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ABSTRACT
TRANSLATING IDENTITY:
ENGLISH-LANGUAGE TRAVEL DISCOURSE ON CHINA, 1976-PRESENT
By
Jian Wu

This project consists of a comparative study of the English-language travel
discourse on China after 1976, when both Western society and Chinese society have
undergone major changes. With China opening up to the world in the late 1970s, an
increasing number of foreign visitors have visited China. Among them were
diplomats, tourists, teachers, students, businessmen, journalists, or filmmakers. Itis
the purpose of this project to explore how identity, both personal and collective,
Western and Chinese, has been translated, interpreted, and transformed in the travel
writings and films on China after 1976 and how these translations of identity have
served as a yardstick of social changes in both societies.

In this project travel is defined in its broadest sense, including the movement
from one place to another, both physically and imaginatively. The distinction has
been traditionally a thin one. Travel discourse is the recording of these experiences in
its all possible forms: words, pictures, and movies. Travel discourse, in recent
cultural studies, is treated more as a theoretical site than as a genre. It is a “contact
zone”, “space of transulturation” (Pratt), “a space in-between” (Bhabha), and a
translation term for comparative cultural studies (Clifford). In this project, travel
discourse is seen as a site for translating identity. We construct identity by defining
ourselves in relation to an array of people and objects not part of ourselves. Travel is
a site for encountering difference and travel discourse is critical in developing a sense

of identity and representing identities of other cultures. To travel is to encounter



difference through familiarity, and experience an inner journey by way of the outer
journey. In this sense, travel is an act of translation, a major trope in this study that
refers to the traveler’s rendering and representation of a culture and a people other
than his/her own.

There are four layers of translations taking place simultaneously in cross-
cultural travel discourse: translation of foreign landscapes and communities by
travelers, translation of travelers’ self identities in terms of their interpretations of a
foreign culture, translation of travelers’ identities by the locals, and translation of self
identities by locals themselves. These four translations are always interrelated,
interactive, and mutually defining. The first layer of translating is to bridge the
different with the familiar, second the inner with the outer, third the global with the
local, last contemporary with the traditional or vice versa.

Embedded in contemporary sensibilities, translating a culture is not only
poetic and aesthetic but also geopolitical and socio-economic. It is in this process that
individual and national identities are questioned, negotiated, constructed, and
reconstructed in relation to modernity. It is a “contact zone™ that complicates binary
opposites such as self/other, individual/collective, difference/sameness, and

time/space.
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INTRODUCTION

Purpose of Study

1976, year of dragon. Chinese folklore has it that grave misfortune strikes every
twelve years in the year of dragon. True or not, 1976 turned out to be the year of the
fallen dragon. Mao Zedong, emperor of modern China since 1949, died in September
that year, which marked the end of a ten-year-long Cultural Revolution and thus began a
new era in Chinese history. Since then, China has undergone dramatic changes in almost
every aspect of its culture. After a series of political struggles within the political system,
Deng Xiaoping came into power in 1978. The new leadership steered China into an
uncharted domain, “socialism with Chinese characteristics™ as the Chinese government
terms it. Namely, it involves the marriage of market economy and communist ideology
en route to modernity. The new economic policy saw immediate high performance both
in rural and urban areas from the late seventies to the early eighties. The late eighties saw
a continuing increase in both agricultural and industrial production along with soaring
inflation. In the nineties China secured its position as one of the largest economies in the
world. Now it is the beacon of growth in a global economic downturn.

In addition to economic reform, China also adopted new foreign policy and began
to step out of the isolation of an earlier era. The number of countries that established
diplomatic relations with China rose from 57 in 1970 to 139 in 1989 (Schoppa 365), the
greatest number since the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. Among
the most decisive international relations is that with the United States. Despite a long-
standing dispute over the issue of Taiwan, China and United States established

diplomatic relations in 1978. To nurture the newborn and delicate Sino-U.S. bond, Deng



Xiaoping visited the United States in 1979. With China opening up to the world, the
decades from late seventies on have witnessed an increasing number of foreign visitors to
China. Among them were diplomats, tourists, teachers, students, businessmen,
journalists, filmmakers, and others with varied interests, who recorded their journeys in
newspaper articles, travelogues, novels, correspondence, and films. It is the purpose of
this project to examine how China, as a nation and as a people, has been represented in
these travel discourse and how these representations are, to some extent, the West’s self-

representations.

Definitions of Key Concepts

Travel discourse is the recording of these experiences in its all possible forms:
words, pictures, movies, to name a few. It is treated more as a theoretical site than as a
genre in recent cultural studies. It is a “contact zone”, “space of transculturation” (Pratt
22), “a space in-between” (Bhabha 13), and a translation term for comparative cultural
studies (Clifford). In this project, it is seen as a site for translating identity. One
constructs identity by defining oneself in relation to an array of people who are different
from oneself. As a site for encountering the difference, travel discourse is critical for
developing self identity. To travel is to encounter difference through familiarity and
travel discourse is a major process of decoding a culture and recording it to the audience
back home. In this sense, travel is an act of translation referring to a traveler’s rendering
and representation of a culture and a people other than his/her own.

There are four layers of translations taking place simultaneously in cross-cultural

travel discourse: translation of foreign landscapes and communities by travelers,

translation of travelers’ self identities in terms of their interpretations of a foreign culture,



translation of travelers’ identities by the locals, and translation of self identities by locals
themselves. These four layers of translations are always interrelated, interactive, and
mutually defining. The act of translating is to bridge the different with the familiar, the
inner with the outer, the global with the local, contemporary with the traditional or vice
versa.

Embedded in contemporary sensibilities, translating a culture is not only poetic
and aesthetic but also geopolitical and socio-economical. It is in this process that
individual and national identities are often questioned, negotiated, constructed, and
reconstructed in relation to modernity. It is a “contact zone” that complicates binary
opposites such as self/other, individual/collective, difference/sameness, and time/space.

In this project, travel is defined in its broadest sense -- movement from one place
to another physically and imaginatively. The distinction has traditionally been a thin one.
Franz Kafka is known as a "textual traveler," whose knowledge of other cultures was not
derived from real physical experience but from other writings and his own imaginations.
Basing his short story “The Great Wall of China” on some stereotypes of China's
stagnant history and authoritarian emperors in western literature, he parodically
appropriated them to refute colonialist ideas of progress. Even for travelers in the
strictest sense, intertextuality and imagination play an important role in their accounts as
well. In this sense, Maxine Hong Kingston and Amy Tan, who had never been to China

when they wrote The Woman Warrior and The Joy Luck Club respectively, are such

imaginary travelers and thus included in this study.



Historical Overview of Western Travel and Travel Discourse

The history of early Western travel discourse is primarily one of the West trying
to define itself in terms of the “other.” The earliest may be traced back to the Greco-
Roman mythological tradition. Travel took the form of wild imagination of strange looks
of other people, especially people of color. Greek and Roman mythology populated the
Orient with a host of strange looking creatures.' In the Greek mythology, Arimaspians is
a tribe of one-eyed men who dwell somewhere in Asia and combat griffins. The
Hemicunes is an African tribe of a dog-headed race. Others include single-footed
Sciapodes, the African “Umbrella Foots,” and the “Chest-Eyes.” Imagination took wings
in the process of the early Greek experience with foreigners and foreign lands (Romm 65-
67).

Despite some borrowings from Greek mythology, Herodotus’ History® added
greatly to the body of knowledge of foreign land. Besides presenting a wealthy Orient,
he made one of the earliest comparisons of collective identity by noticing that, unlike
Greeks, Persians do not value individuals or individual feelings and relations since they
never care about their women when attacked. Another difference in identity lies in the

way they treat others. Tzvetan Todorov, in his study of Herodotus, detects the earliest

| The Arimaspi were described by Aristeas of Proconnesus in his lost archaic poem Arimaspea. Proconnesus is a small island in the
Sea of Marmora near the mouth of the Black Sea, well situated for hearing travellers' tales of regions far north of the Black Sea.
Hemikunes is a tribe of dog-headed African men. Monopods (also skiapods, skiapodes, Monocoli) are dwarfs or dwarf-like creatures
with a single, large foot extending from one thick leg centered in the middle of their body.

2 Herodotus was a Greek historian in the fifth century B.C.E. His birth was around B.C.E. References to certain events in his
narratives suggest that he did not die until at least 431 B.C.E, which was the beginning of the Peloponesian War. In his later years,
Herodotus traveled extensively throughout the Eastern Mediterranean. There, he visited the Black Sea, Babylon, Phoenicia, and Egypt.

He is best known for his work entitled Histories. Because of this, Cicero claimed him to be the Father of History. Histories is the story

of the rise of Persian power and the friction between Persia and Greece. The battles that are described are the ones fought at Marathon,

Thermopylae and Salamis. His story is the historical record of events that happened in his own lifetime.



trace of defining similarities and differences on a scale of geographical proximity in
Herodotus’ portrayal of Persians, who “honor most of all those all dwell nearest them,
next those who are next farthest removed, and so going ever onwards they assign honor
by this rule” (Todorov 173).
Similarly, Aristotle also treats the characteristics of Asia, especially in contrast
with Europe, in his often-quoted passage:
Those who live in a cold climate and in Europe are full of spirit, but
wanting in intelligence and skill; and therefore they retain comparative
freedom, but have no political organization, and are incapable of ruling
others. Whereas the natives of Asia are intelligent and inventive, they are
wanting in spirit, and therefore they are always in a state of subjection and

slavery.(291)

Here, Aristotle may have used “Asia” to mean “Persian” and “Europe” to mean “Greece”,
quite different from today’s usage. Despite differences in geographical reference, Asians
are idealized in terms of brainpower and creativity as opposed to Europeans who are in
need of them. At the same time, Europeans are regarded as superior in vitality and
independence to Asians. Aristotle attributes the differences among Asians and Europeans
to a combination of geographical environment and climate and goes further to suggest

that these differences lead to different patterns of social institutions. Along the same line,

In Guns, Germs, and Steel (1999), Jared Diamond argues that the gaps in power and

technology between human societies do not reflect cultural or racial differences. Instead,
they originate in environmental differences. Although this conclusion is rather

essentialist, it is repeated in various Western travel discourses to come.



The experience with the “other” in the Middle Ages is a continuation of classical
themes yet with a Christian and Biblical overtone. Pilgrimage was the most characteristic
form of travel during the early Middle Ages (from around the 3™ century to 1000 A.D.).
Among early European pilgrims visiting the Holy Land were Egeria in the fifth century
and Arculf in the late seventh century. For them, the East is geographically restricted to
“the Near East” or the modern notion of “Middle East,” which covers Palestine and
Jerusalem. Later this geographical notion was extended to include “the Far East.”

During the High Middle Ages (from around 1000 A.D. to 1300 A.D.), especially in the
13" century, missionary accounts of the Far East indicated a strong belief that all human
beings came from the same origin (Adam and Eve) and the pagans could be converted to
Christianity.” The audience of their narratives was the members of the religious
community to which they belonged (Campbell 8).

With the rise of trade and class of merchants rich enough to launch ventures to
Asia, a more pagan trend of travel discourse began to take shape in the 14™ century. The
Orient became a land of untold wealth and fabulous cities, as represented in writings by
Marco Polo and Sir John Mandeville. The divorce of travel narrative from religion led to
an unprecedented boom in secular topic such as human customs and culture as opposed to
religion and beliefs, and material wealth in contrast to spiritual gain (Campbell 9-10).
Travel narratives at the time were driven by a growing readership who was more
interested in traveling tales about discoveries of material goods, wealth and power and

demanded authenticity of the narratives as well. To meet the mass’s seemingly

3 During the Age of Discovery, the Roman Catholic Church established a number of Missions in the Americas and
other colonies through the Augustinians, Franciscans and Dominicans in order to spread Christianity in the New World
and to convert the Native Americans and other indigenous people. At the same time, missionaries such as Francis
Xavier as well as other Jesuits, Augustinians, Franciscans and Dominicans were moving into Asia and the far East.



contradictory demand for both adventure and factuality, Polo and Mandeville dealt with
secular subjects and adopted a “realist” approach such as the use of the 'eye-witness'
account. This is ironic in itself since contemporary scholarship has proved that neither
Marco Polo nor Mandeville made the journeys they proclaimed to be “real” and
“authentic.”

Inspired by the mesmerizing descriptions of the East by Polo and Mandeville,
especially the wealth, commercial explorers of the Renaissance opened a new chapter in
the history of travel: an age of discovery. When Columbus set off to find “the end of the
east” in the 15™ century, it was Marco Polo’s Cathay that he was searching for. He

recorded his exploration in The Letters and The Journal, the forefathers of modern travel

narratives in the form of memoir. Columbus introduced in his Journal literary elements
to travel discourse, namely, character and plot that are essentials in modern genre. Mary
Campbell believes that Columbus’ narratives ushered in a new age of travel writing in
which romantic imagery of “new heaven and new earth” was created to idealize the
exotic territories. In this case, the Indies and the egocentric hero made their debut (209).
In the spirit of the age of Reason, there was a scientifically oriented curiosity
about the outside world. In the centuries after Renaissance, more voyages of discovery
were charged -- circumnavigating the globe, mapping coastal shorelines, and providing
more accurate routes to support commercial trade across the oceans. For instance,
Captain James Cook, a well-known modern scientific explorer, voyaged to the South

Seas in search of the accumulation of scientific knowledge.* The knowledge of the other

4 James Cook was born on October 27, 1728 in Marton, (near modern Middlesborough), Yorkshire, Britain. He
commanded three voyages of discovery for Great Britain, and sailed around the world twice. Captain Cook's voyages
lead to the establishment of colonies throughout the Pacific by several European countries. He is considered one of the
world's greatest explorers.



during the age of discovery is mingled with speculation on the potential commercial uses
of the other where exploration is synonymous with exploitation. In this vein, the Royal
Society in England sponsored many scientific expeditions and many of these travel
narratives are implicitly imperialist.

Following exploration came the modern travel era. In Paul Fussell’s view, it is a
time to pay visits to the places that have already been discovered by earlier explorations
(Fussell 39). Travel in the modern sense is a token of technological progress and an
exposure to objective knowledge about the unknown and the little known. During this
era, modernity has historicized geographical locations: difference in space translated into
difference in time. Other cultures were viewed as more "backward" than Western culture
in a different range of scales. It is the Western men's mission to introduce to them the
blessings of "advanced" technology. Against the backdrop of industrialization and
colonization, this idea was always coupled with desires to convert the natives to
Christians and the blatant objective of profit-oriented trade and commerce. Edward Said
provides the most influential reading of representations of the other in this vein.” Tzvetan
Todorov, on the other hand, classifies modern travelers by “the form of interaction in
which they engage with others” into the assimilator, the profiteer, the tourist, the
impressionist, the assimilated, the exote, the exile, the allegorist, the disenchanted, and

the philosopher.

3 Edward Said's evaluation and critique of the set of beliefs known as Orientalism forms an important background for
postcolonial studies. His work highlights the inaccuracies of a wide variety of assumptions as it questions various
paradigms of thought which are accepted on individual, academic, and political levels. To him, the Orient significs a
system of representations framed by political forces that brought the Orient into Western learning, Western
consciousness, and Western empire. The Orient exists for the West, and is constructed by and in relation to the West. It
is a mirror image of what is inferior and alien ("Other") to the West.



Travel was soon replaced with tourism and poses more problems and questions
than ever. With the boundary breaking between subjective/ objective, real/ imaginative,
in the postmodern era, travel takes on a “constructed” turn, which is evident in two
aspects. First, travel itself is commercialized into tourism, which, in Paul Fussell’s term,
lacks originality and seeks what has already been discovered by entrepreneurship.
Instead of real places, tourists flock to pseudo-places such as Disneyland, which are
constructed for them by the arts of mass publicity. This evokes the old problem of
authenticity of travel experience in a new context. Second, critical attention has been
drawn to the constructedness of representation of the “other” in previous travel discourse.
Post-colonial theory is the reversion of the “imperial gaze”, in Mary Louise Pratt’s term,

that is, non-European countries are looking back at the former cosmopolitan travelers.

Overview of Western Travelers to China

Western knowledge of China can be traced back at least to Roman times. After a
thorough research on the history of Western image of China, Sir Henry Yule listed all the
limited and vague ideas of China in antique time. As part of the Orient, China, located at
the east end of Asia, was a country of large population and vast land, producing high-
quality silk. Chinese people were said to be civilized and mild in nature (Yule 16).

It was not until Medieval times that knowiedge of China began to increase
significantly. Franciscan missionaries were among the first group of contributors to this
body of knowledge. They were dispatched by Pope Innocent IV in 1245 to try to convert
Mongolians to Christianity. It was considered a strategy to check the increasingly
menacing power of both Islam and the Mongolian Empire. Among these missionaries, the

most famous one was John of Plano Carpini, whose experience was recorded in



Speculum Mundi, one of the most renowned books of the Middle Ages. Though he did
not actually go to China, his comments on Chinese people (then Cathayans) in his work
might be the most valuable before Marco Polo’s extensive account of China. China,
according to John of Plano Carpini, was a nation of heathens, who believed in one God
but also paid respect to Jesus Christ and needed to be baptized. Chinese people
(Cathayans) were gentle and the best craftsmen in the world. He also took notice of the
richness in various materials in China. It was quite understandable that, as a Christian in
the Middle Ages, John of Plano Carpini focused so much on the religious perspective of a
society different from his own, but his optimistic view had been proven to be little more
than wishful thinking.

John of Plano Carpini was not alone in his idealization of China. Following him,
William of Rubruquis, among other Franciscan friars, visited the Mongol territory in
Europe and spent eight months at the Mongol capital of Karakorom during 1253-1254
and met many Chinese. Like John of Plano Carpini, he was also impressed by the
marvelous craftsmanship of the Chinese and the abundance in silk. He also mentioned
the use of the brush in writing and paper money.

The most famous Medieval traveler (or self-claimed traveler) to China was Marco
Polo, who distinguished himself in at least three ways: first, he was reputed to be the first
European who actually lived in China and then returned to Europe to tell his experiences.
Second, his journey to China was more commercially motivated than religion-related.
Third, he was the first Westerner who described and commented on China extensively
and in great detail.

Marco Polo’s father Nicolo and uncle Maffeo were Italian merchants who

conducted business all over Europe and sometimes even in the Mongol territory. Later

10



they agreed to join a diplomatic mission to the Great Khan in 1260 and returned to
Venice in 1269 with a letter from the Mongol ruler requesting a Christian mission. They
finally set out in 1271, this time with the company of Marco Polo, then at the age of 17,
with two missionaries. Their journey took five years before they finally arrived in China
in 1276. Marco Polo lived in China for 17 years before the Polos were given permission
to leave and return to Italy. Marco Polo’s experiences in China were later recorded in

The Travels of Marco Polo. Generally speaking, Marco Polo applauded almost every

aspect of Cathay, economic, social and political. Above all, in his eyes, China was an
extremely prosperous country full of commercial opportunities, which echoed the
imagination of China and the Orient that had long captured the Greco-Roman minds.
Marco Polo was also impressed by the magnificent cities he visited during his stay, such
as Kinsai (now Hangzhou) and Khan-balik (now Beijing). Like the Franciscan
missionaries, Marco Polo projected his own sense of religious identity onto the society
under observation. He shared his abhorrence toward Islam with most of his
contemporary fellow Europeans but was quite tolerant of Buddhism.

After Marco Polo, more Franciscan missionaries arrived in China. Among them
was Odoric of Pordenone, who stayed in China for about three years in the 1320s and
recorded his experiences in great detail. His description of China was a continuation and
reaffirmation of Marco Polo’s Chinese splendor.

With the decline of Mongol power and the arrival of misfortunes in Europe,
including the Black Death (1348 -1351),® contact between China and Europe dwindled

until the Age of Discovery in the 16" century. With curiosity and desire kindled by

® A disease that killed nearly half the people of western Europe in the fourteenth century. It was a form of the bubonic
plague, characterized by high fever and glandular swelling in the groin and the armpits.
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medieval travelers, Portuguese and Spanish explorers sailed their way to China. Among
them were Galeote Pereira, Gaspar da Cruz, Martin de Rada, and Juan Gonzalez. Their
views of China were predominantly positive, adding to the “wealthy and splendid” image
established by their predecessors.

The 17™ century and the first half of the 18" century saw two major groups of
travelers to China: Jesuits and Enlightenment thinkers. Founded in 1534 at the
University of Paris, the Society of Jesus, among other Roman Catholic organizations,
aimed to revive missionary efforts to all parts of the world. Among the earliest Jesuit
missionaries to China was Matteo Ricci, who lived in Beijing from 1583 until his death in
1610. After having studied Chinese mathematics, astronomy, medicine, philosophy,
literature, arts, and society, Ricci and his followers painted a mixed picture of China.
They were not only laudatory about China’s prosperity and rich resources but also
repelled by some dark aspects of Chinese society, such as slavery and female infanticide.

Besides Ricci’s account of China, Du Halde wrote The General History of China,

which was the most important work on China and an indispensable source of Western
images of China in its day. Primarily informed and heavily influenced by the reports of
Jesuits, Voltaire, among other Enlightenment philosophers, thought favorably of China

and its civilization. In his Philosophical Dictionary, Voltaire views the Chinese political

system as “the best that human spirit can ever imagine” (46). This trend was echoed in
the vogue for Chinoiserie in artistic tastes, ranging from home décor, architecture to
literature and the theater.

Following the heights of admiration for China in the 18" century, a new landscape of

European travelers came into sight with revolutionary struggles going on in Europe

12



toward the end of the century. Against the backdrop of the industrial revolution, Britain’s
need to expand its overseas markets became obvious. China became one of the targets
because of its fabled prosperity and richness in natural resources. Under these
circumstances, travelers to China, ranging from Protestant missionaries, diplomats,
scholars and adventurers, primarily from Britain, France, and the United States, formed a
much less flattering image of China.

The Boxer Rebellion in 1900 marked the beginning of the 20™ century in China and a
new period for Western Travelers as well. The Chinese, represented by the Boxers, were
cruel and xenophobic to the Westerners. The first half of the 20™ century was also
punctuated with some other important events: the end of the Qing Dynasty in 1911, the
reign of Chiang Kai-shek, the War of Resistance against Japan’s Invasion during WWII,
the civil war between the Nationalist Party and the Chinese Communist Party, and the
final victory of the Chinese Communist Party in 1949. With the rise of the United States
as a world power and its more active involvement in the international realm, American
travelers were the primary China image promoters. Pearl Buck (1892-1973) recorded the
Chinese peasant life during this period of time.” American left-wing journalists, Edgar
Snow (1905-1972) and Agnes Smedley (1892-1950) were the major eye-witnesses and

reporters of the early Chinese Communist Party activities during anti-Japanese war and

7 Pearl Buck was born on June 26, 1892, in Hillsboro, West Virginia. Her parents, Absalom and Caroline
Sydenstricker, were Southern Presbyterian missionaries, stationed in China. Pearl was the fourth of seven children (and
one of only three who would survive to adulthood). She was born when her parents were near the end of a furlough in
the United States; when she was three months old, she was taken back to China, where she spent most of the first forty
years of her life. Pearl had begun to publish stories and essays in the 1920s, in magazines such as Nation, The Chinese
Recorder, Asia, and Atlantic Monthly. Her first novel, East Wind, West Wind, was published by the John Day
Company in 1930. In 1931, John Day published Pearl's second novel, The Good Earth. This became the best-selling
book of both 1931 and 1932, won the Pulitzer Prize and the Howells Medal in 1935, and would be adapted as a major
MGM film in 1937. Other novels and books of non-fiction quickly followed. In 1938, less than a decade after her first
book had appeared, Pearl won the Nobel Prize in literature, the first American woman to do so. By the time of her
death in 1973, Pearl would publish over seventy books: novels, collections of stories, biography and autobiography,
poetry, drama, children's literature, and translations from the Chinese.

13



the civil war, others might also include Arch Steele, Tillman Durdin, Harold Isaacs,
Snow’s wife Nym Wales, and William Hinton.

With the birth of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, China entered yet another
era. Western response toward the newly founded China was anything but uniform.
Travelers to China were thus divided into two major camps. Some viewed it as an ally of
Russia and thus a potential danger to the West. Others saw in it an alternative model for
Western society. The splitting of ideas culminated during the Cultural Revolution (1966-
1976).% John K. Fairbank saw in the red guards a resemblance in violence with the 1900
Boxers. Along the same line, Robert Elegant wrote Dynasty, a novel portraying China
during the Cultural Revolution. On the other side of the divide, Edgar Snow, William
Hinton, and Han Suyin applauded the revolutionary acts during the same period.

The death of Mao in 1976 marked the end of the Cultural Revolution and commenced
a new era in the history of modern China. This project focuses on the travelers to China

after 1976, which is also loosely referred to as post-Mao China.

Theoretical Framework

Travel discourse, as a focus in literary and cultural studies, has been a
comparatively recent intellectual enterprise. In the pre-modern era, travel discourse was
studied with a combination of interests: religious, aesthetic, political, historical, and

scientific. It is not until the second half of the 19™ century, with the

¥ Cultural Revolution ( 1966-76 ) ia a mass mobilization of urban Chinese youth inaugurated by Mao Zedong
in an attempt to prevent the development of a bureaucratized Soviet style of Communism. Mao closed
schools and encouraged students to join Red Guard units, which denunciated and persecuted Chinese teachers
and intellectuals, engaged in widespread book burnings, facilitated mass relocations, and enforced Mao's
cult of personality. The movement for criticism of party officials, intellectuals, and “bourgeois values”

14



compartmentalization of knowledge into separate disciplines that different aspects in
travel discourse began to appeal to different intellectual groups. Biologists, botanists,
and geologists saw in travel discourse scientific information it provided. Sociologists and
anthropologists analyzed cultural patterns in travelers’ observations of a foreign society
(Liebersohn 618-619).

By the early 20" century, travel discourse had come to occupy a place in literary
studies, fitting awkwardly between fiction and autobiography because of its long-
standing ambivalence pertaining to authenticity. Since the second half of the 20"
century, especially after the 1960s, post-structuralism and postmodernism have informed
the studies on travel discourse with new perspectives, especially in the study of western
travel discourse on the non-West. Viewing travel discourse on China since 1976 as part
and parcel of modern/postmodern sentiment, this project draws on the theoretical strength
from multiple perspectives, namely, literary, aesthetic, geopolitical and socio-
economical. For western travelers, who are living in a postmodern world, travel embodies
their conflicting postmodernist sentiments toward both the triumph and fallout of
modernity. For Chinese, who are striving for Western modern technology, the presence
of western travelers foregrounds their mixed yearnings toward approaching modernity.

Following on Edward Said, post-colonialists examine stereotypes generated by
travelers in relation to Western Imperial power. Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978)
commenced a surge of studies of the relationships between former colonized discourse
and colonizer discourse in contemporary context, which are now loosely gathered under

the rubric of Post-colonialism. The term, Orientalism, according to Said, has three

turned violent, and the Red Guard split into factions. Torture became common, and it is estimated that a
million died in the ensuing purges and related incidents.
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meanings. It refers to 1) relations between Europe and Asia; 2) the 19" century
specialists and teachers in Oriental languages and cultures; and 3) the myths and
stereotypes produced by generations of writers, artists, and administrators in the West
(Said 211). As a master text of Orientalism, Madame Butterfly (1993) first portrays
Asian women as being the “ideal woman” due to their supposed submissiveness and
passivity and then subverts these patterns.

Edward Said deals with the first and the third meaning of the term in his work. The
third meaning is of particular relevance to this project. Orientalism, in its third sense, is
the translation of the Orient by the Westerner, which is far from a satisfactory one. The
force of Said’s argument is to show that Orientalism essentializes Islamic experiences for
its own purpose. Nevertheless, it ends on a pessimistic note, asserting that no
representation of the East has been free of this ideological construction of the Orient as
the Other to the West’s own self-image.

Thus, Edward Said leaves one question unanswered: “is there any real
representation of the Other at all?”” This question naturally leads us to examine the origin
of the representation. If we compare the whole process to translation, the question will
be, “is there such an ‘priori’ as the Orient out there to be translated to begin with?”
James Clifford has observed Said’s ambiguity towards the existence of such an origin.
On one hand, it is regarded as a construct by the Europeans. For instance, Said opens his
argument with a provocative assertion that “[t]he Orient was almost a European
invention” (Said 1). In this definition, “almost” is loaded in at least two ways: it implies,
first of all, that Orient is an assemblage by westerners, a juxtaposition of constituents

from different sources; it also presupposes that the construct of the Orient is not a
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European monopoly since the Orient has its own share of the construct. A similar view
of the Orient is implicit in his second definition of Orientalism, which is based on “an
ontological and epistemological distinction made between the ‘Orient’ and the Occident”
(Said 2). On the other hand, the Orient is sometimes regarded as a “priori”, a concrete
and physical presence, something out there to be translated from. Said admits, “[t]here
were- and are- cultures and nations whose location is in the East, and.their lives, histories,
and customs have a brute reality obviously greater than anything that could be said about
them in the West” (5).

Edward Said’s ambiguity is both productive and obstructive. It is productive
because it helps to break down the hierarchical dichotomy of East/West and
Orient/Occident. It is also obstructive because Said has to evade the issue of authenticity,
namely, the fidelity to the origin in translation. He claims that it is not his concern to
examine “the correctness of the representation or its fidelity to some great original” (21).
Without acknowledgement of an origin, on what basis does Said conclude that “...as this
book has tried to demonstrate, Islam has been fundamentally misrepresented in the West”
[my emphasis]? (272). As a result of this lack of correspondence between the
“translated-from” and the “translated-to”, “Orient A” and “Orient B,” it will easily lead to
a favoring of postmodermist free play of signifiers.

In order to avoid this dilemma, we have to be more attentive to the dynamic and
heterogeneous nature of this origin. It is not a homogenous object frozen in time and
space for one to capture its “essence”; rather, it is internally contradictory, unstable, and
ever-changing. In this view, energy in the debate over authenticity should be redirected
to contextualize the origin by examining specific cultural, social, and historical situations

to see how it is produced and articulated in native cultures.
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Edward Said detects a pattern oscillating between favorable and unfavorable
translations in Orientalism. It is not that a flattering translation is a good one and an
unflattering one is bad. It is not about good or bad, as Said has rightly pointed out. A
few works on travel discourse to China adopt this method. The most noteworthy one is
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