in the twenty-first century. 

Anti-Communist Rhetoric and Labor Strikes from 1870 to 1900 

The 1848 publication of The Communist Manifesto did not stir up much fear 

among Americans. But when the Marxist theory was translated into action as manifested 

in the Paris Commune uprising of 1871, some propertied Americans felt the first tremble 

of terror arising from an alien, sinister ideology. The years from 1870 to 1900 witnessed 

the first Red Scare in the United States and marked the era that anti-Communist discourse 

established its commonplace arguments against the alien ideology. Metaphorical 
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descriptions of Communism as a disease, as subhuman, and as a demon emerged in news 

coverage of labor strikes and in public speeches. 

The Paris Commune happened at an inopportune time for American capitalists. 

The United States was going through rapid urbanization and industrialization. Much like 

today's China, old communal and family bonds were weakened or dissolved as people 

swelled the cities to seek better jobs and higher pay. Industrialization also created a 

increasingly larger and more powerful propertied class and capitalists who relied on "free 

markets" for profit and saw their interests in maintaining existing labor relationships. The 

imperative to maximize profit drove business owners to cut costs and lower wages. 

Competition was fierce, and business failure rates were high. Class antagonism as 

described by Marx often burst into the open in labor strikes and violent suppression. 

Within this social context, the Paris Commune released the latent insecurities 

harbored by the propertied class. The violent conflicts unfolding in Paris reminded people 

about their own vulnerability and fear of an American commune tearing apart the social 

and political fabric of the republic. It was rather predictable that the press in metropolitan 

areas were overwhelmingly hostile to the event. 

The Paris Commune was a government that ran Paris from March to May 1871. It 

was formed after an uprising following the defeat of France in the 1870 Franco-Prussian 

War and was brutally suppressed by the French Thiers government, with thousands of 

Parisians executed and hundreds of buildings burned to the ground. During the two brief 

months, the Commune never produced a truly revolutionary social policy; however, it did 

publish some bold legislations, such as the separation of church and state, the remission 
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of rents owed during the siege, and the postponement of debt obligations. During the 

bloody suppression, the Commune executed dozens of hostages, including the archbishop 

of Paris and some priests, which earned the Commune universal condemnation from 

American clergy. 

America's increasingly sophisticated commercial press was by and large hostile 

toward the movement and devoted much space to discussing its evil nature and the 

potential risk to the United States. According to Samuel Bernstein's study of its impact in 

the United States, "No political or economic issue in the United States, save 

governmental corruption, received more headlines in the American press of the 1870s 

than did the Paris Commune and the International Workingmen's Association" (436). 

Every big newspaper highlighted the monstrosity of the event-"Anarchy, assassination, 

slaughter, incendiarism, and streets covered with human gore"-giving readers the 

impression that "the foundations of organized society had crumbled" ( 436). Nearly every 

editorial, magazine article, or book on the subject condemned the Parisians "as murders, 

vandals, or levellers" and compared it to "the dark days of the Terror" (Katz 394). The 

urban middle and upper classes overwhelmingly abhorred the events that unfolded in 

Paris. Leading Protestant and Catholic priests condemned the killings of churchmen and 

the destructive force of atheism. Propertied Americans railed against the confiscation of 

private property and the repudiation of debt (Heale 24). As historian Philip Katz points 

out, rarely were the descriptions and comparison of the Commune "an accurate reflection 

of the complicated events in France, but they did reflect American anxieties about their 

own unsettled nation" (394). 
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American defenders of the Commune were vastly outnumbered, their feeble 

voices almost drowned out by near-universal condemnation of the Commune. By The 

New York Times' own acknowledgement, "the acts of the Communists in Paris are almost 

everywhere condemned by the public journals" ("Communism" 1871). Since The New 

York Times was the leading newspaper of the time and newspapers outside New York 

City, by and large, followed its lead, a discourse analysis of its coverage of the Paris 

Commune and Communism from 1 780 to 1900 offers insight into how the Americanism

vs. -Communism narrative template first emerged on the national scene and gradually 

established itself in people's consciousness as a cognitive tool. 70 

The New York Times reacted to the news of Paris Commune with alarm and 

condemnation, as indicated by headlines such as "Social Chaos In Paris," "The 'Reds' of 

Paris," and "Continued Progress of Hostilities in Paris.; Decrees and Proclamations by 

the Commune. THE THIERS GOVERNMENT THREATENED. Church Societies and 

National Property to be Abolished." One New York Times journalist called the uprising 

"the lowest Canaille71 reign in the capital of civilization" ("Social Chaos in Paris"). One 

of the real terrors, according to The Times, "is a socialistic outbreak, a stroke at property 

itself," equating the Communards with the Communists ("The 'Reds' of Paris"). In one 

editorial, the author characterized the pretensions of the Paris Commune as "grossly 

usurping, arbitrary and corrupt" ("A Fresh Apology for the Commune"). 

70 The stories were accessed through The New York Times Historical database. The authors' names are not 

provided. 
71 The lowest class or people; the rabble; the vulgar. 
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The Times also covered speeches by prominent priests condemning the Commune 

as an affront against God and the Communists as Un-American. Rev. Dr. F. C. Ewer 

spoke at Christ Church in New York to warn people against the danger of misgovernment 

and urged people to learn the lessons of the Paris Commune. "We love our country," said 

Ewer, "and we know that it is impossible for a man or a country to violate the divine law 

without punishment." Communism was a direct violation of the divine law, and a 

"charred and blooded" Paris stood as "a solemn warning to us." The reverend warned 

that Communism existed not only in this country but in many others ("Evils of 

Misgovernment"). 

Another columnist echoed Rev. Ewer's sentiment. In a column titled 

"Communism in New York" published on June 18, 1871, the columnist argued that 

revolutionary conditions existed in New York too: 

Now, we have in New-York precisely similar elements. We have 

communists leaders and "philosophers" and reformers. We have a 

seething, ignorant, passionate, half-criminal class, who possess no 

property and can get none. We have an army of ignorant, emotional, 

prejudiced and uncontrolled day-laborers, who toil year after year and 

seldom accumulate property or see any fruit of their labors. 

Therefore in the "darkened minds of all these 'sons of toil'" there existed nothing but 
' 

envy and hatred for the rich who had "all the blessings of life," while they had only the 

curses. The columnist warned his readers that Communistic revolution might burst forth 

like a sudden storm and astonish everyone who did not know these debased classes. This 
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revolutionary, explosive mine lay beneath every large city. To avoid such tragic 

happenings, the columnist encouraged the respectable class to undertake the instruction 

of such "ignorant minds" that might fall prey to dangerous theories. "The effort of every 

friend of good order in the city," said the columnist, "should be to avoid such possible 

and threatening dangers by encouraging every means for instructing and elevating the 

poorer classes-having the American faith that Education is the best preventive of 

Revolution." 

The identification of Communists or socialists as poor, ignorant, self-serving 

thieves was repeated in the editorials and news coverage of labor unrests. In the editorial, 

"Communism in America," published on December 28, 1873, the writer acknowledged 

that the working class had "contributed by far the larger part to the real progress and 

comfort of mankind," and "the burdens and evils have fallen mainly on the working 

people." Yet in a twist of logic, the writer went on to condemn the tyranny of the trade 

union that forced "persons to be idle who would gladly work," and "their selfish and 

ignorant spirit in objecting to the training of apprentices." The threat to the American 

way of life came from two sources: "the violent socialistic statements of foreign 

agitators" and "the advice of native demagogues." Those who listened to this dangerous 

advice were those "idle and frothy men" who had not "brains enough to earn their bread 

by honest labor." Therefore, the editorialist declared, the "labor problem here is by no 

means a problem, except for the masters who pay high, and get often poor work in 

return." According to this view, the American laboring classes had no reason to agitate 

for strikes because they had enjoyed "an unexampled prosperity" and bore no social or 
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political burdens. "Socialism in America has no root or foundation or reason," said the 

editorialist. "To call upon the industrious to divide their savings with the idle is simply 

robbery." 

The rhetorical attack on Communism as the antithesis of Americanism and a 

violent foreign threat made the Communist label a political liability and led labor unions 

to repudiated any connection with it. A notice run by the members of the United Order of 

Bricklayers of New York in 1874 announced "in strong language" that the organization 

had no connection with the Communist leaders from the International Association 

("Protest against Communism"). Merely six years after the Paris Commune uprising, the 

Times reported that Republican Judge West of Cleveland, Ohio, lost his election in the 

Republican stronghold because of his "unfortunate Communistic speech in the city on the 

night of his nomination" ("The October Elections: The Republican Defeat in Ohio"). 

In Illinois state election of 1878, a reporter who covered the National Party's 

convention wrote that the convention was "a curious conglomeration of fanatics": 

Socialists who "talked in an incendiary way of bullets instead of ballots," and "the dregs 

of politics, disappointed seekers of the other parties, persons who wanted something for 

nothing, riders of hobbies, impracticable visionary creatures incapable of accomplishing 

anything beneficial to the human race." In the journalist's view, these alleged socialists 

and Communists were not real humans, but useless "creatures." The reporter advised the 

Republican Party to take a decided stand against Communism to win the coming election. 

("Three Parties in Illinois: Socialism, Communism, and Secessionism combined against 

Republicanism. National meeting"). 
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The National Party, also known as Greenback Party, ran on an anti-monopoly 

platform in national and local elections. Its 1884 presidential candidate, Gen. B. F. 

Butler, understood that to win elections he had to disassociate his party from 

Communism, which had been increasingly perceived as a foreign menace, an evil against 

the American way of life. In a 1878 speech delivered at a Greenbackers demonstration, 

Butler emphasized that "Strikes are below the dignity of American working men. They 

belong to another country and to other institutions than ours. Our remedy is the ballot" 

("A Politician's Speech: Gen. B.F. Butler at Newburyport"). 

As the 1870s were punctuated by frequent labor unrest, newspaper articles warned 

about Communist threats in big cities with headlines such as "Communism in New 

York," "Communism in St. Louis," "Communism in Chicago," "Communism in 

California [San Francisco]." Working men's meetings were described as "most violent 

and incendiary harangues" that threatened the peace of the community and the lives and 

property of prominent citizens ("Communism in California"). Police in Chicago kept a 

vigilant watch over these dangerous elements, who were said to have numbered in 

thousands and conduced nightly drills ("Communism in Chicago"). On May 19, 1878 a 

Communistic scare caused the National Guard in Philadelphia to be called in to prepare 

for an outbreak ("Communism to be Crushed"), equating Communism as a disease to be 

contained. During the Communistic scare in Scranton on May 22, 1878, a militia 

battalion was called to arms on short notice based on wild rumors of a Communist 

uprising at a nearby mining town ("Communistic Scare in Scranton."). 
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A reprint from the Atlantic Monthly, another highly respected publication, 

charged that in theory Communism contradicted the laws of our being, and in practice, it 

increased evils. Citing Herbert Spencer's saying that "the right of private property 

harmonizes with the human constitution as divinely ordained," the author charged, 

"Communism has no root in the nature of things. It is a parasite on the body politic; and it 

is for the interest of every citizen, be he laborer or capitalist, to exterminate it" 

("Communism" 1878). 

As the metaphorical usages of Communism as a disease, parasite, or subhuman 

gained popularity in news coverage, people of prominent legal standing warned about the 

unconstitutionality of Socialism and Communism in the United States. On August 24, 

1892, at the fifteenth meeting of the American Bar Association, President John F. Dillon 

of New York warned attendees that the fundamental guarantees of the Constitution were 

threatened by Socialism and Communism. In his speech, Dillon affirmed that "The 

fundamental guarantees of the Constitution are life, liberty, and property"-the view that 

had been commonly accepted by the public. Dillon went on to warn of the danger posed 

by alien ideologies: 

[T]he institution of private property is menaced both by open and covert 

attacks. It is attacked openly by the advocates of the various heresies that 

go under the general name of Socialism and Communism, who seek to 

array the body of the community against the individual right to exclusive 

property and in favor of the right of the community in some form to 

169 



deprive the owner of it or of its full enjoyment. ("The American Bar 

Association: President Dillon Talks of Socialism and Communism") 

The articles from the Times demonstrate that Communism had firmly established itself in 

the American consciousness as a disease to be contained, a parasite to be exterminated, 

and a foreign, violent menace to be combated. This was also the period that the 

dehumanization of Communists, described as "creatures," incapable of making any 

contribution to humanity, appeared in newspaper coverage. By describing Communists 

and socialists as either foreign agitators or domestic demagogues who came from the 

lowest classes, Communism came to be associated with dangerous people who wanted to 

steal private property and whose atheism ran directly against American's Christian faith. 

Socialism and Communism constituted dangerous threats to America and its founding 

principles. By condemning these alien "isms" in legal terms, Communism and Socialism 

looked increasingly un-American, subversive forces that had to be crushed if Americans 

want to maintain the essence of Americanism. By the turn of the twentieth century, most 

rhetorical commonplaces had been invented and popularized by intensive news coverage 

and public speeches made widely available through the commercial press. 

The first Red Scare ignited by the Paris Commune produced potent anti

Communist rhetorical tactics that showed up in subsequent anticommunism campaigns. 

During this period anti-Communist rhetoric was used as a weapon to break labor strikes. 

By branding labor strikes as treacherous movements plotted by Communists, the 

propertied class was able to discredit strikes as dangerously un-American. "Invoking 

republican values, [anti-Communist rhetoric] mobilized public opinion behind the 
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business community," wrote Reale. "The anti-Communist animus in the years following 

the Paris Commune stemmed largely from the employers, elected officials, police 

authorities, and newspaper editors of the large cities, though the big operators of mines 

and railroads were equally prepared to use red scare tactics against both labor and 

agrarian radicals" (27). 

It was these employers, elected officials, police authorities, newspaper editors, 

and operators of mines and railroads who constituted the social and political power 

network of the time, who in turn formed part of what Foucault has termed "the regime of 

truth." Truth was generated and circulated through a discursive system that was itself 

produced by the exercise of power (Foucault, Power/ Knowledge 133). This social power 

was exercised through fine channels, in a transparent, unconscious way, gaining control 

of people's perception and ways of thinking. Once the rules of formation of discourses 

were formed, alternative views that challenge the dominate mode of thinking had great 

difficulty finding a power gap and emerging from its fissure. As a result, despite the 

publication of a few articles that were sympathetic to the Paris Commune, 
72 

those 

sympathetic views were doomed to be labeled as heresies or rendered irrelevant at that 

historical juncture. It took many decades for the social and political power network to 

shift and allow for an alternative discourse to emerge. The majority of scholars who have 

studied the Paris Commune present it in a favorable light (Blaisdell 330), establishing an 

alternative regime of truth. 

72 For example, on July 9, 1871, The New York Times publishe~ "?efense of the Commune," an address of 
the General Council of the International Working Men's Associatton that applauded the Commune as a 
great social revolution and condemned its ruthless suppression by the Versailles Government. 
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During this period, we witness the narrative template of Americanism vs. 

Communism start to form and take hold in the American consciousness. Since then, the 

term Communism has conjured up a sense of danger-a subversive, sinister foreign force 

that must be crushed. During this period, being "soft" on Communism became a political 

liability that could sink political candidates. The pedigree of using Communism as a 

political weapon can be traced back to the late-nineteenth century Red Scare. 

The metaphorical concepts used in this period created its own conceptual system 

that foreshadowed future actions and policies. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson have 

argued that our ordinary conceptual system is fundamentally metaphorical in nature (3 ); 

therefore, metaphors and the language people use provide an important source of 

evidence to analyze our conceptual system and our lived experiences. Metaphors link two 

sets of concepts, usually one abstract and one concrete, by positing similarities between 

them. Metaphors naturally highlight some features of the concept while suppressing or 

hiding others (141). For example, the metaphor "My love is a rose" compares an abstract 

concept, love, with a concrete object, a rose, emphasizing the soft, delicate aspect of 

beautiful flowers. This metaphor suppresses a rose's other less desirable features, such as 

thorns on the branches and the :fragility of the flowers. Metaphor thus creates a 

conceptual framework that affects how people perceive reality and people's relations to 

it. Thus, if Communism is metaphorically referred to as a disease, the abstract ideology is 

given a concrete feature, something dreadful that has to be wiped out, eliminated. If 

Communism is metaphorically referred to as a foreign threat, then the necessary action 

would be to combat it, contain it, and defeat it. Metaphors create a set of new meanings 
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and a new reality that would not have been possible without these metaphors. Once the 

metaphors for Communism became rhetorical commonplaces, they gained an enduring 

power over people's consciousness. 

The metaphors of Communism survived the first Red Scare and, through the 

decades, continued to inform people's perception of the Communist threat. For example, 

in George Kennan's famous article, "The Sources of Soviet Conduct," which urges the 

United States to assume leadership in confronting the Soviet challenge, Kennan 

objectifies and dehumanizes the Russian Communists as "components" of a toy 

automobile and the "white dog before the phonograph" (860); in other words, they do not 

possess human qualities such as reason. And in terms of the disease metaphor, the 

Truman Doctrine of "containing Communism" is implicitly informed by the metaphor of 

Communism as disease that needs to be contained. 

Presidential Anti-Communist Rhetoric 

As with the American-Exceptionalism narrative template, U.S. presidents have 

given substantial attention in their public speeches to the Communist threat. Whether 

they truly believed in the magnitude of the Communist threat or simply reflected their 

constituencies' concerns, U.S. presidents have played a crucial part in disseminating the 

Americanism-vs.-Communism narrative template. A keyword search for "Communism" 

in the database of the American Presidency Project at the University of California at 

Santa Barbara yielded more than 1500 documents, mainly presidential speeches from 

President Grover Cleveland to President Obama. As expected, the majority of the 

speeches concerning Communism were delivered during the Cold War era. What follows 
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is not an exhaustive analysis of the speeches, but an effort to trace how Communism is 

gradually interpreted through a succession of presidential speeches as the antithesis of 

Americanism and a threat to the American way of life. 

When Cleveland delivered his fourth annual message to Congress on December 3, 

1888, he criticized not only the alien ideology of Communism as "a hateful thing and a 

menace to peace and organized government." Yet he also warned that "the communism 

of combined wealth and capital, the outgrowth of overweening cupidity and selfishness, 

which insidiously undermines the justice and integrity of free institutions is not less 

dangerous than the Communism of oppressed poverty and toil, which, exasperated by 

injustice and discontent, attacks with wild disorder the citadel of rule." In his speech the 

word "Communism" covered two evils: the actual Communism of Marx and Lenin and 

the Communism of monopolies and the excess wealth of a few within the United States. 

He used the word "Communism" in two different ways-both signifying evil. One form 

attacked organized government; the other undermined justice and free institutions. 

Together, they undermined social order and peace and threatened American political 

institutions. 

President Theodore Roosevelt, during his sixth Annual Message on December 3, 

1906, used the occasion to argue for the necessity of regulation as a means to check the 

rise of corporate monopoly. Like Cleveland, Roosevelt used "Communism" as a signifier 

for two kinds of evil. Roosevelt argued that it "would be a veritable calamity to fail to put 
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a premium upon individual initiative, individual capacity and effort." Yet, 

the deadening and degrading effect of pure socialism, and especially of its 

extreme form communism, and the destruction of individual character 

which they would bring about, are in part achieved by the wholly 

unregulated competition which results in a single individual or corporation 

rising at the expense of all others until his or its rise effectually checks all 

competition and reduces former competitors to a position of utter 

inferiority and subordination. 

For Roosevelt, Communism and Socialism were indeed destructive of individuality, but 

"wholly unregulated competition" also produced the degrading effect of Socialism. In a 

round-about way, he attacked his target and his critics who had accused him of being 

Socialist. Cleveland and Roosevelt were the first and perhaps the last presidents to attack 

capital monopoly and excess corporate power with the free-floating signifier, 

"Communism." 

From President Calvin Coolidge onward, the presidential speeches that mentioned 

Communism focused on the evil, alien, un-American nature of this threat. Coolidge's 

address to the Holy Name Society on September 21, 1924 perhaps best illustrates the 

argument against Communism as the antithesis of Americanism. Coolidge premised his 

argument against Communism on a contrast between collectivism and individualism. 

"All liberty is individual liberty," Coolidge stated, confirming a belief that originated in 

the colonial era. "Coincident with the right of individual liberty under the provisions of 

our Government is the right of individual property." The inalienable rights were granted 
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through "the fatherhood of God," that "no majority, however great, and no power of the 

Government, however broad, can ever be justified in violating." 

While "the right of individual property is for the protection of society," Socialism 

and Communism contradicted American institutions. "They are entirely foreign, entirely 

un-American," declared President Coolidge. "We stand wholly committed to the policy 

that what the individual produces belongs entirely to him to be used by him for the 

benefit of himself, to provide for his own family and to enable him to serve his fellow 

men." In another speech delivered on November 17, 1927 before the Union League of 

Philadelphia, Coolidge explicitly defined Communism as the very antithesis of 

Americanism. "[T]he American principle of reliance upon the initiative and the freedom 

of the individual ... is the very antithesis of communism," said Coolidge. "Arising from 

this same principle is popular education, the right to justice, free speech, and free 

religious worship, all of which we cherish under the general designation of liberty under 

the law. We rest on these foundations." Communism, on the other hand, denied these 

freedoms and principles as foundational to human society. 

Anti-Communist rhetoric gradually deepened people's perception of Communism 

as evil and un-American, therefore rendering it a potentially devastating rhetorical 

weapon to be used against a political candidate. During the 1932 presidential campaign 

anti-Communist rhetoric for the first time was used against a presidential candidate, 

Franklin Roosevelt. Herbert Hoover charged that the Democratic Party had been infected 

by "the fumes of the witch's cauldon [sic] which boiled in Russia" (Reale 105). 

Roosevelt's New Deal brought wide accusations against his administration as peddling 
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Communism in the United States. The Democratic Party platform of 1936 had to declare 

that it is "dedicated to a government of liberal American principles" and "are determined 

to oppose equally, the despotism of Communism and the menace of concealed Fascism." 

As a result, Roosevelt found he had to constantly defend himself against accusations of 

Communism. In the address delivered at the Democratic State Convention in Syracuse, 

New York, in 1936, Roosevelt charged that his opponents, "[ d]esperate in mood, angry at 

failure, cunning in purpose," were seeking to make Communism an issue in an election. 

In this speech he contrasted his administrations' effort at averting a Communist 

revolution in the United States and the Republican Party's actions that bred and fostered 

conditions congenial to the growth of Communism. In other words, even when Roosevelt 

tried to defend his administration's programs, he had to resort to the same rhetorical 

commonplace against Communism by portraying it as an "alien 'ism'" ("Address at the 

Democratic State Convention, Syracuse, N. Y"), a threat to American ideals. In a radio 

address in 1944, President Roosevelt denounced Communism, Fascism, or any foreign 

ideology that "would undermine the American system of government, or the American 

system of free competitive enterprise and private property" ("Radio Address from the 

White House"). President Roosevelt's popularity and his rhetorical skills helped him 

defend his administration against the Republican charge that his administration was part 

of a huge Communist plot to take over the country. 

Before President Roosevelt died in April 1945, tension was building up between 

the United States and the Soviet Union. The Cold War was on its way. On March 1946, 

Winston Churchill delivered his famous speech, "The Sinews of Peace," in which he 
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spoke of an "iron curtain" that had descended across the European continent, presenting a 

dark and alarming situation of Soviet Union domination of Eastern Europe. In the United 

States, 1946 saw some five million workers on strike. The second great Red Scare was 

dawning as domestic anxieties over labor strikes prompted business owners and 

conservative journalists to charge that the strikes were organized by Soviet Communists. 

In 1946, The U.S. Chamber of Commerce published a pamphlet, Communist Infiltration 

in the United States: Its Nature and How to Combat it, charging that Communists had 

penetrated the labor movement, the government, the church, literary, and educational 

institutions. But Cold-War presidents probably did more than anyone else to establish the 

Americanism-vs.-Capitalism narrative template in the public consciousness. 

President Harry Truman, lacking Roosevelt's stature, charisma, and rhetorical 

skills, found his administration mired in charges of harboring Communists in the Federal 

government. As a result, he established a loyalty program to screen federal employees. In 

speech after speech, he displayed his anti-Communist animus and defended his anti

Communist credentials. As the first Cold-War president, he articulated the Truman 

Doctrine of containing Communism. In his address to the Congress on Greece and 

Turkey on March 12, 1947, Truman clearly articulated the mission of the United States to 

assist free peoples against Communist tyranny. The fight between Communism and 

democracy was a battle "between alternative ways of life." Truman reminded his 

audience that 

One way oflife is based upon the will of the majority, and is 

distinguished by free institutions, representative government, free 
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elections, guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech and religion, 

and freedom from political oppression. 

The second way of life is based upon the will of a minority 

forcibly imposed upon the majority. It relies upon terror and oppression, a 

controlled press and radio, fixed elections, and the suppression of personal 

freedoms. 

Therefore, Truman declared, "I believe that it must be the policy of the United States to 

support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by 

outside pressures." The Truman Doctrine would have a huge impact on American foreign 

policy long after he ceded the political stage to his successors. 

In his inaugural address delivered on January 20, 1949, Truman continued the 

argument that Communism is the antithesis of American faith and democracy. He defined 

the founding faith of the republic as follows: "We believe that all men have a right to 

equal justice under law and equal opportunity to share in the common good. We believe 

that all men have a right to freedom of thought and expression. We believe that all men 

are created equal because they are created in the image of God." In sharp contrast to this 

American faith stood the mistaken philosophy called Communism. While Communism 

meant dictatorship, American democracy functioned through reason and justice; while 

under Communism individuals had no legal protection and no freedom of speech and 

thought, democratic government protected individual rights and guaranteed individual 

freedom. While Communism placed faith in violence as a means to correct social wrongs, 

democracy advocated peaceful change. Perhaps most ominously, Communism believed 
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that war was inevitable in a world fraught with class conflicts, while democracy held that 

free nations could settle their differences and co-exist peacefully. Therefore, Truman 

maintained that actions by Communist regimes should concern everyone because key 

issues, such as material well-being, human dignity, the right to believe in and worship 

God, and peace, were at stake. Truman, along with other Cold-War presidents, devoted 

many speeches to promoting the narrative template of evil Communism against good 

Americanism. The conflict between Communism and Americanism was a fight between 

good and evil, between freedom and tyranny, and between humanity and bestiality. 

This Godless Communism and Other Anti-Communist Polemics 

During the Cold War, influential clergymen and popular literature, including 

comic books, promoted the threat of Communism from within and without. In 1946, 

George Pflaum of Dayton, Ohio, began publishing a bi-monthly comic book, the 

Treasure Chest of Fun & Fact, a bi-monthly comic book for distribution among Catholic 

parochial Schools. It reached its peak in the early 1960s and folded in 1972. The comic 

books published stories intended to "inspire citizenship, morality, and patriotism" 

(" 'Pettigrew for President' and the Treasure Chest: Background"). In the 1961, the 

Treasure Chest started a series of eighteen comic books titled "This Godless 

Communism." This comic perhaps best illustrates the fear Americans harbored toward 

Communism. The comic opens with an imaginary, horrific scenario of what life would be 

like under "The Union of Soviet States of America" or U.S.S.A. when the Soviet Union 

occupied the United States. Horror unfolds as a family of four discovers what awaits 

them: Priests are rounded up and sent to labor camps, rebellious ones killed; 
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representative government disappears; private property is taken away; newspapers are 

closed and replaced by government propaganda; lawyers disappear as government 

decides who was innocent or guilty; mothers are forced to abandon their families and 

work in factories; children are put in special schools or nurseries and are allowed to see 

their mothers only on weekends. In the midst of the unfolding disaster, a Communist 

teacher announces to the students, "As for the soul, God, immortality-they don't exist. 

Man has no soul! There's no life hereafter." The series ends with a stem admonition: "It 

is a story that will never happen if we stay alert and guard our freedoms." In this comic 

story, Communism is portrayed as the greatest danger facing the world, as the 

Communists are secretly planning to overthrow governments by any means, including 

murder. "It is truly the work of the devil," declares the comic. Communism stands in 

sharp opposition to God and liberty, two ideals that Americans cherish dearly. In the final 

series, Communism is portrayed as a two-faced Nikita Khrushchev holding a dove in one 

hand and a missile in another-a hypocritical giant bent on world domination. This comic 

summarizes in a popular entertainment form the evils of Communism: It was un

American, a sinister threat to the most-cherished American ideals of liberty, peace, 

justice, freedom, and private property. 

Because of Communists' professed atheism, religious leaders were among the 

most outspoken critics of this un-American ideology. On November 14, 1947, Rev. John 

O'Brien, Chairman of the Philosophy Department at Boston College, delivered a speech 

titled "Communism and Christianity: Doctrines of Irreconcilably Incompatible." In this 

speech, he undertook to explain the philosophical differences between Christianity and 
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Communism. A fundamental flaw with the Marxist doctrine lay in the denial of the 

Father in heaven, said O'Brien. Without the concept of sin and redemption by Christ, 

people drifted away like "flotsam and jetsam in the tide without moral responsibility." 

The Marxist doctrine, therefore, was a "gospel of hate," "diametrically opposed to Jesus' 

gospel of love." O'Brien concluded, "Christianity and Communism are then 

irreconcilably incompatible." 

Francis Cardinal Spellman, Archbishop of New York, delivered a speech, 

"Mankind's Moment of Decision: Self Strangulation or Survival," on March 17, 1948. In 

this speech, he condemned Godless Communism, "whose true name is soul's 

enslavement," as the "insidious enemy of our liberties." The rhetorical antithesis is clear 

as he asks what shall we choose between "God, democracy, and peace" and 

"Godlessness, dictatorship and war?" He claims that our civilization is "threatened with 

crucifixion by communism." Many post-War II anti-Communist polemics explicated the 

evil of Communism in religious terms and created horrendous scenes of a Communist

ruled world. As historian John Haynes pointes out in Red Scare or Red Menace?: 

American Communism and Anticommunism in the Cold War Era, after World War II, 

"[many] preachers shifted from describing communism as only one of the many sins of 

modem times to being a chief evil of the era" (90-91). No doubt, the chief evil of the era 

will show up not only in popular literature, but also in well-known literary works and 

films. 
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Orwell's 1984 

George Orwell did more than any novelist to firmly establish the horror of a 

totalitarian state, whether it be a Communist or Fascist state, in the Western mind. 

In 1984, a social science fiction published in 1949, Orwell describes the horror of living 

in an imaginary country, Oceana, set in Post World War II Britain, where people live 

under perpetual surveillance via giant television screens and secret police. It is a place 

where independent thinking is a crime and where the proletarian live a squalid existence. 

History is constantly rewritten to validate the Party's viewpoints and predictions. 

Dissidents are arrested, tortured, brainwashed, and executed. It is a place devoid of 

humanity; the main characters in the novel, Winston Smith and his lover Julia, in the end 

lose their humanity under excruciating torture. The adjective, Orwellian, has become a 

popular term to describe persons, organizations, or programs that manipulate the past and 

use heavy-handed tactics to serve a totalitarian agenda. 73 Orwell created an image of a 

totalitarian society that denies the most basic humanity. 

Though the novel has been popularly interpreted as an attack on the Soviet Union, 

many readers in the West view the novel as a warning that the totalitarian state described 

in the novel could happen anywhere. Orwell, a Democratic Socialist himself, explained 

to a critic that his novel was not intended as an attack on Socialism, but "as a show-up of 

the perversions" of Communism and Fascism. Orwell set narrative in post-World War II 

Britain in order to emphasize that "totalitarianism, if not fought against, could triumph 

73 David Brooks, in a column defending Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker's anti-Union legislation, wrote, 
"Walker's critics are amusingly Orwellian" (The New York Times, "Make Everybody Hurt," February 21 

2011). 
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anywhere" ( Collected Essays 546). The lasting influence of 1984 can be gleaned from the 

Orwellian phrases, such as big brother, double speak, and thought crime, which have 

entered popular vocabulary. In the popular Western imagination, Communist China is 

viewed as an Orwellian dystopia, a militarily aggressive country where Big Brother 

watches over everyone-a contemporary Oceana. 

Giant Insects and Red Invasions-Science Fiction Films 

Cold War anti-Communist propaganda had routinely described Communists as 

beasts and alien creatures without normal human feelings. In order to help "every citizen 

to learn about the menace that threatens his future, his home, his children, the peace of 

the world," J. Edgar Hoover wrote in Masters of Deceit (1959), "events ... have taught 

Americans that the communist is not an angel of mercy, ministering to the weak, 

oppressed, and wounded, but a menacing demon spattered with blood and wielding a 

hammer and a sickle of iron" (95). The "menacing demon" made a good subject for film, 

which, perhaps more than any other genre, vividly reflects a society's problems and 

anxieties. In the 1950s, during the height of red hysteria, a number of films, such as Harry 

Homer's Red Planet Mars (1952), Alfred E. Greem's Invasion USA (1952), and Coleman 

Francis's The Beast of Yucca Flats (1961), captured the fear and anxiety surrounding a 

red invasion. As in anti-Communist polemics, the films often use giant insects, 

prehistoric creatures, and monsters to describe people who subscribe to a radically 

different set of political beliefs. 

The "red invasion" genre of science fiction did not disappear after the collapse of 

the Soviet Union. MGM's remake of the 1984 film Red Dawn, which is supposed to be 
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released in 2011, has caused quite a lot of controversy in both China and the United 

States. The story closely follows the story line of the original film, although evil Russian 

invaders are replaced by Chinese commies. Based on the trailers posted on youtube.com, 

the Chinese People's Liberation Army invades Detroit in Hummers when the United 

States is mired in a deep recession and the unemployment rate hits 38 percent. The 

Chinese commies turn the world upside down so that truth is a lie and lie is truth. 

Propaganda is plastered everywhere. Citizens are killed or thrown into jail. A group of 

young freedom fighters, the Wolverines, named after their high school football team, 

fight to take back their freedom. The movie trailers have generated a great deal of anti

China, anti-Communist comments on Y ouTube, suggesting that the Red Scare is very 

much alive in the twenty-first century America. Josh Hutcherson, who stars in the film, 

told MTV, "We've changed quite a bit of the story, but the heart of the story is there. The 

American, patriotic feel of the original, rising up against the invaders, is still definitely 

there. The Chinese are invading now, so we're switching that up just to stay with the 

times a little bit" (Sauer). 

Updating the story, however, did not change the old narrative template: Evil 

Communism vs. Good Americanism. Critic Abe Sauer calls the movie "the most 

unnecessary, irresponsible, Sinophobic film in America's history" ("Real America: 'Red 

Dawn' Remade: China is Coming for Our Children"). Jeff Yang, Columnist for the San 

Francisco Chronicle said "It's a short slide over from hating the evil Chinese villains in a 

film like this to subconsciously or consciously seeing all Chinese as evil villains, and 

hating them as well" (Sauer). 
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From news coverage of the 1870s, to speeches, to popular culture, and Orwell's 

1984, the Americanism vs. Communism narrative template has gradually emerged to 

become a dominant conceptual framework. Evidence from opinon surveys confirms that 

Communism has been consistently viewed as a domestic and international threat. Eugene 

Wittkopf, who studies the relation between public opinon and foriegn policy making, 

reported that Gallup polls from the late 1940s and early 1950s showed that the threat of 

Communism at home was often uppermost on the mind of many Americans (167-68). 

The Chicago Council On Global Affairs conducted four foreign policy surveys in 1986, 

1982, 1978, and 1974 which showed that "perceptions of the threat of communism is the 

common underlying concept" (Wittkopf 16). 

The fear of Communism has contributed to a number of misguided domestic and 

foreign policies. William Ewald in McCarthyism and Consensus? argued that the 

pervasiveness of anti-communism sentiment among the public allowed McCarthyism to 

develop and thrive in the United States. In post-WWII foreign policy, containing 

Communism has been a priority. James Chace, former editor of Foreign Affairs, 

observed, "Selling programs to Congress and the American people in the postwar era was 

always made easier if they could be clothed in one garment," referring to anti

Communism ("Is a Foreign Policy Consensus Possible?" 3). For example, in 1947, the 

Truman administration procured financial aid for Greece and Turkey by selling the plan 
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as a fight between alternative ways of life even though Greece and Turkey's strategic 

importance was an important factor in the decision making. 74 "Yet," Chace wrote, 

the costs of the anti-communist consensus were also grave: the growth of a 

military-industrial complex, which President Eisenhower warned of in his 

farewell address, the mis-use of foreign aid to the Third World, and above 

all, the excessive concern with areas of the world of peripheral strategic 

interest. Vietnam ... epitomized these very distortions of postwar U.S. 

policy. (4) 

The anti-Communist consensus also led to a foreign policy of isolating the People's 

Republic of China for more than twenty years after its founding in 1949. 

1989-End of the Cold War? 

In 1989 when the Soviet Union, which President Ronal Reagan had branded the 

"Evil Empire," collapsed and the Berlin Wall fell, people in the West breathed a 

collective sign of relief. Do these transformative events signal the end of ideological 

conflicts? The same year, Francis Fukuyama, in his famous essay, "The End of History," 

declared that we had reached the end of our historical evolution: "What we may be 

witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a particular period of 

postwar history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind's 

74 According to historian Dennis Merrill's study, President Truman and his advisors feared that the 
domination of Greece and Turkey by the Soviet Union would threaten not only the Balkans and the eastern 
Mediterranean but also "the oil-rich Middle East, the strategic Suez Canal, and European recovery" (200). 
During the draft stage of the speech, the president's advisors agreed that the speech should "delineate the 
threat not so much in terms of Greece and Turkey's strategic importance, but as a challenge to America's 
long-standing core values" (200). For more information on the drafting of the Truman Doctrine, see 
Merrill's article "The Truman Doctrine: Containing Communism and Modernity." Presidential Studies 

' Quarterly 36.1 (2006): 27-37. 
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ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final 

form of human government" ( 4 ). Drawing heavily on Hegel, Fukuyama argued that 

historical evolution had ended with liberal democracy as a universal form of government, 

as evidenced by the collapse of Communism in East Europe and the economic reforms in 

China. The disintegration of the Soviet Union had "put the final nail in the coffin of the 

Marxist-Leninist alternative to liberal democracy." The world had experienced "the total 

exhaustion of viable systematic alternatives to Western liberalism." 

The essay sparked a great deal of controversy. In 1992 Fukuyama published The 

End of History and the Last Man to further explain his concept of the "end of history." 

By "history," Fukuyama emphasized he did not mean the occurrence of events, but 

history as "a single, coherent, evolutionary process" (The End of History and the Last 

Man xii) that starts with simple tribal societies and ends with liberal democracy that 

upholds the universality of human rights and governs by the consent of the governed. For 

Fukuyama, as well as for Hegel and Marx, history is a coherent, directional, and 

intelligible evolutionary process. While for Marx, the end of history was the achievement 

of a utopian Communist society, Fukuyama argued that liberal democracy, by which he 

meant the European model, is the universal form of government. We've reached the "end 

of history" because "there would be no further progress in the development of underlying 

principles and institutions, because all of the really big questions had been settled" (The 

End of History and the Last Man xii). 

While many may agree with Fukuyama that liberal democracy is the best form of 

government we can envision at this historical juncture, we clearly have not reached the 
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end of ideological conflicts. The Cold War still goes on, albeit in a slightly altered and 

less intense form. China, still governed by a Communist Party, simply replaced the Soviet 

Union as the new, powerful enemy in the Western imagination. Cold War consciousness 

endures because it has become schematized knowledge, or a narrative template that 

people continue to employ to make sense of international events. The collapse of the 

Soviet Union and the market reforms in China do not wipe out the narrative template that 

has been in use since around the turn of the twentieth century. 

The location of the great threat has now shifted to Communist China. The Cold 

War mentality can be gleaned from The National Military Strategy of the United States of 

America: Redefining America's Military Leadership, published in 2011. While pointing 

out the importance of establishing a military-to-military relationship with China that 

"expands areas of mutual interest and benefit, improve understanding, reduce 

misperception, and prevent miscalculation" (14), the Strategy also quite explicitly 

expresses wariness about a rising China's threat to U.S. interests: 

We remain concerned about the extent and strategic intent of China's 

military modernization, and its assertiveness in space, cyberspace, in 

the Yellow Sea, East China Sea, and South China Sea. To safeguard U.S. 

and partner nation interests, we will be prepared to demonstrate the will 

and commit the resources needed to oppose any nation's actions that 

jeopardize access to and use of the global commons and cyberspace, or 

that threaten the security of our allies. (14) 
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In this passage, "any nation" may well be a codeword for China and North Korea, whose 

threat the United States must be prepared to counter. In the Strategy, the Pentagon 

emphasizes the need to strengthen alliances with traditional allies in the Asia-Pacific a 
' 

region of increasing strategic importance, to counter potential threats. As a contrast, 

Russia received a much more benign treatment in the same report: 

As we strengthen our European alliance, we will increase dialogue and 

military-to-military relations with Russia, building on our successful 

efforts in strategic arms reduction. We seek to cooperate with Russia on 

counter-terrorism, counter-proliferation, space, and Ballistic Missile 

Defense, and welcome it playing a more active role in preserving security 

and stability. 

While China poses a potential threat, Russia could be a useful partner on a wide range of 

issues. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia adopted democracy, albeit with 

manifest authoritarian traits. But without the Communist name, Russia appears much less 

menacing than China, still a Communist giant that is on a fast track to modernize its 

military. 

China Scapegoating During 2010 Mid-term Election 

Communist China, like the Soviet Union before, has turned out to be a useful 

political punching bag during election seasons. Watching the cacophony on Capitol Hill 

during the Obama presidency, few would argue that bi-partisanship existed. The 

Republican Party and the Democratic Party could not seem to agree on anything-from 

the health care reform, to student loan reform, to unemployment benefits, to the Russian-
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American nuclear arms reduction treaty. However, the House of Representatives did pass 

a bill with overwhelming bipartisan support on September 29, 2010. It would punish 

China for its undervalued currency by slapping tariffs on Chinese products. Fareed 

Zakaria, author of the international bestseller The Post-American World, called the bill 

"at best pointless posturing and at worst dangerous demagoguery" ("The Real Challenge 

from China"). During the 2010 mid-term election, both parties finally managed to find 

bipartisanship on one issue-China scapegoating. Candidates from both major parties 

accused another of being soft on China. According to The New York Times' October 9, 

2010 article, "China Emerges as a Scapegoat in Campaign Ads," at least twenty nine 

candidates from both parties have run ads in pointed language suggesting that "their 

opponents have been too sympathetic to China and, as a result, Americans have suffered" 

(Chen). Associated Press writer, Tom Raum, observed, in "China-bashing is Bipartisan in 

U.S. Races," that both party candidates accused their opponents of cozying up to China 

and sending jobs to China, instead of creating jobs on American soil. In campaign 

commercials, political candidates appealed to the stereotypical image of China as a red, 

Communist country to underscore their opponents' responsibility for sending jobs to 

China. For example, Republican challenger Spike Maynard in West Virginia ran an ad 

alleging that his opponent, Representative Nick Rahall, supported bills that helped create 

Chinese jobs amid a "skyrocketing unemployment rate" here at home ("Made In 

China"). 7s The advertisement featured red background, Chinese music, and a background 

photo of the long-deceased Communist leader Chairman Mao. 

75 The advertisement is available on YouTube at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k9NGXfB7PxA. 
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China in 2010 is still Mao's China, replete with images of the revolutionary 

soldiers and symbols, including the color red, in the background of many of the political 

advertisements. Take for example, the popular "Chinese Professor" advertisement, 

sponsored by Citizens Against Government Waste.76 The advertisement is memorable not 

only for its logical fallacies, but more remarkably, for its usage of Mao-era images. The 

stage is set in 2030 Beijing. A triumphant Chinese professor stands in the "global 

economics" lecture hall, speaking on why America has fallen from its grandeur. It is 

because, according to the Chinese professor, the American government has turned away 

from the principles that made America great; the enormous government stimulus 

spending, health care reform, and government intervention in major industries have 

bankrupted the nation. As James Fallows points out in his analysis of the advertisement, 

all the above reasons-government stimulus spending (China passed a nearly $600 

billion stimulus bill), health care reform (China is working to establish universal health 

care), government intervention in major industries (China controls the banks}--have been 

crucial to China's fast rebound from a recession. 

Setting aside the logical errors, one cannot fail to notice what decorates the huge 

lecture hall- two Chairman Mao posters and one poster of a revolutionary worker. These 

revolutionary-era posters are for sale in China as souvenirs, mainly for foreigners. 
77 

China has moved beyond Mao's mass campaigns and class struggles. Since Deng 

Xiaoping initiated market economy reform in 1979, China has developed into a hybrid, or 

76 The advertisement is available on YouTube at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OTSQozWP-rM. 
77 In Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan province, the only place I saw thes~ revolutionary_-era posters used as 
wall decorations is in a restaurant that seeks to invoke a sense of nostalgia among the dmers. 
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what the Chinese leadership term "socialism with Chinese characteristics." It is an 

authoritarian regime with one ruling party-the Communist Party-and an economic 

structure that boasts a vibrant private business sector and an open economy that 

welcomes international corporations, which exist along with state-controlled major 

industries, such as banking, telecommunication, and energy. Socialism, capitalism, and 

authoritarianism have coalesced into one gigantic entity that is China. Yet China as the 

Communist red giant is central to America's stereotypical image of China. 

Anxiety over a rising China reflects domestic anxiety Americans have about the 

economic health of their country and the persistently high unemployment rate. In 

contrast, China has rebounded rather quickly from the global recession that started in 

2008, has stacked up about $2.4 trillion of reserve, and holds a significant amount of 

American Treasury debt. A 2009 Pew Research Center survey shows that 53% of 

Americans view China as a major threat to the United States ("U.S. Seen as Less 

Important"). The Chinese reciprocate the hostility with 50% of the people polled in 2009 

naming the United States as a threat to China's security ("China and the World"). 

However, in the mutual distrust and anxiety lies perhaps the deepest irony in China-U.S. 

relations. Most Chinese view their country as peaceful and non-aggressive, and would be 

deeply puzzled by the American perception of China as "hostile" and "aggressive." 

Military modernization, as the Chinese leaders and people would aptly say, is for 

protecting the country from foreign invasion. China has undertaken military 

modernization in a great part to prepare for possible future attacks from the United States. 

The Century-of-Humiliation narrative lurks not far behind in Chinese consciousness 
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when the Chinese military watch American vessels sail in the Yellow Sea or conduct 

joint military exercise in the region. However, most Americans would find the Chinese 

wariness of America ludicrous, and indeed most Americans view the United States as a 

beacon of light, or city upon the hill to guide the world to peace and freedom. Hence the 

irony: two peoples who are committed to peace view each other as potential destroyers of 

peace. Even though peaceful intentions do not always lead to peace, and conflicts could 

always break out over many factors, such as misunderstandings, miscalculations, and 

miscommunications, intentions alone should bring some measure of comfort in 

international relations. Then why do both nations eye each other as a major threat? 

I think the answer lies in the dominant narrative templates that guide both peoples 

in their assessment of risks and potential danger. The narrative template of Resistance-to

Imperialism will always guide the Chinese to cast a wary eye toward what many Chinese 

perceive as the imperialist giant, the United States. Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have 

deepened people's perception of the United States's aggressiveness and its imperialist 

intentions. In the United States the perception of China as a Communist, red totalitarian 

state is central to American's image of China. In this view, Communist China's rise could 

threaten the established world order and spark major military conflicts. Even though the 

Cold War with the U.S.S.R. has ended, the narrative template of Americanism vs. 

Communism has not disappeared from the collective psyche. It surfaces, cued by 

appropriate events, to guide people's interpretation of things related to China. 

China has made drastic transformations in just about every frontier since Mao's 

death in 1976. One snapshot of downtown Beijing might illustrate this point. One of the 
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biggest KFC restaurants sits a few blocks away from Mao's Mausoleum, where his dead 

body is preserved and open to tourists. One has to wonder whether his dead body spins at 

night over the mushrooming capitalist enterprises in the country he once ruled as the 

supreme leader. China has moved beyond Mao and survived his disastrous economic 

policies that left millions dead. However, Western perceptions of China have not changed 

much. In the popular imagination, China is still a red, Communist country that is sinister 

and untrustworthy. As long as China remains nominally a Communist country without a 

democracy, Americans, drawing on the narrative template of "Americanism vs. 

Communism," will continue to eye China with suspicion and hostility. 
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CHAPTER VII 

ENHANCING MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING AND SEEKING COMMON GROUND 

As I mentioned in Chapter I, a narrative template serves as "a powerful 

interpretive framework that guides the thinking and speaking" of members of a 

mnemonic community (Wertsch "A Clash of Deep Memories" 50). These templates are 

generalized and condensed out of historical and cultural discourses spanning decades if 

not centuries. Their deep historical roots imply that these narrative templates are infused 

with rich collective memories that lie at the center of people's collective identity. 

Therefore they are "powerful cultural tools" in each nation's nationalist discourse 

(W ertsch, "A Clash of Deep Memories" 52). Perhaps the most troubling aspect of 

narrative templates is that they function largely outside people's consciousness and often 

produce interpretations from "strongly held narcissistic perspectives" (Wertsch, "A Clash 

of Deep Memories" 52). As Wertsch argues, the generalized, abstract quality of narrative 

templates make them difficult to challenge with counter-evidence, rendering it difficult to 

introduce alternative viewpoints that might challenge people's deeply held beliefs. 

(Wertsch, "A Clash of Deep Memories" 52). 

The dominant narrative templates that I discussed in previous chapters indeed lie 

at the core of China's and the United States's national identities. Modem Chinese identity 

is built around the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template. What it means to be a 

Chinese cannot be separated from the Century of National Humiliation narrative and the 

Chinese people's heroic resistance to imperialism. Similarly, American identity lies 
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squarely in the narrative templates of American Exceptionalism and the antithesis 

between Americanism and Communism. The foundational role of narrative templates in 

the formation of collective identity makes them very difficult to challenge without 

causing outrage and stiff resistance from the respective national community. 

Furthermore, these narrative templates are actively disseminated and promoted by 

the ruling elite, giving them enduring power to survive massive social and political 

transformation. In China, the radical social and political changes in the twentieth century 

did not diminish the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template. It functioned as an 

important interpretive framework in both the Republican and Communist eras. In the 

United States, which has enjoyed relative political stability, the two dominant narrative 

templates have been disseminated and promoted by powerful agents, including the 

holders of the highest public offices, clergy, scholars, and creative writers. Without the 

active promotion from those in power, it would be difficult to imagine that narrative 

templates would have such a lasting impact on people's consciousness. 

What Wertsch did not discuss in his work on narrative templates is how narrative 

templates maintain power hierarchy and legitimate political power. Foucault argues that 

discourse forms a power network; it is through discourses that power is distributed, 

circulated, and absorbed. The Chinese narrative template is actively maintained and 

promoted by the party-state because it serves to legitimize the party rule. During the 

Nationalist era, the narrative template was distributed to showcase the leadership of the 

Nationalist Party in eliminating unequal treaties and wiping out historical humiliation 

wrought by foreign invasions. The Communist Party has advanced similar arguments in 
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better organized, nationwide propaganda campaigns. The core message the Communist 

Party hopes to distribute is that without the Communist Party there is no new China. The 

Party has manipulated the narrative template to deflect domestic protest onto a foreign 

enemy, a foreign Other. In the recent dispute with Google Inc., the Chinese government 

implicitly employed the dominant narrative template to direct domestic attention from its 

internet management policies onto a foreign scapegoat, Google Inc. As long as a foreign 

enemy exists, the party is needed to protect national interests. 

In the United States, the narrative templates have been used to gamer public 

support for domestic and foreign policies. The Americanism-vs.-Communism narrative 

template sustained the Cold War and justified the expansion of what President Dwight 

Eisenhower termed "the Military Industrial Complex." Presidents Bill Clinton, George H. 

W. Bush, and George W. Bush all resorted to the American Exceptionalism narrative 

template to shore up support for military interventions in foreign countries-Kosovo, the 

first Gulf War, and the Iraqi War.78 As James Chace has observed, Americans are most 

comfortable when foreign policies are imbued with moral purpose ("The American 

Conscience" 111 ). Rational calculations of national strategic interests rarely draw 

enthusiastic support from a public wary of military adventures abroad. 

Therefore, understanding how narrative templates are formed, promulgated, and 

employed would be the first step toward taming their potential to create ethnic and 

78 For detailed analysis of how the three presidents used the American, E~cept~onalism ~oncept to ascertain 
domestic support for military interventio~s abroad, ~ee R~bert~ Coles s M~!fest ~estmy A~apted for 
1990s' War Discourse: Mission and Destmy Intertwmed. Socwlogy of Rehgwn 63.4,,(20~2). 403-26. 
Robert Patman's "Globalisation, the New US Exceptionalism and the War on Terror. Third World 

Quarterly. 27.6 (2006): 963-86. 
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international conflict. W ertsch warned of the harmful effects posed by incompatible 

narrative templates among different mnemonic communities. "[I]n certain 

circumstances," observed Wertsch, "the combination of properties of narrative templates 

can create a toxic mix that gives rise to stark, nonnegotiable opposition between two 

mnemonic communities" ("A Clash of Deep Memories" 52). For example, territorial 

disputes can often be traced to vastly different narrative templates used by the warring 

parties, such as in the conflict between Israel and Palestine. The dominant narrative 

templates in China and the United States have great potential to cause conflict. The 

incompatible narrative templates can, in great part, explain the outrage felt by both 

Chinese and Americans in the aftermath of the 2001 EP-3 spy plane collision incident 

that sparked a foreign-relations crisis between the two countries. The Chinese, employing 

the Resistance-to-Imperialism narrative template as a cognitive tool, viewed the 

Americans' spying along the Chinese coast as a sign of imperialist aggression. Proximity 

to the Chinese shores makes any foreign military operation suspicious and potentially 

dangerous. Likewise, the Americanism-vs.-Communism narrative template prompted the 

Americans to eye Communist China with great suspicion. According to this view, spying 

in international air space is justified because the Communist giant needs to be kept under 

close watch. 

Fortunately the EP-3 crisis was solved through diplomatic negotiation. But this 

incident illustrates the serious damage posed to China-U.S relations by incompatible 

narrative templates. But narrative templates do not necessarily have to play a destructive 

role. They can be harnessed for the common good of a community and the broader world 
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(Wertsch "A Clash of Deep Memories" 53). To harness them for the common good, I 

want to propose that we examine these templates from two perspectives. First, I want to 

situate them in a broader sociocultural context-individualism vs. collectivism in the 

United States and China, respectively. Cross-cultural psychological studies have shed 

light on the different cultural values that societies characterized either as individualist or 

collectivist cherish and prioritize. An examination of this literature may help people 

reconsider the supposed universality of American values. What Americans cherish the 

most-individual freedom-may not be valued as highly in a collective society where 

social control and group harmony are deemed more valuable. Second, I want to examine 

the concept of "othering" and the binary oppositional thinking revealed in the American 

and Chinese narrative templates. To forge common ground, we must go beyond 

"othering" and eradicate the misconceptions we harbor toward each other. In this way, 

we may open up a space for introduce fresh information and alternative views. 

Collectivism vs. Individualism 

Psychologists have commonly classified China as a collectivist society
79 

and the 

United States, individualist one. Based on a survey of cross-cultural literature and his 

own studies conducted in various countries, Harry Triandis, one of the leading authorities 

in cross-cultural psychology, outlines some distinctive traits associated with 

individualism and collectivism. In his study of traditional, collectivist Greeks, Triandis 

noticed significant differences between individualist's and collectivist's interpretation of 

79 A ch· ealthy the society is shifting away from a collective cultural pattern to embrace 
s ma grows more w , . . . h · · d" · 

individualism. The shift is gradual, yet quite obVIous, as evidenced m t e nsmg 1vorce rate, a trait 

associated with individualist societies. 
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concepts such as freedom and social control. According to his study, the traditional 

Greeks believe that "social control ( e.g. severe punishment) is desirable," and they 

"define freedom and progress as societal ( e.g. national) constructs rather than as 

individual constructs" (56). Not surprisingly, the supreme values for the Greeks are 

"good social relations and social control within the ingroup" (56). Psychologist M. 

Rokeach argues that the valorization of freedom is linked to individualism: "Collectivists 

do not emphasize it nearly as much as individualists do, because they believe that people 

should not be free to do as they wish, but should behave so as to benefit the collective" 

(Triandis 101 ). 

In light of the insights gleaned from cross-cultural studies, it appears that the 

supreme value that Americans attach to individual freedom does not resonate with a 

collectivist culture where individual freedom is often subordinated to the collective good 

and social control. This fact may explain why the Chinese, generally speaking, learn to 

live with the government's Internet management policy as long as it is legitimized on the 

ground of maintaining social stability. In contrast, the Americans find such policies 

absolutely oppressive and intolerable. 

In a collectivist culture, social control is viewed as a means to achieve harmony, 

to maintain social order, and to accomplish a collective goal, such as economic 

development. Individuals are encouraged to achieve for the group. For example, Chinese 

teachers routinely encourage the students to study hard-not for individual success, but 

for the glory and modernization of their motherland. It is hard to imagine American 

teachers telling their students to study hard for the sake of their country. 
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Though collectivism and individualism are rather abstract, broad social-cultural 

constructs, they reflect some fundamental differences between Chinese and American 

world views. In light of these differences, Americans might understand that people from 

different cultural backgrounds might have different interpretations of cultural values 

deemed indispensable by most Americans. This observation calls into question the 

universality of American values as embodied in the American-Exceptionalism narrative 

template. 

Binary Oppositional Thinking and Othering in Narrative Templates 

The dominant narrative templates in China and the United States reflect a 

Manichaean, us-versus-them consciousness. The templates are constructed through an 

"othering" process. The Resistance-to-Imperialism template persists because there is a 

dangerous outsider threatening China's very existence. The Americanism vs. 

Communism narrative template is constructed by placing two "isms" on opposite ends of 

the ideological spectrum, while the American-Exceptionalism narrative template is 

grounded in the contrast between the exceptional Americans and those non-exceptional, 

ordinary others. These narrative templates sort people into two camps-"us" versus 

"them." Or to borrow a psychological concept, people are divided into an "ingroup" 

(those who are like "me") and "outgroup" (those who are different from me). 

Therefore, to counteract its potential to produce division and conflict, we have to 

understand the binary oppositional thinking embedded in these narrative templates and 

break the cycle of treating each country as the perpetual Other. The dangerous potential 

of binary oppositional thinking in international relations exists because people 
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overemphasize differences, instead of commonalities. People mistake perception for 

reality, thus making a culturally informed understanding impossible. Instead of 

appreciating differences, many see differences as signs of threatening otherness. 

This practice of equating the different with the Other goes back to ancient times. 

While we do not know the precise moment this kind of binary thinking emerged in 

history, Othering is certainly a very ancient concept. Survival instincts in early societies 

probably conditioned people to distinguish friends from enemy. From the written record 

we know that at least some ancient Greece philosophers equated difference with 

otherness. For instance, in Plato's Parmenides, Parmenides argues: "Ifwe are talking 

about the others, things that are others must be different; 'other' and 'different' are two 

names for the same things" (956). That is to say, difference and otherness are 

synonymous. 

In the W estem imagination, China, an alien and exotic land, symbolizes the 

Other in a similar fashion that Africa has stood as the antithesis of Western civilization. 
' 

Chinua Achebe wrote in "An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad's Heart of Darkness" 

that the novel projects "the image of Africa as 'the other world,' the antithesis of Europe 

and therefore of civilization, a place where man's vaunted intelligence and refinement are 

finally mocked by triumphant bestiality" (783). Africa, the dark continent, was untouched 

by Western civilization, and its backwardness justified colonization. 

For many Americans, China is the oriental Other, a place that is not only 

separated by the Pacific Ocean, but demarcated by different cultural values. Harold 

Isaacs' classic study of American views of China and India, Scratches on Our Minds, 
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concluded that Americans in general hold distorted images and concepts of the Chinese 

and Indian. They share "a quality of remoteness, of the exotic, the bizarre, the strange and 

unfamiliar, and-until the day before yesterday-a lack of connection with the more 

visibly important affairs of life" ( 40). 

Not only does the general public hold these distorted images and perceptions, they 

also appear in the works of influential intellectuals. Foucault's The Order of Things, one 

of the most important philosophical works in the twentieth century, "arouse out of a 

passage" in Jorge Luis Borges. The passage came from a "Certain Chinese 

encyclopedia": 

Animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, 

( d) sucking pigs, ( e) sirens, ( f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the present 

classification, (i) frenzied, G) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair 

brush, (1) et cetera, (m) having broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way 

off look like flies. (xv) 

Foucault laughed. The "wonderment of this taxonomy," Foucault asserts, demonstrates 

the "exotic charm of another system of thought," "the limitation of our own" system of 

thought, and "the stark impossibility of thinking that" (xv). The monstrous quality of the 

Chinese logic kept Foucault bemused for a few pages in which he wonders how China, a 

mythical place, "a precise region whose name alone constitutes for the West a vast 

reservoir of utopias" could conjure up such a taxonomy? 

In our traditional imagery, the Chinese culture is the most meticulous, the most 

rigidly ordered, the one most deaf to temporal events, most attached to the pure 
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delineation of space; we think of it as a civilization of dikes and dams beneath the 

eternal face of the sky; we see it, spread and frozen, over the entire surface of a 

continent surrounded by walls. Even its writing does not reproduce the fugitive 

flight of the voice in horizontal lines; it erects the motionless and still

recognizable images of things themselves in vertical columns. So much so that the 

Chinese encyclopedia quoted by Borges, and the taxonomy it proposes, lead to a 

kind of thought without space, to words and categories that lack all life and place, 

but are rooted in a ceremonial space, overburdened with complex figures, with 

tangled paths, strange places, secret passages, and unexpected communications. 

(xix) 

This passage is worth quoting at length because it is a rather poetic rendition of Western 

(mis )perceptions of China. The China that resides "at the other extremity of the earth" 

does not categorize things in a way that makes it possible for Westerners to "name, 

speak, and think." The irrationality of the Chinese way of thinking, out of a passage of a 

fictional Chinese encyclopedia, 80 is contrasted with W estem reason and logic. Amid 

laughter, Foucault felt a sense of uneasiness caused by Borges' s depiction of Chinese 

irrationality. Of course, as Zhang Longxi points out in "The Myth of the Other: China in 

the Eyes of the West," Foucault's purpose of quoting the passage is not promote the 

image of China as an alien Other. He uses the passage to open up space to discuss his 

archaeology of knowledge, to "rediscover on what basis knowledge and theory became 

80 It is unclear whether Foucault knew the encyclopedia was fictional. It was created by Borges to mock the 
irrationality of a seventeenth-century English scholar John Wilkin~'. ~rtificial world language. See Borges' s 
essay "The Analytical Language of John Wilkins," in Other Jnquzsztwns, 1937-1952. 
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possible" and "within what space of order knowledge was constituted" (xxi-xxii). 

Nonetheless, under Foucault's pen, one discovers a distressing picture of a China that is 

illogical, motionless, seemingly frozen in time and under eternal skies. China, the Other, 

threatens Western reason and order ofthings.81 

Chaim Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca's classic work, The New Rhetoric: A 

Treatise on Argumentation, subscribes to the same stereotypical image of China as 

impervious to change and the Chinese as deficient in the skill of abstract reasoning. The 

authors inform us that the Chinese attach too much importance to concrete values, rather 

than abstract values. Since "[t]he need for reliance on abstract values is perhaps 

essentially connected with change," we can find the reasons as to "China's 

imperviousness to change." In contrast "in the West the need for change has been the 

stimulus for argument on abstract values" (79). 

It is rather distressing to see that those influential thinkers subscribe to the notions 

of an antiquated China that is irrational, deficient in abstract thinking, and impervious to 

change. Both books are widely studied in the United States in higher learning institutions. 

Unintentionally, they become part of the discourses of Othering. It shows that these 

notions of a China as the antithesis of Western reason and thinking has a strong hold 

among not just the lesser educated, but also among the most influential contemporary 

thinkers. In this way, misconceptions of China have been woven into the West's cultural 

tapestry. How else could Americans explain the massive, emotional demonstrations in the 

aftermath of NA TO bombing of Chinese embassy in Belgrade, Yugoslavia, in 1999? 

81 lam indebted to Zhang Longxi's lucid discussion of Foucault's Othering in The Order of Things. 
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Evidently, those irrational Chinese could not understand the logic that human beings 

occasionally make unintentional mistakes. And what could explain the breathtaking 

technological progress made by a people deficient in abstract thinking? The answer has to 

be espionage and stealing. When the U.S. Congress published the three-volume Cox 

Report82 in 1999 accusing China of stealing American technology, the Chinese treated 

the report as a national smear-"asserting that every technological breakthrough China 

has made in the last fifty years resulted from theft of American science and technology" 

(Lampton, Same Bed, Different Dreams 362). For the Chinese, this report presumes that 

that "they are incapable of innovation and discovery, when in fact they have made 

indigenously generated strides, including building nuclear-powered submarines" 

(Lampton, Same Bed, Different Dreams 362). A team from Stanford University-Alastair 

Iain Johnson, W.K.H. Panofsky, Marco Di Capua, and Lewis R. Franklin-in their 

assessment of the Cox Report, criticized the report for "imprecise writing, sloppy 

research and ill-informed speculation" (38). They concluded after examining the 

evidence that "[t]he combination of factual errors, misused evidence, incorrect, 

misleading or nonexistent citations, and implausible interpretative spins of existing 

research- interpretations that the authors of research themselves would likely have 

objected to-together created a misleading impression of Chinese politics and 

economics" (37-38). Nonetheless, the Cox report generated great tension between China 

and the United States. This is not to argue that China never committed espionage, but 

82 The Cox Report is also known as U.S. National Security and Military/Commercial Concerns with the 

People 's Republic of China. 
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researchers and politicians need to be aware that hidden cultural biases might lead to bad 

research and hasty conclusions. 

In a similar fashion, China treats the United States as the ultimate Other, a 

constant threat that must be guarded against. The American, in the eyes of contemporary 

Chinese, is a "Beautiful Imperialist," to borrow David Shambaugh's book title. The 

Chinese admire the U.S.'s advanced technology and vast wealth, yet fear China might be 

its next target. Not understanding the rationale, as grounded in the American

Exceptionalism narrative template, behind Americans' push for human rights, many 

Chinese view the American human rights effort as a means to shame China and contain 

its rise. Lacking of understanding American's historical and cultural traditions, many, if 

not most, Chinese hold distorted views of the United States. Terry Lautz in a Chronicle of 

Higher Education article, "China's Deficit in American Studies," states that the Chinese, 

even scholars who study the United States, do not have a good understanding of a variety 

of factors, such as the cultural, the ethnic, and religious factors that influence American 

behavior and foreign-policy making. Lack of understanding often leads to 

misconceptions, and the "benevolent hegemon" appears threatening on the distant 

horizon. Fear of the beautiful imperialist has led to a major military modernization effort. 

And the Chinese military buildup has caused much concern in the United States. In a 

conference in India in March 2011, Sarah Palin questioned the Chinese motivation for 

arms buildup: "I personally have huge military concerns about China. They are 

stockpiling ballistic missiles, submarines, new age ultra modem fighter aircraft. Is that all 

for a defensive posture? How could that be when you don't see a tangible outside threat 
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to that country?" (Hannon). While Palin does not see "a tangible outside threat," the 

Chinese see the United States as a serious threat to Chinese security. In mutual lack of 

understanding and othering, China and the United States have built a shaky foundation 

for a bilateral relationship. It is not surprising that during a crisis mutual suspicion and 

hatred easily erupt from a stockpile of stereotypes and misconceptions of each other. 

Are China and the United States really so vastly different as Rudyard Kipling's 

famous verse described: "Oh, East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall 

meet" (136). Do China and the United States forever have to eye each other as the 

"Other"? Edward Said' s classic Orienta/ism argues that W estem discourses of the Orient, 

filtered through "a sovereign Western consciousness" with ''unchallenged centrality" (8) 

reflect perhaps more of Western fantasy and fear than accurate descriptions of the 

physical reality of a distant land. Similarly, scholar Zhang Longxi in his article, "The 

Myth of the Other: China in the Eyes of the West," argued that Western fantasy has 

conjured up an image of China as the Other, that threatens Western civilization. 

Borrowing from Said's Orienta/ism, Zhang writes: "The East or the Orient, which stands 

for the Other over against which the West has been able to identify itself, is indeed a 

conceptual given in the process of self-understanding of the West, and an image built up 

in that formative process as much as the West itself' (114). A number of scholars, such as 

David Lampton, Peter Gries, and Michael Hunt, have recognized the symbolic value of 

China in American consciousness: It serves as a foil for American emotions. Thus, the 

remake of Red Dawn reflects perhaps more on American insecurities and fears amid an 

economic recession than the real danger of Chinese Liberation Army soldiers parachuting 
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into Detroit. In a similar fashion, the United States holds great symbolic value for 

China-a blank screen onto which China has frequently projected its insecurity, fear, and 

desire. Understanding American-Exceptionalism and Americanism-vs.-Communism 

narrative templates may help ease Chinese suspicions toward the American government's 

policy of promoting human rights and its tendency to function as "world police." An 

understanding of narrative templates can be a starting point for a much needed bilateral 

dialogue aimed at easing both nations' dark suspicions. 

Narrative Templates as Interpretive Givens and Critical Thinking as Way of 

Resistance 

In The Order of Things, one senses a pessimism on Foucault's part with regard to 

people's ability to break the confinement of a knowledge/power system, constituted by a 

tightly knit network of discourses, or to transcend the historical a priori-the 

fundamental codes, or interpretive givens that condition every society's epistemology. 

Indeed, ancient rhetoricians ( e.g., Aristotle) have long recognized the values of dominant 

opinions, values, and emotions in the constitution of truth and knowledge. Hence 

Aristotle argues in his Rhetoric that orators need to combine three appeals-ethos, logos, 

and pathos-to maximize rhetorical persuasion. In Aristotle's rhetorical theory, audience 

plays a key role in an orator's speech making. His theory foreshadows modern rhetorical 

theory's more comprehensive treatment of social and cultural context and the audience's 

role in effective communication. 

Modern rhetoricians have also addressed this issue of community belief. For 

instance Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca argued in The New Rhetoric: A Treatise on 
' 
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Argumentation that "Every social circle or milieu is distinguishable in terms of its 

dominant opinions and unquestioned beliefs, of the premises that it takes for granted 

without hesitation: these views form an integral part of its culture, and an orator wishing 

to persuade a particular audience must of necessity adapt himself to it" (20-21). 

Therefore, the authors reason that we can learn the characters of past civilizations through 

studying the beliefs and opinions reflected in rhetorical speeches. To persuade an 

audience, an orator must design his rhetoric with the particular audience in mind. In other 

words, the audience plays "the major role in determining the quality of argument and the 

behavior of orators" (24). 

The most solid beliefs that influence an audience are used without proof and often 

made implicit (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 8). Narrative templates constitute such 

solid, implicit beliefs and are often used without people's awareness. To raise people's 

awareness of these narrative templates and to resist manipulative efforts by the state, 

education aimed at improving people's critical thinking skills is essential. Gregory 

Fairbrother inquired into the nature of student resistance to state hegemonic political 

discourses and its effects of critical thinking as a means of resistance through a study of 

535 Hong Kong and mainland university students. After examining questionnaires and 

interviews he concluded that students who demonstrated critical thinking dispositions-
' 

skepticism, curiosity, an openness to multiple perspectives and a tendency to think 

critically-tended to question their schooling and the state's efforts at indoctrination 

(615). Therefore, he asserts that these critical thinking dispositions can be "viewed as a 

form of self-emancipation from the relations of domination" ( 616). Critical thinking skills 
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can be used to raise awareness of dominant narrative templates, showing how these 

templates have been employed to help people interpret international events, to justify 

domestic and foreign policies, and to shield these policies from public scrutiny. These 

skills will help us to question and challenge narrative templates as historical a priori. 

Since these narrative templates lie at the core of each country's nationalist 

discourses, questioning the formation and application of these templates can help build 

positive nationalism-nationalism that does not target a foreign other as an enemy, but is 

harnessed to build a stronger, more advanced country and to work toward the broader 

international good. 

Understanding Audience Through an Understanding of Narrative Templates 

Understanding one's audience is essential to rhetorical persuasion, and 

understanding narrative templates can help us better understand our audience. Narrative 

templates can be used to help rhetors formulate more persuasive arguments. For example, 

Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner and other Obama administration officials have 

often criticized China's undervalued currency and urged China to raise the value of the 

Renminbi because it hurts American exports. The standard response from the China has 

always been: "Do not interfere in our domestic affairs." No one should be surprised by 

such a response since the dominant Chinese narrative template dictates that the Chinese 

view such criticisms as another imperialist action that ought to be resisted. Instead, 

arguments for the Chinese government to either improve its human rights record or 

appreciate its currency should take into consideration the Resistance-to-Imperialism 

narrative template. More effective arguments should be grounded in goodwill and 
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common benefits. In rhetorical persuasion, demonstrating goodwill and an understanding 

of dominant cultural beliefs helps achieve the intended goal. 

Building Common Ground through the Art of Listening 

Borges once observed that people love to over-emphasize their little differences, 

their hatreds. "If humanity is to be saved, we must focus on our affinities, the points of 

contact with all other human beings;" Borges insists, "by all means we must avoid 

accentuating our differences" (12). To focus on our affinities, we need to learn to listen 

attentively to the voice of others and to seek the deepest understanding possible. And our 

listening skill and the quality of our rhetoric may determine to an astonishing degree the 

quality of China-U.S. relations. Mutual demonizing is most harmful in bilateral relations. 

Hostile rhetoric can produce a negative feedback loop and push bilateral relations in a 

dangerous direction. Instead, we should practice what Wayne C. Booth called 

"rhetorology," the best, deepest form of "Listening-Rhetoric," a rhetorical practice 

motivated by the pursuit of truth and common ground despite difference. In rhetorology, 

both sides must 

join in a trusting dispute, determined to listen to the opponent's 

arguments, while persuading the opponent to listen in exchange. Each side 

attempts to think about the arguments presented by the other side .... Both 

sides are pursuing not just victory but a new reality, a new agreement 

about what is real. (Booth 46-4 7) 

Indeed, this basic rhetorical principle requires rhetors to listen attentively and think 

carefully about the audience's beliefs, and above all of the audience's welfare. Rhetorical 
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arguments should not be aimed at merely winning an argument, but aim at genuine 

understanding and forging common good. By listening to each other's voices, with a 

sense of humility, we will learn to appreciate our differences and transcend the cognitive 

limitations represented by our dominant narrative templates. By understanding these 

templates better, we can harness the explosive potential of those cognitive tools and use 

them as means for achieving better understanding and accommodation. The ultimate 

question we need to ask is, Can we resolve our conflicts through enhanced mutual 

understanding and effective communication? How we answer this question in deeds will 

determine the future outlook of our world. 
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