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ABSTRACT 

Interpreting Another Culture: 
An Ethnographic Study of how Western-educated Women 

Make Sense of Chinese Culture in Shanghai 

This thesis is concerned with ways of making sense of another culture and is based on 
ethnographic fieldwork with a small group of elite Western-educated women, mostly 
Westerners, in Shanghai in 2005. The post-colonial theory of Edward Said and others 
formed the theoretical foundation and the research had two aims: 

1) to discover whether Said's theory might usefully inform an ethnographic study 
2) to draw an ethnographic picture of the group of women in collaboration with them. 

Data was collected through interviews and photographs provided by the participants 
with written comments and it was found that the women did use some of the linguistic 
strategies employed by the Orientalist scholars criticised by Said but that they also 
used many others as well. Their ethnocentric attitudes were on the whole quite 
different from those of the Orientalists. Whereas, according to Said, the Orientalists 
misrepresented and denied the reality of the Orient, the participants, especially as they 
used narratives, examples and comparisons, provided many details of their life in 
Shanghai and of their attempts to interpret Chinese culture as they searched for the 
%real' China. 

My argument is that the process of making sense of another culture is long and 
difficult but that most important of all is one's intention and attitude. An awareness 
of the power of the West is necessary, especially on the part of Westerners who are in 
contact with the East. The whole thesis is written from the point of view of a 
Westerner who has lived in Shanghai for more than forty-two years, including semi- 
colonial times in the 1930s and 1940s and from 1984 up to the present. 
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Oh, East is East, and West is West, and 
Never the twain shall meet, 

Till Earth and Sky stand presently at 
God's great Judgment Seat; 

But there is neither East nor West, Border, 
Nor Breed, nor Birth, 

When two strong men stand face to face, 
Though they come from the ends of earth! 

The Ballad of East and West 
Rudyard Kipling 1865 - 1936 

He loves countries and leaves them. (Is the impossible 
remote? ) He loves to migrate towards everything. Travelling 
freely between cultures, there is room for all who seek the 
essence of man. 

A margin moves forward and a centre retreats. The East 
is not completely the East, nor the West, the West. Identity 
is multifaceted. 

It is neither a citadel nor is it absolute. 

Counterpoint 
Homage to Edward Said 1935 - 2003 
Mahmoud Darwich 
Le Monde diplomatique January 2005, p. 15 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Statement of focus 

Having lived in Shanghai for a total of more than 42 years, the issue of how we make 

sense of another culture has been central to my life. In particular, I am interested in 

how Westerners construct and represent China. 

From my own experience, I know that attitudes are changing. It seems that the ways 
in which most Westerners view China in the early 21" century are different from the 

views expressed in the 1930s and even in the 1980s. I wanted to investigate the 

present ways and therefore the central research issue of this dissertation is whether 

there are habitual ways of making sense of another culture. Since this is too large a 

question, the focus has been narrowed to the ways in which Westerners in China, 

specifically in Shanghai, make sense of Chinese culture. 

Believing that the context of such a study is important, a phenomenological approach 

was chosen and I decided to carry out an ethnographic case study of a small group of 
Western-educated women in Shanghai in 2005. Most of them were Westerners but 

two were of ethnic Asian origin, one South Asian and one East Asian. Both were 

educated in the West, however, and their social status is the same as that of the 
Caucasians in this study. Some differences between these two and the other 

participants are noted in the findings. 

All except one of the participants were taitais, the exception being a Western 
Sinologist. The Chinese word taitai here means the wife of a taipan, a wealthy 
Western businessman, and in this study the women were all wives of international 
businessmen or diplomats. In Appendix 5 there are dictionary definitions of the word 
taitai and in Chapter 5 will be found the participants' own use of the term as a 
simplified way of referring to themselves. 

Having learned that auto-ethnography is a valid tool, I began with self-observation, 
developing on this basis and on the reading of the literature a set of questions to ask 
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the women. One question was about language learning and others were based on 

mundane cultural practices connected with food and medicine. I hoped that by 

probing more deeply into such topics I could find the answer to the central issue as to 

the ways in which Westerners make sense of Chinese culture, or at least the culture of 

Chinese people in Shanghai. These questions were asked in interviews carried out in 

four Focus Groups and also separately with three individuals. Besides interviews, 

another tool suggested in the literature was the use of photographs taken by the 

participants in the research. There are, therefore, two types of data in this study: the 

transcripts of the interviews and photographs taken by the women along with their 

written comments. Additional data were provided by one of the participants who read 

the first versions of Chapters 5 and 6. 

The reading of post-colonial theorist Edward Said - and his critics - and others, 
including Ien Ang, an ethnic Chinese scholar, formed the theoretical foundation of 

this study. After some consideration, it seemed to me that three themes emerged from 

the literature and this thesis is therefore structured around these themes. The themes 

are based on the post-colonial concept of 'the Other', the first two consisting of 
linguistic strategies employed by those who speak of another culture: 

1) Generalisation - the use of such phrases as 'the Chinese are X' or 'they always do 

Y' 

2) The Use of'We'/'They' and 'East'/' West' 

The third theme identified was that of attitudes, in particular ethnocentric attitudes. I 

was interested to find out whether the attitudes of, for example, the Orientalist 

scholars criticised by Edward Said could still be found in Shanghai in 2005. 

In analysing the findings, I did not intend to prove or verify any existing theories or 
hypotheses. Instead, my aim was to answer the question stated in the research issue 

above, whether there are habitual ways of making sense of another culture, and to 

generate a picture of the complexity of the issues surrounding it. 

Chapter 1 gives the rationale for the study, my autobiography, and a description of the 

context, Shanghai in 2005. Chapter 2 comprises the Literature Review. Chapter 3 
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discusses my reading about the methodology and describes the actual process of the 

research. In Chapter 4I describe the Chinese Culture Study Group, the group of 

women of which I have been a member and an observer-participant for the past few 

years. The results of the interviews are presented in Chapter 5 and those from the 

participants' photographs and written comments in Chapter 6. Chapter 7, consisting 

of a discussion of the results and of the impact and importance of the study, forms the 

conclusion. 

1.2 Rationale - Autobiography 

Why have I, in my seventies, undertaken this study and why is it autobiographical? 
The answer to the first part of the question is easy: it is because I care deeply about 

the issues discussed. As to why it is autobiographical, it would seem that 

autobiography has an important role to play in ethnography since the subjectivity of 

the researcher is now seen to be a central part of the investigation in the social 

sciences. Therefore, in a sense, the more that is known about the researcher, the 

better. 

The use of autobiography is not a claim to be an authority on the subject under 
discussion or of authenticity over and against the subjectivity of the participants in the 

research but an attempt to allow the readers to understand where the researcher is 

'coming from'. Ang (2001: 23) quotes Stuart Hall (1992: 277) who said: 
'Autobiography is usually thought of as seizing the authority of authenticity. But in 

order not to be authoritative, I've got to speak autobiographically'. Ang herself says 
that 

what is at stake in autobiographical discourse is not a question of the subject's 
authentic 'me', but one of the subject's location in a world through an active 
interpretation of experiences that one calls one's own in particular, 'worldly' 
contexts, that is to say, a reflexive positioning of oneself in history and culture. 
(2001: 23-24) 

Before I attempt an active interpretation of my own experiences chronologically, I 

should like first to try to answer the questions raised in the research issue about 
habitual Western ways of constructing China. Are there habitual ways? If so, what 
are they? That is what this research project will attempt to investigate but, as an 
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introduction, I will list some below, drawing on my own experiences and on my 

reading. 

In 1984, when George Wang in Shanghai wrote to me in Fife to ask me to marry him, 

he sent me some photographs. When my Scottish friends saw them, they exclaimed, 

`But he's a hunk of a man! ' They had evidently expected him to be a small, thin man 

- perhaps wearing a conical hat. When George and I were in Cambridge in 1985 we 

saw on the side of a bus an advertisement for tours to China. George was amazed to 

see that the images were a panda and a farmer wearing a pointed hat and carrying a 

shoulder pole with two baskets. 

When George went to Scotland for the first time with me in 1985 my Scottish friends 

were surprised by his personality. 'But he's humorous! ' they said. Perhaps they had 

only met stiff Chinese officials before that. 

These two examples show, I believe, that many Westerners who have not had the 

opportunity to meet ordinary Chinese people personally have the wrong image of 
Chinese people in general. Where do their images come from? Books, films, TV 

series - or the side of a bus? 

In August, 2005, on a Chinese Central Television (CCTV) programme, three Western 

Sinologists from Oxford, Durham and Lund, Sweden, were discussing the images of 
China in the West now. They thought that the ubiquitous Chinese restaurants in the 

cities and in most small towns, museums displaying Chinese art and artifacts, and 

contemporary Chinese goods, 'Made in China', were the most potent images. 

Another way of looking, or not looking, at China is more serious. I will provide three 

examples: 

1) A few years ago, when George asked a Western Consul in Shanghai what the 

people in his country knew about China, his answer was brief and to the point: The 
Cultural Revolution and Communism. ' 

2) Wellesley College, the famous liberal arts college for women which I attended in 

the USA, issues a directory of its alumnae every four years. In 2000 1 looked in vain 
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for myself in the Geographical listings. Finally, I found it: M. Elizabeth Barr, 

Shanghai, Taiwan. (By 2004 they had a section for China. ) 

3) Iris Chang, in her searing book, The Rape of Nanking, (1997) gives one chapter 

the heading The Forgotten Holocaust: A Second Rape'. In discussing the ignorance 

of Americans about World War II, she says: 'A Princeton-educated lawyer told me 

sheepishly that she was not even aware that China and Japan had been at war; her 

knowledge of the Pacific conflict of World War II had been limited to Pearl Harbor 

and Hiroshima'. (Chang, 1997: 200) 

These are examples of the shallowness of the knowledge of many Westerners about 

China. I say this not with any intention to point the finger or to cast blame. It is just a 

matter of fact. I myself know very little about China though I have been living here 

for more than 42 years, not to mention being very ignorant about the continents of 

Africa and Latin America. 

A third way of looking at China has even more serious repercussions. It is what I 

would call a slanted or biased or prejudiced way of expressing one's opinions about a 

country. Here are but two examples of the many I could quote, a letter printed in an 

influential newspaper and a remark from an influential cardinal, enough to influence 

the ways of looking at China of vast numbers of people: 

1) A letter to the Guardian Weekly (Oct. 7-13,2005, Vol. 173/No. 16, p. 14) states, 

without any substantiating evidence: 'Behind the flashy shops on the Bund, China is a 

sweatshop economy run - brutally - for the benefit of a few hundred bureaucrat 

families and their cronies. ' 

2) On May 13,2006, in the New York Times online, Jim Yardley and Keith Bradsher 

wrote a long article entitled 'A Bitter Game: Beijing Battles with Vatican'. In the 

course of it they described the longtime bishop of Hong Kong, Joseph Zen Ze-kiun, 

who, when chosen as a cardinal in February, 2006, said that China was not a 'normal' 

country and needed to respect religious freedom. 

More helpful, I think, is a conversation published in the June 2006 issue of the 
National Geographic. Todd Carrel, the ABC News bureau chief in China in 1992 

who had an unhappy experience in China at that time, interviews Peter Hessler, author 
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of River Town, an account of his experiences while teaching for two years with the 

Peace Corps in an inland town on the Chang Jiang (Yangtze River): 

Carrel: I'm wondering about the triumphs, the agony, or the problems these 
people [rural migrants working in cities] face. They pluck themselves out of 
the countryside, go so far to a new city, then try to establish themselves. And 
figure out a future. What are they really going through? 
Hessler: My former student Emily was a young woman -I believe 21 - when 
she went to Shenzhen.... Everything she went through .... Then she did find a 
job. She was in a factory that was basically set up illegally.... She had a huge 
number of issues to deal with .... 

Sometimes there's not all that much energy to 
put into things we would consider to be very basic. 
(Carrel, 2006: 38) 

Whereas Carrel uses somewhat sensational language, 'agony' and 'pluck themselves 

out of... ', Hessler answers with an individual example of someone he knows, does 

not deny that there are problems - 'set up illegally' - but comments calmly on the 

difference in viewpoint between 'us' and 'them'. 

A white Westerner born in Shanghai in 1933 

Having discussed some habitual Western ways of looking at China from the outside, I 

now proceed with my own autobiography, the story of an 'outsider' born 'inside'. I 

am a white Westerner born in Shanghai in 1933. 

Is whiteness, i. e. skin colour, still important? Ang (2001: 49) says that while 
'scientific racism has long been discarded... the notion of race continues to thrive in 

everyday life. ' The key 'racial' markers for Chineseness in the West are 'yellow 

skin' and 'slanty eyes'. (I insert here the comment that over many years I have asked 
my Chinese students in Shanghai whether they knew that they have 'slanty eyes'. 
None did. Instead, they were concerned about 'single lids' and 'double lids' and 
some girls had operations on their eyes to acquire 'double lids'. ) The key 'racial' 

markers for Westernness in China are white skin, round eyes and big noses. 

Although, in the words of Ang, `scientific racism has long been discarded', it does 

seem to be a fact that skin colour plays a significant role in daily life. Frantz Fanon, 

quoted in Ang, (2001: 28), speaks of the 'corporeal malediction' of the fact of his 
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blackness and Ang says that the 'corporeal malediction' of Chineseness refers to the 

'fact of yellowness'. Whiteness, on the other hand, does appear to be seen in many 

(perhaps not all? ) parts of the world not as a malediction but a benediction. 

The key point is that to be white and Western signifies power, a fact that is perhaps 

sometimes overlooked by the Western 'man in the street' and even in cross-cultural 

studies. Ang stresses that she uses 'White' and 'Western' as 

generalizing categories which describe a position in a structural, hierarchical 
interrelationship rather than a precise set of cultural identities.... Whiteness 
does not acquire meaning outside of a distinctive and over-determined 
network of concrete social relations within which it is embedded.... 
Whiteness.. . is not a biological category but a political one: to be 'white' 
signifies a position of power and respectability, of belonging and entitlement. 
(2001: 188) 

I have begun by discussing 'whiteness' because it is a concept I rarely think of in 

daily life. Perhaps I should. A few of the participants in this study described 

themselves as 'white'. A more common concept among Westerners in Shanghai is 

that of 'foreignness'. Ang speaks of those who 'are condemned always to be 

positioned as "different" or "foreign"... as belonging to an idealised home elsewhere. ' 

(2001: 54) In China the most common term for a foreigner is waiguoren (outside 

country person), a matter-of-fact term which means that the person has come from a 

country outside China. In the 19`h and 20`h centuries, the derogatory term yangguizi 
(foreign devil) was used and in Hong Kong in the 1960s my Chinese friends jokingly 

referred to Westerners as gwai (the Cantonese pronunciation of gui or devil). They 

continued the joke by referring to themselves as yan (people). In other words, in their 

minds they (the Chinese) were the only real people and everyone else was a ghost or 
devil. 

Once, in Hong Kong, an Indian friend phoned my school, asking for me as a 
hungmoyan (red-haired person). This caused great hilarity among the staff as they 

considered it an out-of-date term. In China, now, the most common appellation for a 
foreigner is laowai (old outsider). Personally, I take no offence and consider it a 
somewhat friendly term since Chinese people address close friends older than 

17 



themselves as Lao X. I have even adapted this term for my own purposes and 

sometimes address my husband as Lao Wang (Old Wang). 

A white Westerner born in Shanghai in 1933. I will have much to say about Shanghai 

in 2005 in the following chapter but I would now like to mention 1933, i. e. the past. 

Ang says that 'people remember - and therefore construct - the past in ways that 

reflect their present need for meaning. ' (2001: 28) This idea is echoed in an 

interesting article written by a Japanese scholar about wartime memories of Japan: 

[We] reconstitute the past in a way that suits our needs today. We imagine the 
future in a way that suits our known experiences, so we remember the future. 
We are supposed to remember the past, but we are not really interested in 
objectively studying the past. Rather, we extract useful bits of the past in 
order to prove in the present that something 'actually happened before'. Thus, 
we imagine the past and remember the future. 
(Fujiwara, 2005: 53) 

It is quite likely that this whole study is written in a way that suits my needs today. I 

am greatly indebted to two good, frank friends. One, a participant in the study, said to 

me, You are totally different from us because you grew up here. ' The other, a young 
American sociologist, said, You are stuck in the past. ' I can only speak from my 

own experience and viewpoint, not claiming any authority. 

Chronology 

My father, John Snodgrass Barr, was sent from Glasgow to China as a teacher in 1924 

by the London Missionary Society (LMS). He was given a year of language study in 
Suzhou (Soochow) where the Wu dialect from which the Shanghai dialect developed 
is spoken. He then taught for many years - until 1952 when he was the last LMS 

missionary to leave China - in Medhurst College, a secondary school for boys in the 
Hongkou (Hongkew) District of Shanghai. 

The LMS had been founded in 1795 as The Missionary Society and was the first 
Protestant missionary society to send missionaries to China. Robert Morrison arrived 
in Guangzhou (Canton) in 1807 and the first LMS missionary in Shanghai was Walter 
Henry Medhurst in 1843. This history impinged on my own life because the LMS 
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was ahead of its time in being ecumenical. When I went to the West I had to join a 

particular denomination of the Protestant Church whereas in Shanghai I had attended 
Community Church and Union Church, both interdenominational. The LMS was also 

ahead of its time in appointing, for example, a Chinese Headmaster at Medhurst 

College, not long after its foundation. Most other churches and missionary societies 

had 'white Westerners' as the heads of their institutions. Finally, the LMS dissolved 

itself and became the Council for World Mission in 1977 because it was realized that 

it was no longer appropriate for only 'the West' to preach to the Rest'. While the 

Headquarters was still in London, the leaders of the Council were from many parts of 

the world and missionaries were sent to the West as well as vice versa. It could be 

said that it was a precursor of 'interculturality' - and even that it was the inspiration 

for this study. The LMS was certainly the ethos in which I grew up. 

My mother arrived in Shanghai from Dallas, Texas, in 1930 as Ruth Hill, a Y. W. C. A. 

Secretary. Like my father, she was given a year's language study but she was sent to 

Beijing (then Peiping) where she learned Mandarin. They were married in 1932 in 

Community Church, which at that time had both foreigners and English-speaking 

Chinese in its congregation. (It is still a very active church in Shanghai today, with 
hundreds attending Sunday services in putonghua - Mandarin. ) Both my parents had 

a strong influence on me in many ways but I will mention only one here: they had 

many Chinese friends. I am still in touch with a 97-year-old former Y. W. C. A. 

Secretary and with the second generation of two Chinese families who were their 

friends. 

Our family of four (I had an elder brother) were interned by the Japanese during 
World War II in Lunghwa Civil Assembly Centre, later made famous by J. G. Ballard 
in his novel Empire of the Sun and by Stephen Spielberg in his film by the same name. 
I have spent the years since the novel and film appeared explaining many times that 

neither of them represent the reality, which was, of course, less sensational. After the 

war my mother took me to Dallas, Texas, where I had my Freshman year in high 

school. That year was my first great culture shock as I was a short, skinny, twelve- 

year-old pig-tailed girl with glasses surrounded by tall, beautiful, suave, sophisticated 
Texan girls who went out with boys on 'dates'. 
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On our return to Shanghai in 1946 it was decided that I should attend Shanghai 

American School to avoid switching back and forth between the British and American 

education systems. Thus, a third culture was added to the British and Chinese worlds 
in which I was growing up. As a teenager, I was immersed in the usual extra- 

curricular activities of an American high school such as the Glee Club, the Drama 

Club and field hockey. Ang refers to these as 'seemingly mundane cultural practices. ' 

(2001: 53) 

It was during those two years that I became more and more American, 
although not entirely so. When the American flag was raised in the Assembly 
Hall and everyone stood at attention, saying, 'I pledge allegiance to the flag of 
the United States of America.... '. I put my hand on my heart and, still feeling 
British, said loudly, 'I pledge respect to the flag.... ' 

. (Wang & Barr, 2002: 256-257) 

At Wellesley College, mentioned above, although I enjoyed the years in the Boston 

area, I still felt British and decided to go to the UK to train as a teacher. My original 
idea was to go to London but my wise Scottish father suggested gently that since I had 

never lived in Scotland it might be a good idea to go there. I have been grateful to 
him ever since because, having trained at Jordanhill College of Education and taught 
for two years in Glasgow for my 'parchment', I acquired, somewhat belatedly, 

Scottish roots. 

The influence of my father and the ethos of the LMS, however, led me to offer myself 

as a missionary to that same missionary society in 1957. They might have sent me to 
Africa, India or any other of their 'mission fields' but, in fact, they sent me to Hong 
Kong, where I taught at Ying Wa Girls' School from 1959-1972. The LMS still 
offered language study to its missionaries and I therefore studied Cantonese, the main 
dialect spoken in Hong Kong, at the University of Hong Kong for one year full time 
and two years part time. Furthermore, the LMS arranged for me to live for the first 

six months with a family who spoke only Cantonese and my language skills improved 

rapidly, for example, when I found a spider in the wardrobe! The textbook at the 
University was called '1200 Chinese Basic Characters' and by the time I finished the 
course I could indeed read and write them. 
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Unfortunately, that language study in Hong Kong, though it did give me the basics, is 

not of much help to me in Shanghai now. The characters I learned there were the 

'complicated' characters, used in Hong Kong and Taiwan, not the simplified 

characters used on the mainland. Also, the nine tones in Cantonese are different from 

the four tones in putonghua (Mandarin). 

During the 13 years I spent in Hong Kong I made many good Chinese friends among 

the staff of the school and I still return to Hong Kong often to visit them and attend 

anniversary celebrations at the school. But it was not home. 

A kind friend often drove us out to the New Territories where, near the border, 
there was a small hill from the top of which we could look over the barbed 

wire into mainland China. All that could be seen were some paddy fields and 
occasionally a few farmers but I loved to go there because much further to the 
north was my birthplace - Shanghai. In those days Shanghai might have been 

on a different planet, so little news did we have from there. 
(Wang & Barr, 2004: 421) 

Avtar Brah (1996: 193), quoted in Ang, (2001: 55) speaks of the problematic of 

"home" and belonging' in her book Cartographies of Diaspora. It seems that 

'diaspora', the scattered ones, is a term used mainly for Asians and Africans in the 

West. Can it be used of Whites in Asia and Africa? Why are they, instead, usually 

called 'expatriates', those who have left their fatherland? 

It was the pull of 'home' that led me to go to the Chinese Embassy in London in 1972 

to ask if I could go to teach English in China. I had heard in Hong Kong that a few 

teachers of English were being recruited and thought I might be sent to Guangzhou 

(Canton), where Cantonese is spoken but in September, 1973,1 found myself on a 

plane to Shanghai. The story of my two years in Shanghai towards the end of the 

Cultural Revolution is told in Between Two Worlds - Lessons in Shanghai (2004), 

which George Wang and I wrote as a personal micro-record of that period of history. 

Here, I would only note that my experiences then, working on a People's Commune, a 
large collective farm, and in a watch factory with my teacher-students, and being 

criticised for the 'wrong' political point of view in my teaching materials, left an 
indelible impression on me. I hope those experiences also gave me greater 

understanding of Shanghai today. After all, that was only 30 years ago. 
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There followed nine happy years in my other 'home', Scotland, when I was a 

peripatetic teacher of English as a Second Language in Fife. My ability to speak 

Cantonese was what garnered me the job and I became something of a social worker 

among the Hong Kong families in the take-away restaurants (or 'carry-outs') in all the 

small towns. I was, therefore, still in touch with Chinese culture or, more specifically, 

the Hong Kong form of Chinese culture. I also became the Secretary of the Scotland- 

China Association, a small group which promotes understanding between the two 

countries. 

Sadly, George Wang's first British wife, Margaret, who had been my only British 

colleague in Shanghai in 1973-1975, died in 1983 but, happily, I again found myself 

on a plane to Shanghai in August, 1984, on my way to marry him. Since 1984, then, I 

have been living in Shanghai, my birthplace, married to a Shanghainese man, Wang 

Zhengwen (George), and his son by his first marriage, Wang Minpu. 

For ten years I worked on British Council teacher training projects at Shanghai 

International Studies University, the same institution where I had worked during the 

Cultural Revolution. For the first four years my students were college teachers of 

English from all over China and for the next six years the students were secondary 

school teachers of English from remote areas in the Northeast and Northwest of the 

country. They loved to organise end-of-term parties during which we ate and sang 

and danced together. During the last three years there was a Follow-up Research 

project in the course of which I visited, with George Wang, many of these former 

students in remote and poor areas. I discovered that although their living standard is 

low and they are economically far behind Shanghai, the people there were 

straightforward and warm-hearted. After the British Council projects ended I 

continued teaching at the same university for another eight years, four years still with 

middle school teacher students and four with young Shanghainese. 

I now live in one of my 'homes'. Stuart Hall (1996c: 399), quoted in Ang (2001: 54) 

speaks of diasporic intellectuals, usually born in the 'Third' World but educated and 

working in the 'First', who occupy a 'double space' and 'are deeply embedded in both 

worlds, both universes'. Clifford (1997: 255), also quoted in Ang (2001: 54), points 
out, however, that it is just as important to stress 
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the profound disembeddedness from the worlds in which [the diasporic 
intellectual] finds herself biographically enmeshed. It is the articulation of 
embeddedness and disembeddedness, the 'lived tension' between 'the 
experiences of separation and entanglement' that marks the construction of 
diasporic subjectivities. 

The concept of embeddedness and disembeddedness exactly describes a person like 

myself. In the last twenty years I have had the opportunity to travel widely in China, I 

have seen the beauty of this vast and ancient country and I have experienced the 

warmth and hospitality of its people. I love it dearly and I feel at home in Shanghai - 
but at the same time I feel not only British, but Scottish. The skirl of the bagpipes 

fills me with nostalgia for my other'home'. 

It is in this sense that I am basically different from the participants in my study, most 

of whom are sojourners in Shanghai for longer or shorter periods of time, but who 

will return to their Western homes with their Western husbands. I, albeit a white 
Westerner looking the same as them (only older), was not only born here and spent 

the formative years of my childhood here until I was 17 but I was here for two years 
during the traumatic Cultural Revolution and now live here permanently with a 
Shanghainese husband and stepson. I was one of the first group of about 20 

foreigners in Shanghai to be given a Chinese 'green card' in 2005. 

It might be thought that my total of 42 years spent living in Shanghai plus 13 years in 

Hong Kong would mean that I am deeply embedded in Chinese culture but I find that 

not to be the case. To what extent can anyone know / understand / access / cope with 
/ interpret / make sense of another culture? As I pondered this, it struck me that it is 

in daily life, in the "seemingly mundane cultural practices" that clues can be found. 

Language is, to me, one of the greatest, if not the greatest, barrier to understanding 
Chinese culture. My husband and stepson speak to each other in putonghua 
(Mandarin) every day and the three of us watch the television news in putonghua 
every evening but my level of understanding is still, astoundingly, minimal. Another 
linguistic difficulty is that the Shanghai dialect is used on the street and in shops. I 

often joke that I speak a hotch-potch of Cantonese, putonghua and Shanghai dialect - 
and nobody understands me! 
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Another daily practice is the matter of cooking and eating. Fortunately, perhaps 

because of having grown up in Shanghai, I like many types of Chinese food and 

fortunately George Wang is a good cook. We three eat Chinese food together at most 

meals but there are certain foods, such as shrimps with their shells on, which I cannot 

get used to and certain ways of eating, such as slurping the soup, which are different 

from the ways in which my Western parents brought me up. And, of course, there is 

the matter of the implements used for eating - the chopsticks - which are so different 

from the 'normal' Western way of eating. 

George Wang has lived in Shanghai all his life and he is a great believer in Traditional 

Chinese Medicine. At the beginning of every winter he goes to a TCM doctor who 

prescribes a tonic especially for him and he buys Chinese medicines of various kinds 

for minor ailments. I was brought up to believe in Western medicine and although my 

mother in her later life was interested in 'alternative medicine' I was never very 

impressed and remain to this day somewhat of a sceptic. I can see, though, that the 

Chinese way of dealing with the body stems from a wholly different philosophy or 

point of view. 

Arising from my own self-observation, therefore, I chose language, food and health as 

topics for this study, hoping that by probing more deeply into them I might find an 

answer to the question as to the ways in which anyone can make sense of another 

culture. 

Just as I was becoming depressed about the shallowness of my knowledge of Chinese 

culture after 42 years of living here, George Wang and I received from an unknown 
British reader of our two books, Shanghai Boy Shanghai Girl - Lives in Parallel and 
Between Two Worlds - Lessons in Shanghai, an email which heartened me: 

I am an avid reader, but I cannot remember the last time any book had such an 
impact on me. I've been in Shanghai for three years already, and thought I 
understood many things, but your works have given me entirely new insight 
into the city. 

24 



There are, then, different levels of insight and I hope through the help of the 

participants in this study of ways of making sense of another culture in Shanghai in 

2005 to understand them more fully. 

As a conclusion to this autobiography, a 

photograph taken of George Wang and me 

in 1989 is provided here. Since 

photography is used in this research 

project, it seemed appropriate to include 

this photograph here as part of my own 

self-revelation. Pink (2007: 67) states that 

photographs have no single meaning and 

that they can be re-appropriated and given 

new significance and uses in each context. 

This photograph was taken by a 

professional photographer from Life 

magazine to accompany an article written 

by a Life reporter who was in Shanghai to 

cover the 40th anniversary of the Chinese 

Revolution. The reporter, like George and me, had been in Shan`-'I1LII III I')-+'). I lie 

photograph was first used in Life magazine and has since then sat on our piano at 
home, been used in an annual letter and on the cover of our first book. Now it 

becomes part of an autobiography in a dissertation. 

A further meaning of the photograph has to do with the red Yamaha motorbike on 

which we are sitting. We had imported it from Hong Kong in 1985 because at that 

time it was almost impossible to buy a motor vehicle in Shanghai. The motorbike can 

serve as a bridge to the next section of this chapter which deals with the context of 
Shanghai. In 2005, as can be seen from the statistics, there are hundreds of new cars 

on the road every month. 
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1.3 The Context - Shanghai 

Why did the New York Times have a six-page article on Shanghai in its Travel Section 

on 15 October, 2005? Why did the BBC produce 'Question Time' in Shanghai in 

November, 2005? And why did the Guardian send a whole group of reporters to 

Shanghai for a week in the same month? 

The fact that the Western media paid so much attention to Shanghai in 2005, the year 

in which this study is based, and that they continue to do so means that Shanghai has 

special significance in the world today. It is the largest city in the world's fastest 

developing country, China, and in 2010 the largest ever World Expo will be held here. 

On 18 October, 2005, David Barboza wrote in The New York Times (p. Al): 

This year alone, Shanghai will complete towers with more space for living and 
working than there is in all the office buildings in New York City. That is in a 
city that already has 4,000 skyscrapers, almost double the number in New 
York. And there are designs to build 1,000 more by the end of this decade. 

More statistics can be found in Appendix 6 but the superlatives and numbers hide the 

fact that it is also a city of great contrasts, contrasts especially between the ancient and 

modem, 'the East' and 'the West' and the rich and the poor. Some of these contrasts 

will be found in the data provided by the participants in this study. 

The history of the city is, perhaps, well known in the West since it has the dubious 

distinction of having given its name to a verb, 'to shanghai', meaning to trick or force 

someone into doing something unwillingly. The origin of this term is the practice in 

Shanghai in the 1920s and 1930s of drugging a man or making him drunk and then 

shipping him off as a sailor. This was in the heyday of the Western (mainly British) 

imperialists who, after defeating the Chinese in the First Opium War (1839-42), 

forced China to sign ten unequal treaties and to allow a system called 'extra- 

territoriality', i. e. foreign concessions in which the foreigners were allowed to govern 

themselves. 

Shanghai had another unusual distinction in that it had more than one foreign 

concession. In 1863 Great Britain and the United States merged their Concessions 
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into an International Settlement but the French wanted to keep their own piece of 

territory which became known as the French Concession or, unofficially, Frenchtown. 

Although Japan did not have an official concession, there were thousands of Japanese 

living in one district, Hongkew. Like Britain, France and the United States, they also 

had soldiers stationed in Shanghai. 

The ways in which the foreign concessions impinged on the lives of ordinary citizens 

in the 1930s have been vividly described by George Wang. For example, there were 

three different waterworks, run by three different owners, and three power companies, 

using different voltages. To cross the city by tram one had to take three different 

trams, British, French and Chinese and during the trip one could see policemen of 

different nationalities: British, White Russians and Sikhs in the International 

Settlement; French, White Russians and Vietnamese in the French Concession; and 

Chinese in Nanshih (a Chinese part of the city). (Wang & Barr, 2002: 9-10) 

The stratification of society in Shanghai in the 1930s was explained by Rena Krasno, 

author of That Last Glorious Summer - 1939 - Shanghai / Japan (2001), when she 

took part in a recent Canadian Broadcasting Corporation television documentary 

series entitled 'Sin Cities', featuring Shanghai in the 1930s along with Paris and 
Berlin of the same era. Rena said, 'There was definitely a social structure where the 

British, the Americans, and the French were the top. They were the masters, they 

were the lords, they were the powerful ones. And then came the Germans, who had 

lost World War I, then you had the mixed-bloods, then you had the Chinese. ' The 

narrator of the series made the same point: 'Everything was for sale, everything 

except, perhaps, power. For in this city in China it was not the Chinese who could 

claim to be masters in their own home. It was the foreigners. ' 

Since this dissertation is mainly about the way in which Westerners make sense of the 
East, it seems only right that a small part of the history of Shanghai should be given 
here as it is written (in English) from the Chinese point of view. This was seen in a 
'Preface' at the Shanghai History Museum, which is located at the foot of the ultra- 
modem TV Tower, the 'Pearl of the Orient', pictured in Chapter 6. 

After the Opium War, the big foreign powers invaded China one after another, 
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and Shanghai was forced to open further to the outside world. As a result, the 
city's urban development took on a deep semi-colonial complexion. Shanghai 
people went on to promote the development of modem industry and 
commerce as well as the construction of municipal works and the import of 
modem civilization with a sea-like broadmindedness [italics added]. Shanghai 
leapt to a position as an economic, financial and cultural center of modem 
China and a well-known international metropolis. 

The italics were added to point up the Shanghainese image of themselves and to show 

the appropriateness of using 'sea-like broadmindedness' since the name 'Shanghai' 

means 'on the sea' or 'above the sea'. 

'Shanghai meant opportunity in the most modern city in China, ' the narrator in the 

CBC documentary continued. This was true not only for the foreigners who came to 

this 'Paradise for Adventurers', the subtitle for the Shanghai section of 'Sin Cities', 

but also for millions of poor Chinese peasants who fled from the famines which 

ravaged the countryside. Unlike Beijing or even nearby Suzhou, both of which are 

ancient cities with long histories, Shanghai, though not a mere fishing village before 

the arrival of the imperialists, became an immigrant city for the Chinese in the 19th 

and 20th centuries. 

In 1932 and again in 1937 the Japanese bombed Shanghai but the foreign residents 

carried on with their lives inside their concessions as if nothing had happened. 

Another interviewee in the Canadian documentary, Ken Cuthbertson, author of 
Nobody Said Not to Go (1998) even says, 'Foreign journalists... sat in the Cathay 

Hotel, had drinks and watched the Japanese gunboats in the harbour bombarding the 
Chinese area off behind. It was like a fireworks display. ' The decadent lifestyle of 
the powerful foreigners came to an abrupt end on the morning of Dec. 8,1941, when 
Japanese marines, who had been surrounding the concessions, marched in on the same 
day as the Japanese Air Force was bombing Pearl Harbour on Dec. 7 in Hawaii many 

miles away. 

The story of Shanghai's history from 1941-1949 has been told many times and need 
not be repeated here. During the war, many Westerners, like my family, were 
interned by the Japanese and the Chinese, too, whose country was being invaded, 

suffered many atrocities, privations and indignities. After World War II the 
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Westerners came flooding back to Shanghai, thinking that they would pick up from 

where they had left off but it was not to be. The Civil War was raging in China and in 

May, 1949, the People's Liberation Army marched into Shanghai. 

From the Western point of view, the period in China from 1949 to roughly 1980 is 

least known or understood. China was 'closed', as one participant in this research 

project says, and it was difficult to find out any information at all, let alone to have a 

deep understanding of the situation. Space does not permit discussion of this period 

here but it may be pointed out that most of the books written in English about this era 

are either by Westerners from 'outside' or by Chinese who have 'escaped' to the 

'outside' and therefore write for an 'outside', e. g. Western, audience. It might even 

be suggested that all these writers belong to a 'guild'. I hope it will not be considered 

immodest if I mention a mini-record of that period, Between Two Worlds - Lessons 

in Shanghai (2004), written by my husband, George Wang, his first British wife, 

Margaret Schofield Wang, who lived in China continuously from 1947-1983, and 

myself. Written in English, it is, like the books mentioned above, also written for a 

Western audience but it is an attempt by George, in particular, to explain from his 

own point of view some of the reasons why Shanghai became such a radicalised city 

during the Cultural Revolution, even the home of the 'Gang of Four'. 

The modern history described above makes Shanghai different from other Asian cities 

in which some of the participants in this research project have lived - Hong Kong, 

Singapore and Taipei, for example. In those cities there have been expatriate 

communities for decades, if not longer. In Shanghai, however, it was only after the 

'opening up' in the late 1980s and early 1990s that foreigners returned in any numbers 

to live here and at that time the standard of living in China was still very low. This 

explains why walled compounds enclosing villas with gardens and guarded day and 

night by security guards at the gates were built for the CEOs of large multinational 

companies and diplomats who arrived in large numbers. The majority of the 

participants in this research project live in such compounds, described in Chapter 4 

below. 

In 2005, for both Chinese and foreigners, 'Shanghai meant opportunity in the most 
modem city in China' once again just as it had in the 1930s. The big difference, of 
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course, is that in post-revolutionary China it is the Chinese who now have political 

power, not the foreigners. There is great pride in the country's rapid economic 

development and in the fact that it will soon be staging two huge world events - the 

2008 Beijing Olympics and the 2010 Shanghai Expo. However, economic power is 

still associated with the wealthy West and many Chinese assume that all Westerners 

are rich. Also, because of Shanghai's long association with 'the West', many 

Shanghainese still admire, if not worship, 'the West' and Westerners have a special 

status. In comparison to the 1930s, there are many more Western iconic eateries such 

as Macdonald's, KFC, Starbucks and even Pizza Hut - though 'the Chinese' are said 

not to like cheese. The models in the thousands of fashion boutiques are all blonde. 

George Wang and I could give countless examples of situations in which my Western 

face is 'helpful'; there are, of course, other situations, such as bargaining a price down, 

in which his Chinese face, not to mention his Chinese language, 'help'. 

The most noteworthy feature of Shanghai in 2005 is its rapid pace of development, 

mentioned in the excerpt from the New York Times above. This can be seen in the 

stark contrast of the buildings on either side of the Huangpu River which winds its 

way through the city much like the Thames in London. On one side are the stately 

19`h century buildings such as the former Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank with its 

large dome, the Customs House with its Big Ben-like clock and the Peace Hotel 

(formerly Cathay Hotel) with its sloping roof, built by Sir Victor Sassoon in 1929. 

On the other side, Pudong (East of the Huangpu River), are the gleaming glass towers 

of the 21" century. What is extraordinary is the speed at which these skyscrapers 
have appeared since the area in which they now stand was, as recently as 1992, paddy 
fields. Five of China's tallest buildings have been built in Shanghai in the last eight 

years. (See Appendix 6. ) 

The speed of development in Shanghai can be seen not only in the buildings but in the 

transportation. Whereas China is known in the West as a 'kingdom of bicycles', (as 

will be seen in the data in Ch. 6), on Dec. 31,2004, the German Chancellor and 
Chinese Prime Minister rode on the world's first commercially viable Maglev train in 
Shanghai. More prosaically, most of Shanghai's taxis are Volkswagens produced in 
Shanghai and the streets are now full of countless vehicles, most produced in China - 
a contrast to 1985 when we had to import a Yamaha motorcycle. 
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The final special feature of Shanghai which must be mentioned is its size in terms of 

population and especially density of population. Needless to say, this brings immense 

problems such as shortage of housing, water and air pollution, traffic congestion and a 

rise in crime. Statistics can be found in Appendix 6 but, in rough terms, there are 

more than 17 million permanent Chinese residents, 3-4 million transient migrant 

workers from poor neighbouring provinces who work on the ubiquitous construction 

sites, and around 50,000 foreigners working in the city. The area of the city has 

expanded tremendously in recent years (there is even a suburb called 'Thames Town') 

but the former International Settlement and French Concession still exert a pull in 

terms of excitement and glamour. It is there that innumerable upmarket shopping 

malls as well as thousands of small stores can be found and the night life is said to be 

comparable to Shanghai's 'glory days' in the 1930s. No wonder 'buzz' and 'zest' are 

words often associated with Shanghai in 2005. 

This brief description of the context in which my research was carried out concludes 

with a list of events which were reported in the English language newspaper, 
Shanghai Daily, in July, 2005: 

July 11 - Celebration of 600`h Anniversary of Admiral Zheng He (Ming Dynasty) setting 
out to explore the world 

July 15 -'The Year of Yao' -a documentary about Yao Ming, Shanghai's basketball 
superstar, who plays with the Houston Rockets in Texas, opens [but on 25 July 
it is announced that it is a flop, perhaps because Yao did not come to the 
premiere] 

July 16 - President of European Commission, Jose Manuel Barroso, makes a speech in 
Shanghai 

July 17 - Children's musicals presented by Denmark Shell Opera Troupe to mark the 
200th anniversary of the birth of Hans Christian Andersen 

July 18 - Shanghai-based private budget carrier Spring Airlines makes its maiden flight 
to Yantai 

July 23 - Great Heat, according to the Chinese lunar calendar, lives up to its name 
July 25 - First approved Chinese tour group takes off for the UK 

These events perhaps give some idea of the contrasts mentioned above: ancient and 
modem, West and East and rich and poor. For example, the visit of one of many VIP 
Westerners, the President of the European Commission, Jose Manuel Barroso, was 
reported but only the first approved Chinese tour group was taking off for the UK. In 

other words, not as many Shanghainese as might have been expected have travelled to 
Europe. The 'opening up' of a poor country takes time. 
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Chapter 1 has comprised the Introduction to this thesis, the Statement of Focus having 

given my aims, the Autobiography my rationale and the description of Shanghai the 

context for this research project. In Chapter 2I turn to the Literature Review in which 

I discuss more theoretical considerations. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This literature review begins with a consideration of what happens when two cultures 

come into contact and a brief discussion of the most famous traveller to China, Marco 

Polo. It then centres on Orientalism, a seminal text in post-colonial theory written in 

1978 by Edward Said, the late Palestinian professor of English and Comparative 

Literature at Columbia University. First, his basic argument is rehearsed and it is 

shown that it has relevance for China, the context of this study. 

In the main part of the review, there is a discussion of the concept of the Other' 

which is found not only in Said but also in Fabian (1983, re-published in 2002), 

another post-colonial theorist. This is followed by an exploration of three salient 

themes discovered in the literature which seemed to be helpful in explaining how 'the 

Other' is constructed. I thought that these themes might usefully inform an 

ethnographic study since I was studying what the participants said in interviews and 

wrote in comments accompanying photographs as well as observing their behaviour. 

The first theme is that of generalisation, the common linguistic technique which, 

according to Said, the Orientalist scholars of the 19`h and 20`h centuries used to 

describe Orientals. In the literature, especially in Fabian, it was found that in making 

generalisations the ethnographic present tense is generally used. This tense will be 

discussed in detail in 2.2.2.2 but, as an introduction, it can be defined as the use of the 

present tense as an observer's language, e. g. 'the Chinese do V. In addition to the 

present tense, absolutes such as 'All' and 'Always' are commonly used to strengthen 

generalisations about another culture. Two other linguistic practices mentioned in the 
literature in connection with generalisations are modifications and narratives. All 

these linguistic techniques are considered below under the heading of Theme 1- 

Generalisation. 

Theme 2 deals with the use of'We'fThey' and'East'/'West', the artificial dichotomy 

of the world which Said found in the writings of the Orientalists. This phenomenon is 
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discussed also by Pratt and Ang, two other post-colonial theorists. The topic of 

Theme 3 is that of ethnocentric attitudes or world views which are found in the 

writing of Westerners when they construct 'the East'. The term used by Said for this 

phenomenon was 'latent Orientalism' but this theme was found in the writing of 

several other scholars as well. Said claims that the influence of the world view of the 

Orientalist scholars was still in existence in the year when he wrote, 1978; the title of 

his last chapter is'Orientalism Now'. 

While the literature review centres on Said and his arguments, it must be 

acknowledged that, although Orientalism is an important text, there are also many 

criticisms of it and some of these are considered at the end of the chapter. Finally, the 

question is raised as to whether Said's thesis has relevance for the present 

ethnographic study of a small group of Western women in Shanghai in 2005. If it 

does, what can be learned about the process of making sense of another culture? 

2.1.1 Cultures in contact 

When two different cultures come into contact there can be a variety of reactions - 
from complete rejection at one end of the continuum to intense admiration at the other. 

As Ang notes, there is an asymmetrical relationship between the West and the Rest 

(2001: 4) and therefore an important factor that must be taken into account is power. 

A culture which thinks of itself as dominant and self-sufficient has no need of, does 

not wish to deal with and certainly does not want to be judged by another. 

The emperor was the final arbiter in all matters relating to Confucian 
thought and the papal ambassador spoke not a word of Mandarin. 
How could someone so unfamiliar with China presume to make 
judgments about things Chinese? 
(Brockey, 2006: np) -a description of the visit of the papal 
envoy, Carlo Tommaso Maillard de Tournon, to the Kangxi Emperor 
of China in 1706 

In addition to power, the pull of the unusual and exotic and the very 'idea' of another 

culture is another factor involved when two cultures meet. Three centuries after the 
Chinese emperor and the papal envoy failed to understand each other, thousands of 
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Westerners are pouring into China in the hope of making sense of it in the first decade 

of the 21" century. According to one observer, they, too, are doomed to fail. 

The idea of China has always exerted a pull on the adventurous 
type .... After the first few visits, they start to feel more in tune and 
experience the first stirrings of a fatal ambition: the secret hope of 
becoming the 'Mr China' of their time, the zhongguo tong or 'Old 
China Hand' with the inside track in the Middle Kingdom. In the end, 
they all want to be Mr China. They want to be like Marco Polo 
roaming China as the emissary of the Kublai Khan .... how many long 
to become the ultimate China Hand, the only outsider, the first and 
only laowai to crack China? But in the end, it's an illusion. 
(Clissold, 2004: np) 

This research project carried out in Shanghai in 2005 aims to learn about the many 

factors and practices involved in the process of making sense of another culture and to 

that end the relevant literature is first reviewed. The first book to be discussed was 

written more than seven hundred years ago but is still important today because of its 

influence on East - West relations. 

2.1.2 The Marco Polo phenomenon 

The Travels of Marco Polo (Latham [ed], 1958) was, astonishingly, written in 1298 

but was regarded as 'the original, and still among the best' in a list of the best Asian 

travel books in the Far Eastern Economic Review published in July/August 2005. 

'Sections of the crossing of Central Asia are so accurate that we're told it can still be 

used as a guide today. ' (Vol. 168 No. 7: 74) 

Paul Smethurst, who teaches courses on travel writing from Marco Polo to the present 

at the University of Hong Kong, says that Travels was a revolutionary piece of 

writing. 
It radically altered European understanding of Asia by forcing the West to 
recognize a superior culture in the East, and, by describing with such verve the 
luxuries and sensuousness of Chinese cities, it impressed the idea of an exotic 
East on the European psyche. 

Polo's book contributed to what we now understand as Orientalism - the 
construction of the East by the West. But unlike later examples of Orientalism, 
Travels puts a very positive gloss on Asia. 
(Smethurst, 2006: 83) 
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Smethurst admits that Polo's 'splendid vision of the East inadvertently stirred 

Europe's colonial ambition, laying the roots of imperialism. ' Even Christopher 

Columbus had an early copy and made notes in the margins before later bungling into 

America while searching out a western route to Polo's Cathay. (Smethurst, 2006: 83) 

But Smethurst claims that there is no imperialist intent in Polo's book and says it is a 

book of liberal and enlightened humanism. 

His work expresses wonder and joy in what is unfamiliar. Races are 
differentiated but not denigrated, and the customs of different cultures are met 
with enthusiastic curiosity, not the conformism and prejudice prevalent in 
Europe at the time. 
(Smethurst, 2006: 83) 

It should, of course, be noted that there is some doubt as to whether Marco Polo did, 

in fact, ever visit China. There is even a book entitled Did Marco Polo Go To China? 

(Westview Press, 1995) by Frances Wood, the Head of the Chinese Department at the 

British Library. However, her thesis that Polo did not go to China is described as 

'untenable' by Igor de Rachewiltz of the Australian National University in Canberra. 

(rspas. anu. edu. au/eah/Marcopolo. html) What is known for certain is that while in jail 

Marco Polo met Rustichello of Pisa, a well known French writer and collector of 

Arthurian romances, and that a certain Giambattista Ramusio (1557) was Polo's editor 

and biographer. (Latham [ed], 1958: 25) 

Smethurst writes that their collaboration 

yielded a book that would give Europe its first authoritative account of the 
Middle and Far East, in particular China, and reveal the presence of a vast 
empire and advanced civilization far greater than anything Europeans could 
achieve or even imagine. 
(Smethurst, 2006: 83) 

Whereas, according to Smethurst, Marco Polo's writings forced the West to recognize 

a superior culture in the East, much later writing by Europeans who had either visited 
the (Middle) East or read Arabic scripts was not so complimentary. Many Western 
Orientalist scholars, especially in the 19`h century when several European nations 
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were at the height of their imperial power, regarded their own culture as superior and 

that of 'the East' as inferior. In 1978. Edward Said wrote Orientalism, a strong 

criticism of these Orientalists. Said is widely regarded as the father of post-colonial 

theory and the book is still considered today a seminal text in the field of cultural 

studies. 

There follows, first, an examination of the reasons for the importance of Orientalism 

and an example of its present day influence. This is followed by a working definition 

of the term 'Orientalism' for this study and a broad summary of Said's main points. 

A more detailed discussion of them will be found later in this chapter. 

2.1.3 Edward Said - Orientalism 

Edward Said's Orientalism is an important text in post-colonial studies and, indeed, it 

seems almost to have taken on a life of its own. At the last count (Huggan, 2005: 124) 

it had been translated into thirty-six languages. It is therefore not surprising that 

'there should now be a booming Said industry, in which numerous scholars from all 

corners of the world have taken the opportunity to engage in conversation - not all of 

it friendly - with his work. ' (Huggan, 2005: 124-125) Said has 'become a talismanic 

intellectual and political figure, while Orientalism, in particular, [has been] 

transformed into one of the late twentieth century's few truly totemic critical works. ' 

(Huggan, 2005: 125) 

Why should this be so? Gyan Prakash, quoted in Huggan (2005: 125), attributed its 

phenomenal success to its capacity to unsettle 'received categories and modes of 
understanding' (n. p. ). According to Prakash, Orientalism's 

persistent and restless movements between authorial intentions 
and discursive regimes, scholarly monographs and political tracts, 
literature and history, philology and travel writings, classical 
texts and twentieth-century polemics produced a profound 
uncertainty [... ] in which the established authority of Orientalist 
scholars and their lines of inquiry [came] undone .... [It incited] 
further critical studies of the modern West's construction of the 
Other.. 

. But Orientalism's authority as a critique of Western 
knowledge remains unmatched. 
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One example of how Said's influence has extended right up to the 21" 

century was found in an article in the Sept. 5,2006, issue of 'The Daily 

Star' in Lebanon. After the fighting between Hizbullah and Israel in the 

summer of 2006, an Israeli commentator said that whatever Israel does, 

almost certainly, a 'Hizbullah terrorist will pop up somewhere on the back 

of a donkey with a rocket. ' Alastair Crooke, in an article headlined 'New 

Orientalism's "barbarians" and "outlaws" `said: 

Why the donkey? Because this foremost proponent of modem 
asymmetrical guerrilla warfare - Hizbullah - must nevertheless 
somehow be associated with obscurantism, with a reaction against 
Western modernity and a desire for a return to a pre-modern age. 
It's just how we see things.... It's unconscious. It slips out almost 
inadvertently. It is not deliberate but, rather, a reflex.. . 

Edward Said 

rightly identified this Western unconscious prejudice as 
"Orientalism". 
(Crooke, 2006: 1) 

This seems to be a modern-day example of the unconscious prejudice 

which Said labeled 'latent Orientalism', a term which will be discussed 

more fully below. (See 2.2.4) 

For the sake of clarity, the term 'Orientalism' should first be defined because, as can 

be seen in the example quoted above, a number of meanings have been attached to it 

since 1978 when the book was published. The first definition is that it is the classical 

tradition of studying a region by means of its languages and writings. This was and is 

an activity carried out in institutions of learning in 'the West'. A second definition is 

a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made 

between 'the Orient' and 'the Occident'. Said views these distinctions as fictions that 

gave rise to blame. A third definition is that Orientalism is not only a style of thought 

but also a system of thought which always rose from the specifically human detail to 

the general transhuman one. An example is that a verse from the Koran would be 

considered the best evidence of an ineradicable Muslim sensuality. Finally, a fourth 

definition of Orientalism is that it is the corporate institution for dealing with the 

Orient - by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by 

teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, for dominating it. 

(Sardar & Van Loon, 1999: 109) 
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For the purpose of this research into the process of making sense of another culture, 

the term 'Orientalism' is closest in meaning to the second and third definitions above. 

It is a style and system of thought which is regarded as a general theory of 

representation, or misrepresentation, in which 'the West' dominates 'the East'. The 

article by Alastair Crooke shows that the Israeli commentator who spoke about the 

donkey subscribed to that style of thought. 

Said's basic argument was that the Orientalists, the Western (mainly British and 

French) scholars who studied the Middle East, misrepresented the Orient to their 

Western audience. He contended that they denied the reality, the 'brute reality' (Said, 

1978: 5), of the geographical area of the world which they were studying and of the 

culture of the people who lived there. 

According to Said, the reason for the Orientalists' misrepresentation was closely 

connected with the historical era in which they wrote, an era in which several Western 

nations were at the height of their imperial power. Said even claims that the 

Orientalist scholars provided the intellectual justification for the imperialist invasion 

and rule of Arab countries in the Middle East since it seemed 'natural' that the 

superior West should control the inferior East. 

In Said's view, the orient is the source of the West's deepest and most recurring 
images of 'the Other'. It therefore helps the West to define 'the Self' in terms of 

contrast; one culture is what the other is not. To the West, 'the Other' is not only 
backward and inferior but also mysterious and sensuous and even something to be 

feared. 

The main way in which the Orientalists misrepresented the Orient, Said argues, is by 

using sweeping generalisations which dehumanise the people whom they describe. 

Instead of studying real contexts in the Middle East, the Orientalists typically wrote 
about 'the Arabs' or 'the Arab', using the ethnographic present tense in phrases such 
as 'the Arabs eat X' or 'the Arab likes X'. This way of writing makes the Orient 

seem changeless and eternal, with no variation whatsoever. 

39 



The Orientalists also, Said states, emphasise the difference between East and West by 

using the pronouns 'We' and 'They', 'Us' and 'Them', 'Our' and 'Their'. The 

repetition of these pronouns polarises the differences and makes them appear absolute 

and systematic. In addition, the Western Orientalists thought that the Orient was 

incapable of defining itself, that it had no thinkers of its own, and that therefore they 

would do the defining for 'the natives'. Their influence was so strong that even 'the 

natives' began to believe them. 

Another criticism of the Orientalists by Said was their method of study and their 

attitudes. He says that in the 19`h and early 20`h centuries most Western scholars 

studied classical texts in Arabic rather than the real situation in Arab lands and that 

their attitudes to their subject of study were often hostile. 

A final point to sum up Said's argument was that the Orientalists formed a 'guild', 

that they all influenced each other to such a degree that it was not possible to write or 

say anything about the Orient which was not within their 'guidelines'. Their 

representations not only influenced other scholars but also the public in the West in 

general who, in the 19`h and early 20`h centuries, could not travel easily to the Orient 

to ascertain the reality for themselves. Said claims that 'latent Orientalism' was still a 

strong influence on the West up to the time when he wrote the book Orientalism in 

1978. 

2.1.4 Said in a China context 

Even though the Orientalist scholars whom Said specifically criticised were writing 

about the Middle East and Arab/Muslim culture, Orientalism was argued as a general 
theory of all representations of all non-Western cultures. It could therefore be applied 
to China since the relationship between 'East' and 'West' in China in the 19th and 

early 20th centuries was very similar to that in the Middle East. At that time China 

was often described as 'the sick man of Asia'. Politically, it was taken for granted 
that the West was the dominant power and China, especially after the Opium Wars in 

the mid-nineteenth century, the submissive semi-colony. It was seen in 1.3 that in 
Shanghai there were two foreign concessions, the International Settlement and the 

40 



French Concession, where the superiority of the powerful, wealthy Westerner was 

taken for granted. 

Although there has been no 'Chinese Said', the following excerpts from books by 

Westerners from three different countries all comment on aspects of the Western 

engagement with China. The first is by Somerset Maugham who, when describing 

'The Sinologue' in 1922, long before Said, made a point very similar to Said's 

contention that the Orientalists concentrated on studying ancient texts rather than 

reality. 

... 
it is a specialized life. Art and beauty seem not to touch him, and as I listen 

to him talk so sympathetically of the Chinese poets I cannot help asking 
myself if the best things have not after all slipped through his fingers. Here is 
a man who has touched reality only through the printed page. The tragic 
splendour of the lotus moves him only when its loveliness is enshrined in the 
verse of Li Po and the laughter of demure Chinese girls stirs his blood but in 
the perfection of an exquisitely chiseled quatrain. 
(Maugham, W. S., 2000,1922: 142-143) 

Like Said, who wrote of the hostile attitude of the Orientalists to their subject of study, 

an Australian China scholar, Colin Mackerras, in his Sinophiles and Sinophobes 

(2000), made the same point about some Westerners who had extreme reactions to 

China. A few examples are given below. While there were some, like Marco Polo, 

who admired Chinese civilization and especially the relationships among the people, 

others found aspects to criticize. Matteo Ricci was an Italian Jesuit who was 

employed at the court in Beijing in the early 17th century and was renowned for his 

mastery of the Chinese language. He objected, however, to the extreme superstition 

of the Chinese. Montesquieu, a French philosopher and jurist of the 18`h century, 
thought the Chinese the most unscrupulous people on earth while Lord Macartney, 

who was sent by King George III to the court of the Chinese Emperor in 1793 refused 

to kowtow and thought the Chinese superior in their attitude to the West. 

Sinophiles 

p. 7 Marco Polo: contentious broils are never heard among them 
p. 30 Du Halde: deference and respect for their old men 
p. 47 Walter & Robins: a very ingenious and industrious people 
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Sinophobes 

p. 28 Matteo Ricci: grossly subject to superstition 
p. 44 Montesquieu: the most unscrupulous people on earth ... [especially] 

in commerce 
p. 55 Macartney: they present themselves with an easy, confident air, 

as if they considered themselves the superiors 

Macartney's use of the pronoun 'they' and the ethnographic present tense in the 

phrase they present themselves' may be noted in passing as an example of the 

generalisations criticised by Said. 

A third Western scholar, Jonathan Spence at Yale, wrote of the Western 'advisers' 

who tried over many years to change China that '... they speak to us still ... about the 

ambiguities of superiority, and about that indefinable realm where altruism and 

exploitation meet. ' (Spence, 1969: np) Superiority, whether of the West in relation to 

the East or the East in relation to the West, seems to be one of the common themes 

when cultures come into contact with each other. 

Turning now to a modern Chinese scholar to end this section with regard to Said in 

the China context, an excerpt from an article by Chen Xiaomei is provided. Her title 

is 'Occidentalism as Counterdiscourse: "He Shang" in Post-Mao China', and she 

begins her discussion thus: 

In the years since its introduction, Edward Said's celebrated study 
Orientalism has acquired a near-paradigmatic status as a model of 
the relationships between Western and non-Western cultures. Said 
seeks to show how Western imperialist images of its colonial others: 
images that, of course, are inevitably and sharply at odds with the 
self-understanding of the indigenous non-Western cultures they 
purport to represent - not only govern the West's hegemonic 
policies, but were imported into the West's political and cultural 
colonies where they affected native points of view and thus served 
as instruments of domination themselves... 
(Chen, X., 1992: 686) 

After considering the importance of Said's Orientalism, Chen makes the 

following comment: 

Despite the popularity of Said's model, however, comparatists and 
sinologists have yet to make extensive use of it in their attempts to 
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define China's self-image or the nature of Sino-Westem social, 
cultural, and political relationships. 
(Chen, X. 1992: 686-687) 

The present research project set in Shanghai in 2005 will attempt to use 

Said as a model for considering East and West in China, in particular Sino- 

Western social and cultural relationships. In the main part of this chapter 

the concept of the Other' and three themes discovered in the reading of 

Orientalism and other relevant literature will be discussed. 

2.2 How 'the Other' is Constructed 

The literature shows that the concept of' 'the Other' is central to Said's argument and 

three further themes found in the literature, 1) Generalisation, 2) The Use of 

'We'/'They' and 'East'/'West' and 3) Ethnocentric Attitudes, explain how this 

concept is constructed. This literature review, and most of this dissertation, is 

therefore structured around the concept of 'the Other' and these three themes. While 

Said and other post-colonialists found such themes in the writings of 19`h and 20th 

century Orientalist scholars, the question to be raised in this research project is 

whether such themes are also to be found in attempts to make sense of Chinese 

culture by contemporary Westerners living in China. More specifically, were these 

themes found in the process of the construction of China by a small group of taitais in 

Shanghai in 2005? 

In the first section below, arguments for and against the concept of 'the Other', with 
its concomitant concept of 'the Self', are considered. 

2.2.1 Concepts of 'the Self' and 'the Other' 

The concept of 'the Other' is to be found on the first page of both Edward Said's 

Orientalism (1978) and Johannes Fabian's Time and the Other (1983,2002): 

The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe's 
greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of its civilizations and 
languages, its cultural contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring 
images of the Other. (Said, 1978: 1) 
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... there is no knowledge of the Other which is not also a temporal, historical, a 
political act. 
(Fabian, 2002: 1) 

It would seem that both scholars considered the concept of 'the Other' to be a basic 

element of their study - of Orientalism, in the case of Said, and of anthropology, in the 

case of Fabian. Both Said and Fabian place the concept in a historical context, Said 

commenting that the Orient is the part of the world that was colonised by Europe and 

Fabian saying that knowledge of the Other is a political act. The variety of ways in 

which 'the Other' is constructed will be discussed below. 

Since the object of anthropological study is 'the Other', it is obvious that there must 

be a Self who does the studying. In the foreword to Fabian's Time and the Other is 

the statement that anthropology was 'a scientific discipline whose seemingly self- 

evident objects were the Others of a Western Self' Fabian, 2002: xix) and it is also 

argued that Time and the Other 'takes the ethnographic reality of a Western Self vis- 

ä-vis a non-Western Other as its operative assumption. ' (Fabian, 2002: xxvii) In 

recent years 'indigenous anthropologists' have come to function as an important 

corrective against the reification of anthropology's Self/Other dyad in terms of the 

West/non-West dichotomy but it is claimed that we are not yet at the point where 

anthropology is no longer defined as the science of non-Western Others. (Fabian, 

2002: xxviii) 

Said, in speaking of 'the Self' who studies or at the very least comes into contact with 
'the Other', used Kipling's White Man as 'an idea, a persona, a style of being. ' (1978: 

226) He wrote that such people 'emerge out of complex historical and cultural 

circumstances' and that one 'became a White Man because one was a White Man 

(emphasis in original)... Being a White Man, in short, was a very concrete manner of 
being-in-the-world, a way of taking hold of reality, language, and thought. ' (1978: 

227) Said's description of the White Man seems to be similar to Fabian's idea of the 

Western Self who, in his concrete ways of living as well as in his thinking, is distinct 

from 'the Other'. 

The ways in which this 'Western Self' or the 'White Man' constructs 'the Other' is 

the subject of the following sections. The three themes mentioned above will form 
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the structure and they will then be sought in the written and photographic data which 

is discussed in Chapters 5 and 6. 

2.2.2 Theme 1- Generalisation about 'the Other' 

In this section it is shown that one of Edward Said's main criticisms of the 

Orientalists was their use of generalisation, which, he claimed, was a culturally 

sanctioned practice. In making generalisations, the most common tense used is the 

ethnographic present, a sign, according to Fabian, that an observer is observing 'the 

Other'. Other linguistic techniques connected with generalisation found in the 

literature such as the use of absolutes, modifications, and narrative are then discussed. 

2.2.2.1 Generalisation 

One of Said's major complaints about the Orientalists is that even those who had 

actually visited it (not all of them had) still indulged in sweeping generalisations 

about the East. An example is that of the English author, Kinglake, who wrote Eothen 

(1844) in a'rigidly chronological and dutifully linear' way as if he was describing 'a 

shopping trip to an Oriental bazaar rather than an adventure. ' Said scathingly 

continues: 'Kinglake's undeservedly famous and popular work is a pathetic catalogue 

of pompous ethnocentrisms and tiringly nondescript accounts of the Englishman's 

East. ' (Said, 1978: 193) 

What angers Said is that Kinglake went to the East full of 'pompous ethnocentrisms' 

and that, although he did describe his visit in a 'rigidly chronological' way, he then 

makes sweeping generalizations about 'the Orient, its culture, mentality, and society' 
based on canonical attitudes rather than on what he experienced: 

Although Kinglake blithely confesses to no knowledge of any Oriental 
language, he is not constrained by ignorance from making sweeping 
generalisations about the Orient, its culture, mentality, and society. Many of 
the attitudes he repeats are canonical, of course, but it is interesting how little 
the experience of actually seeing the Orient affected his opinions. 
(Said, 1978: 193) 
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It may be worth paying attention to some of the vocabulary Said employs to make his 

points. The use of 'blithely confesses' shows that Said thinks that Kinglake saw no 

need whatsoever to learn any Oriental language and the phrase 'not constrained by 

ignorance' points up the fact that Said considers Kinglake's lack of knowledge about 

the East a significant factor in his ability (or inability) to portray to Westerners the 

meaning of what he saw. That Kinglake's attitudes are described as 'canonical' 

means that Said thinks he was far from being the only one with such ideas; such 

attitudes were considered right and good by the majority of Westerners at that time 

(1844). 

The canonical attitudes held by Westerners in 1844 continued, according to Said, for 

at least a hundred years. Rudyard Kipling, mentioned above, was born in Bombay, 

India, in 1865 when the British Empire was at the height of its power. Said comments 

that 'Kipling himself could not merely have happened; the same is true of his White 

Man. ' (Said, 1978: 227) Kipling's White Man is an example of a generalisation 

which arose out of the 'complex historical and cultural circumstances' (Said, 1978: 

227) of his era and Said says that the practice of making such generalisations is 

culturally sanctioned, i. e. it is a common practice. He speaks of 'large 

generalisations' by which reality is divided into categories, the important point being 

that each category was an 'evaluative interpretation': 

... the culturally sanctioned habit of deploying large generalisations by which 
reality is divided into various collectives: languages, races, types, colors, 
mentalities, each category being not so much a neutral description as an 
evaluative interpretation. Underlying these categories is the rigidly binomial 
opposition of 'ours' and 'theirs'... 
(Said: 1978: 227) 

'Ours' and 'theirs' will be discussed below under Theme 2 and the power of the 
British Empire mentioned above in connection with Kipling will be considered in 

more detail in Theme 3 but it is worth noting here that the three themes in this chapter 

are closely related and often overlap or 'bleed' into each other. 

To emphasise his point that this kind of generalisation is culturally sanctioned, Said 

mentions a number of well known Western writers: 
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An Oriental lives in the Orient, he lives a life of Oriental ease, in a state of 
Oriental despotism and sensuality, imbued with a feeling of Oriental fatalism. 
Writers as different as Marx, Disraeli, Burton, and Nerval could carry on a 
lengthy discussion between themselves, as it were, using all those generalities 
unquestioningly and yet intelligibly. 
(Said, 1978: 102) 

Whereas Said denounced the Orientalist scholars he discussed for their sweeping 

generalisations, it has been pointed out by Robert Irwin and others that he himself 

indulged in the same practice. One prime example is the following: 

... every European, in what he could say about the Orient, was 
consequently a racist, an imperialist, and almost totally ethnocentric. 
(Said, 1978: 204) 

Irwin's criticisms will be considered in detail in 2.3 but two further examples of 

Said's own generalisations are given here to demonstrate the type of statement he 

made about the European Orientalists. In the example above Said used 'every' and in 

two further examples he uses the word 'always' (Said's italics) and the phrase 'In all 

cases... '. Such strong generalisations using absolutes are exactly what Said 

complained about in the writings of the Orientalists, though, unfortunately, no 

concrete examples could be found in Orientalism. 

To be a European in the Orient always involves being a consciousness set 
apart from, and unequal with, its surroundings. 
(Said, 1978: 157) 

... the sheer egoistic powers of the European consciousness at their center. In 
all cases the Orient is for the European observer. 
(Said, 1978: 158) 

It may be noted that the subject of Said's generalisations here is the inequality of 
Europe and the Orient, a subject which will appear again in Theme 3. 

In this section there has been a discussion of Said's criticism of the Orientalists for 

having used generalisations and, in turn, the criticisms of Irwin and others of Said for 
having used the same practice. The next topic is the linguistic techniques which 
constitute and signal such generalisations. 
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2.2.2.2 The ethnographic present 

The most important signal of a generalisation is the use of the ethnographic present 

tense by an observer of 'the Other'. One example is Lord Macartney's 'they present 

themselves' and another is Said's 'An Oriental lives in the Orient, he lives a life of 

Oriental ease' (Said, 1978: 102), his 'quotation' to explain how the Orientalists spoke 

and wrote about the people who lived in 'the East'. The present tense implies that the 

subjects of the observation always do exactly the same thing, that there is never any 

change in their behaviour. Another implication is that the subject lives in a different 

time from that of the observer -a time in the past. 

The ethnographic present tense has been widely used in anthropological research and 

one critic who drew out the above implications was Johannes Fabian in his Time and 

the Other (2002). A summing up of his argument is that he identifies the 

ethnographic present as a rhetorical vehicle that reifies the Other as the inherently 

deindividuated object of the anthropologist's observation. (Fabian, 2002: xii) It can 
be seen that a further implication of the use of the tense is that the subject observed is 

not seen as an individual but as an object. 

Two key ideas related to the use of the ethnographic present in Time and the Other are 

the 'schizogenic use of Time' and 'the denial of coevalness. ' Fabian contends that 

'the anthropologist in the field employs conceptions of Time quite different from 

those that inform reports on his findings. ' (Fabian, 2002: 21) It is this discrepancy in 

the use of Time that Fabian calls the 'schizogenic use of Time. ' An example might be 

that the anthropologist in the field used the past tense to make a note of what he 

actually saw whereas in his report he might change the past to the present in order to 

generalise. 

With regard to the phrase 'denial of coevalness, ' which he coined, Fabian states that 
he came to the understanding that anthropology is an inherently political discipline 

and it was that political understanding that led him to suggest the phrase. He defined 
it as 'a persistent and systematic tendency to place the referent(s) of anthropology in a 
Time other than the present of the producer of anthropological discourse. ' (Fabian, 

48 



2002: 31) The fact that most anthropologists in the past, and perhaps still in the 

present, study 'primitive' peoples may underlie Fabian's insight. 

In Chapter Three (pp. 80-104) Fabian discusses the use of the ethnographic present at 

length but for reasons of space only some main points relevant to this study can be 

mentioned here. First, he mentions two objections to the ethnographic present. The 

first, a logical-statistical objection, is that 'without qualifying or quantifying modifiers 

("most X, " or "70 percent of all X questioned"), the present unduly magnifies the 

claim of a statement to general validity. ' (Fabian, 2002: 80) As an example, a 

statement such as the plural form 'The Chinese do X' or the singular form 'The 

Chinese does X', even without the use of the word 'all', makes a claim to general 

validity. To put it bluntly, 'The Chinese' means 'All Chinese'. When a modifier such 

as 'most' or "70 per cent' or 'some' is used, the statement has a very different 

meaning. 

Fabian's second objection, an ontological one, is that the ethnographic present implies 

a static view of society, one that is unattentive to the fact that all cultures are 
constantly changing.. . At the very least ... the present tense 'freezes' a society 
at the time of observation; at worst, it contains assumptions about the 
repetitiveness, predictability, and conservatism of primitives. 
(2002: 81) 

The use of the ethnographic present makes it seem that the culture under discussion is 

'always' the same, that there is never any change. If it is always the same, it must be 

very primitive, unlike the modem society in which 'we' live, which is changing all the 

time. 

An example of this changelessness may be inserted here, although it comes from 

neither the Middle East nor China: 

I was brought up with all the colonial claptrap of my kind: that 'Out There in 
India' there were dark people irremediably inferior, who were lucky to be 
ruled by Us. At the boarding schools to which I was sent I looked with pride 
at the large part of the world coloured pink. I breathed in from birth the 
assumption that Orientals were subject races, by definition. There was 
something called the Indian Mind which was changeless, shared by the entire 
sub-continent. 
(Macfarlane, A. & Macfarlane, I., 2003: 1) 
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