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ABSTRACT

Oliver Goldsmith’s Citizen of the World (1762) and G.
Lowes Dickinson's Letters from John Chinaman (1901), both
employ the persona of a long-time Chinese resident in England
to comment on contemporary English society. Similar as they
are in structure, as both follow a pseudo-letter genre, these two
works, however, differ significantly in their characterizations of
the two disparate cultures they address: Citizen of the world
tacitly endorses eighteenth century England and Letters from
John Chinaman castigates England and praises traditional
China. That both, so different in tone and point of view, could
nonetheless elicit strong sympathy from contemporary audi-
ences suggests the significant changes which took place in the
intellectual climate of England and America between the eight-
eenth and early twentieth centuries. Eighteenth century Europe
with its empirical physics, secular philosophies and rapid techno-
logical advances saw a transition of world domination from East
to West; western industrial might appeared without bounds, so
Europeans in their sense of superiority could afford skepticism
and critical self-examination. Yet the godless (and therefore
directionless), post-Darwinian world of nineteenth century
Europe contrasted to the traditional Christian view of history as
linearty progressive (rather than circular) and led to a growing
feeling among intellectuals that there may be no such thing as
progress. Thus there was a strong tendency to re-evaluate of
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England’s position in the wortd.
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In 1901, G. Lowes Dickinson published his Letters from John
Chinaman, a short book in which he employed the persona of a long-
time Chinese resident in England to comment on contemporary Eng-
lish society. The work, although original in many ways, was niot so in
form. In England, the genre of epistolary social commentary from a
foreign perspective originated long before, in the late seventeenth
century, and reached its zenith in the middle of the eighteenth century
with the publication of Oliver Goldsmith’s Citizen of the World
(1762), an extended sequence of letters written, like Jokm Chinaman,
from the point-of-view of a Chinese resident in London. Similar as
they are in structure, however, these two works differ significantly in
their characterizations of the two disparate cultures they address:
while Citizen tacitly endorses eighteenth-century England, Letrers
Jrom John Chinaman castigates the English and praises traditional
China. Intriguing as these differences are in themselves, of particular
interest at present is how they can be seen to reflect the considerable
changes which occurred in the intellectual attitudes of the English
towards the Orient between the eighteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, a span of time encompassing as it did the peak of Western impe-
rtal activity.

Although Citizen of the World is the most prominent early work
of its kind in English letters and may be seen as a distant precursor to
John Chinaman, Goldsmith in his book was already following estab-
lished methods of composition. The recognized founder of the
pseudo-letter genre was the Frenchman Giovanni Paolo Marana,
whose L 'Espion turc was first published in 1684 and translated
shortly afterward into English as The Turkish Spy. A second and even
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more prominent example of the type is Montesquieu’s Lettres Per-
sanes (1721), which appeared in English in 1730 as The Persian Let-
ters. An English imitation of Montesquieuw’s work, Lord Lyttleton’s
Persiun Letters (1735), though not nearly so artistic as the onginal,
nevertheless enjoyed considerable popularity. Another Montesquieu
spin-off, this one French, was the Marquis d’Argens’ Lettres Chi-
noises, first printed in French in 1739 and translated was into English
in 1741. A final example of the pseudo-ietter genre before Cirizen
was the work by Goldsmith’s compatriot, Horace Walpole, entitled
Letter from Xo Ho, a Chinese Philosopher af London, To his Friend
Lien Chi, at Peking, which came out in 1757.

Goldsmith’s indebtedness to these earlier works is well-
documented, and indeed the extent to which he “borrowed” from his
predecessors, in some cases plagiarizing substantial passages, would
be little short of scandalous by tweatieth-century standards of author-
iaf etiquette.! The fact that imitation was an accepted way of compo-
sition in the eighteenth century, however, justifies the derivative form
and style of Citizen to a certain extent; sympathetic critics might aiso
take the pressures of periodical publication (the letter contained in
book first appeared as biweekly installments in the Public Ledger in
1760-61) to excuse some of Goldsmith’s plagiarism. Be that as it may,
the most important point to make in the present context is that the
book is not wholly unoriginal. Whatever he borrowed, Goldsmith
added to and improved upon with the result that Citizen of the World
stands cut with Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas (1759) and William Beck-
ford’s Varhek (1786) as one of the very best of English Oriental tales.

The majority of the letters in Citizer are attributed to an itinerant
Chinese philosopher, Lien Chi Altangi, who arrives in Londen from
his homeland after an extended journey via Amsterdam, in which city
he had elicited help from a Dutch merchant known to him previously
in Canton. In London, Altangi learns that because he left China with-
out royal permission, all of his wealth has been confiscated and his
wife put in prison. His son, aided by a family friend, evaded arrest
and fled the country, but subsequently fell into slavery in Persia. All
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this Altangi learns from his correspondent in China, the venerabie
Fum Hoam, “first president of the ceremonial academy at Pekin.” It is
in the course of the same correspondence with Fum Hoam that Al-
tangi recounts his observations of and insights into London society in
all its myriad aspects, from the workings of Parliament to the (to him)
absurd marriage customs of the English. He is aided in his quest for
knowledge by the Man-in-Black, a somewhat mysterious robed per-
sonage whom he first encounters in Westminster Abbey and who
thereafter accompanies him on many of his wanderings about the city.
The Man-in-Black proves a worthy companion, but finally the novelty
of England wears off, and Altangi yearns to leave. As soon as his son,
having escaped from slavery, arrives in London and is established
there with both a wife (ihe daughter of the Man-in-Black) and an es-
tate, Altangi and the Man-in-Black resolve to spend the remainder of
their lives traveling the world together for the purpose of examining
the manners of people in different countries.

Citizen of the World was the first of Goldsmith’s books to
achieve lasting success. Contemporary readers were attracted by both
the exotic oriental flavor of the letters as well as by the gossipy yet
truthful views on local culture contained within them. Modern criti-
cism has focused on a revaluation of the book as a truly artistic com-
position despite its overtly didactic nature.2 The characters of Altangi
and the Man-in-Black especially are deeply wrought personalities
whose intellectual bents enhance rather than compromise their appeal.
In her book on Goldsmith, Clara Kirk makes the claim that Aliangi
and his companion reflect distinctly different sides of the author’s
own character, the one reasonable, critical and owrgoing (Altangt),
and the other mysterious, moody and secretive (the Man-in-Black)
(34). Extending this line of analysis further, Seamus Deane sees the
characters as representing (wo psychic extremes, Altangi a rationalist
“untempered by experience or common feeling” and the Man-in-
Black a "lachrymose philanthropist whose very toolishness is endear-
7 which become metaphorically one when Altangi’s son and the
Man-in-Black’s daughter are united in marriage (40, 44). In yet an-
other critique of the two characters, Michae! Patrick emphasizes ihe

ing,
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virtues of the Man-in-Black, secing him as “an example of the best
qualities of the English middie class” (Deane 86). Concludes Patrick:
“Goldsmith’s delineation of character and his treatment of English
life during the period make The Citizen of the World an important
historical and literary achievement” (Deane $0).

In a structural analysis of the book, Wayne Booth makes further
claims for Goldsmith’s artistry. According to Booth, one need only
sidestep the neoclassical critical perspective requiring unity and inter-
nal harmony and lock instead for the many “signs of skill”—what he
more formally terms “structures of appeal—to see that Citizen bears
the marks of a stylistic genius (S86, S89). Among the structures that
Booth cites—and the list 1s not exhaustive—are such things as pleas-
ure in comic drama, pleasure in the exotic, pleasure in ironic deci-
phering, and appeals to the reader’s self-esteem, all of which combine
to make the work particularly delightful.

It is as rhetorical tract, however, that Citizen assumes its greatest
importance with respect to the present discussion. Goldsmith’s main
objective in writing the letters was to paint a satirical word portrait of
contemporary English society from the privileged position of a weli-
informed and discriminating foreign observer. [n this respect. Altangi
is one of his most successful creations. The description of London
given in the very first letter is a good example of the kind of perspi-
cacity of which Goldsmith’s protagonist is capable:

Judge then how great is my disappointment on entering
London, to see no signs of that opulence so much talk’d of
abroad; wherever | turn, I am presented with a gloomy so-
lemmnity in the houses, the streets and the inhabitants; none
of that beautiful gilding which makes a principal ornament
in Chinese architecture. The streets of Nankin are some-
times strewn with gold leaf, very different are those of
Lendon; in the midst of their pavements a great lazy pud-
dle moves muddily along; heavy laden machines with
wheels of unwieldy thickness crowd up every passage, so
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that a stranger instead of finding time for observation, is
often happy if he has time to escape from being crushed to
pieces. (Geldsmith 19)

The more Altangi’s experiences in English society, the more de-
tailed and subtle his insights become. Describing funeral practices,
for instance, he observes that

. . . people of distinction in England really deserve pity, for
they die in circumstances of the most extreme distress. It is
an established rule, never o let a man know that he is dy-
ing; physicians are sent for, the clergy are called, and eve-
rything passes in silent solemnity round the sick bed; the
patient s in agonies, looks round for pity, yet not a single
creature will say that he is dying. (54)

At another point, this time commenting on a club of authors, he wryly
remarks that '

In China the emperor himself takes cognisance of all the
doctors in the kingdom who profess authorship. In England,
every man may be an author that can write; for they have
by law a Jiberty not only of saying what they please, but of
being also as dull as they please. (124)

Nor does the aristocracy escape his scrutiny. “The nobility,” he says
in the thirty-fourth letter,

are ever fond of wisdom, but they also are fond of having it
without study; to read poetry required thought, and the
English nobility were not fond of thinking; they soon
therefore placed their affections upon music, because in
this they might indulge an happy vacancy, and yet still
have the pretensions to delicacy and taste as before. (148)
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But perhaps no subject so befuddles Altangi than that of English
women. Having expressed his distaste for them early on, calling them
“horridly ugly” (24), he returns to the subject later for a final frus-
trated gloss concerning the then-current fad for long trains on dresses:

Sun of China, what contradictions do we find in this
strange world! Not only the people of different countries
think in opposition to each other, but the inhabitants of a
single island are often found inconsistent with themselves;
would you believe it; this very people, my Fum, who are so
fond of seeing their women with long tails, at the same
time dock their horses to the very rump!!! (331)

As accurate and insightful as these criticisms of English society
may be, however, Goldsmith’s satire is rarely, if ever, severe in any
moral sense. Rather than offend his readers, Goldsmith’s purpose in
writing the letters was to invite them to laugh good-naturedly at the
petty foibles of sdciety at large, af the eccentricities of their immedi-
ate neighbors, and even on occasion at themselves. In this respect,
Citizen of the World differs markedly from its French progenitors,
which were much more vicious in their attacks on the state and soci-
ety and more demanding of radical change. Goldsmith implies no far-
reaching reforms, but instead generally approves of English society
and government. Booth has commended on this aspect of Cifizen,
pointing out that the author’s amiable satire and “reinforcement of
truisms” meant that a Londoner picking up the book would find him-
self effectually congratulated for being: (a) an Englishman, (b) a
cosmopolitan, and () a penetrating critic of the folly and greed of
others (Booth S90). Nor is it always the case that the “others” being
criticized are Englishmen: Altangi sometimes targers the French (e.g.
320}, sometimes other nationalities. His perspective is consciousiy
and, from an English point of view, comfortably universal.

There exists 100 a certain reflexive satire on Altangi’s part when
his vwn bizses cause him to denigrate things undeservediy, thereby
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compromising his credibility as a judge of English manners and leav-
ing Goldsmith’s English readership feeling not so very bad about
themselves after all. To his credit, Altangi is aware of the danger of
falling into this habit and expresses some concern over the matter. In
an early letter to Fum Hoam, he explains that

When I had just quitted my native country, and crossed the
Chinese wall, [ fancied every deviation from the customs
and manners of China was a departing from nature. . . but |
soon perceived that the ridicule lay not in them but in me;
that 1 falsely condemned others of absurdity, because they
happened to differ from a standard originally founded in
prejudice or partiality. (22)

Even so, on occasion Altangi forgets himseif and makes comments
which, because of their clear prejudice, satirize his own self and cul-
ture more than the English. His caustic remarks about aged bachelors
in the twenty-eighth letfer stand as an example of his sometimes
prejudiced point of view: An old bachelor, he says, “is a beast of prey,
and the laws shouid make use of as many stratagems and as much
torce to drive the reluctant savage into the toils, as the Indians when
they hunt the hyena or the rhinoceros™ (121). He is also to be ques-
tioned in his censure of the marriage act (a parliamentary act prohibit-
ing forced marriages, the marriage of minors without parental consent,
and the like) in letter number seventy-two:

Would you believe 1f, my dear Fum Hoam, there are laws
made, which even forbid the people marrying ¢ach other.
Buy the head of Confucius | jest not; there are such laws in
being here; and yet their taw-givers have neither been in-
structed among the Hottentots, nor imbibed thetr principles
of equity from the natives of Anamaboo. (299)

Further lessening the bite of Goldsmith’s satire is the fact that
on various cccasions he has Altangi write positively of the Engiish,
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and this on truly substantive matters which contrast markedly with the
relative trivialness of his criticisms. The sincerely charitable nature of
the English (97), the merits of their system of government (210-11),
and the general simplicity of their outlook (218) all leave favorable
impressions i Altangi’s mind. Thus, although the book ends with
Altangi leaving England, his stay there was overail a pleasant one
characterized by observations the overall effect of which is to tacitly
condone the established order and make Cifizen of the World palat-
able reading to Goldsmith’s audience.

In contrast to Citizen of the World, Goldsworthy Lowes Dickin-
son’s Letters from John Chinaman is quite the opposite of amiable,
The very first paragraph of the book, replete with such words and
phrases as “fundamentai antagonism,” “ignorance and conterpt,”
“tragedy,” “growing sense of indignation,” “misunderstandings,”
“views which have long been crying for utterance,” and “our pro-
found mistrust and dislike of your civilization,” gives ample indica-
tion of the animosity that fills the subsequent pages.3 John China-
man’s vindictive tone and cutting diction admit no discussion of
philosophic humanism of the kind propounded by Goldsmith’s Al-
tangi. Dickinson’s is a bitter message that he delivers with passionate
brevity. If Goldsmith is the good-natured satirist, Dickinson is the
ruthless reformer.

Although Dickinson later developed a strong interest in China,
when he first contemplated writing what became John Chinaman he
had no intention of utilizing a Chinese paradigm. E. M. Forster ex-
plains in his biography of Dickinson that he, Dickinson, principally
“wanted to make some fundamental criticism of western civilization,
which shouid be read by the general public, and should have some
kind of artistic form” (142), He decided upon the pseudo-tetter genre
early on, but his first experiments were with the title Letters from a
Houyhnhnm, a play on Swift’s famous work of social satire. Finding
he.could not work in the peculiar Swiftian mode of satire, however,
he acted upon a suggestion from Roger Fry to use a Chinese setting.
The effort was successful, and four letters subsequently appeared

*» (13
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under anonymous authorship in the Sarurday Review. These and four
additional letters comprise the text of Letters from John Chinanian.

Much more than Citizen of the World, the letters from John Chi-
naman constitute a point-by-point critique of East and West in which
the West virtually atways suffers in the comparison. Whereas Chinese
civilization is ancient, that of Europe is relatively recent and capri-
cious; whereas Confucian morality permeates the whole of Chinese
society, lending constant guidance, Christianity, with its emphasis on
the divine, fails to address adequately the mundane lives of its adher-
ents; whereas families in the East nurture their members throughout
jife, the West’s obsession with individuality resuits ultimately in so-'
cial unrest, confusion, and immorality (13). Perhaps John Chinaman’s
greatest complaint concerns capitalism. “Like the prince in the fable,”
he tells his European readers,

you seem to have refeased from prison the geni¢ of compe-
tition, only to find that you are unable to control him. Your
fegistation for the past hundred years is a perpetual and
fruitless effort to regulate the disorders of your economic
system. Your poor, your drunk, your incompetent, your
sick, your aged, ride you like a nightmare. You have dis-
solved all human and personal ties, and you endeavor, in
vain, to replace them by the impersonal activity of the
State. The salient characteristic of your civilization is its ir-
responsibtlity. (16-17)

One area in which John Chinaman recognizes the clear suprem-
acy of Europe is that of technology, but even here he is quick to qual-
ify his praise. In the fifth letter he admits that the West has harnessed
forces of Nature and turned them to account in ways which appear
“little short of miraculous” (24). Even so, he continues,

I cannot but note with regret and disappointment that in aii
these years during which you have been perfecting the me-
chanical arts you have not apparently even attempted, you
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certainly have not attempted with success, to devise any
means to obviate the disturbance and distress to which you
have subjected your labouring population. This, indeed, is
not surprising, for it is your custom to subordinate life to
wealth . .., (25)

As a result, people in the industrial West, although more possessed of
material goods and more able to indulge in eating, drinking, and
steeping, remain less happy and iess fulfilled human beings than their
primarily agrarian counterparts in China.

Nor does the evil of materialism John Chinaman witnesses in
England confine its scope of operations to the West. Given a cash
nexus basis of life, he explains, the necessary exploitation of foreign
markets leads Europeans to “fling themselves, like hungry beasts of
prey. on every yet unexploited quarter of the globe” (17). One such
quarter is, of course, China, and so the decrepitude of Europe be-
comes China’s problem. It is in response to this state of affairs that
John Chinaman takes up the torch of ambassadorship in an attempt to
enlighten the West as to the ignorance and injustice of its ways. Thus
the Letters.

Giiven the polemical nature of Jokm Chinaman, some further his-
torical background is required before the book’s topical importance
can be fully appreciated. As the nineteenth century waned, the Ching
Dynasty was tenaciously endeavoring to retain sovereign rule over
China in the face of mounting international pressure to open up its
markets to foreign trade. One particularly strong rebellious movement
was staged by the secret “Society of the Righteous and Harmonious
Fists,” or Boxers, as they were popularly known to the English. The
Boxers originally opposed both dynastic rule and foreign intervention,
but they ¢isliked the latter most and, seeing the need for a united front,
sided with the empress Tz’u-Hsi in her efforts fo expel foreign mer-
chants and missionaries. The Western alliance nations sent s force of
some 20,000 soldiers into China to quel! the unrest, and the Boxers as
well as the Chinese imperial army were defeated. As a result, China
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was forced to pay heavy economic and political penalties as stipulated
in the Boxer Protocol of 1901.

Although the Boxer Protocol was officially sanctioned by the
governments of the allied nations involved, many people in the West,
ordinary citizens and politicians alike, questioned the justness of its
provisions as well as that of the military actions which brought it
about. The times were therefore ripe for the kind of criticism found in
John Chinaman, although Dickinson makes little issue of the Boxer
riots specifically. He wished to make a social rather than political
statement, and for that purpose required a broader perspective than a
detailed discussion of current events would allow. Thus, John China-
man writes in his first letter that

Of the immediate crisis I do not propose to speak. It is my
object rather to promote a juster estimate of my country-
men and their policy [of excluding foreigners], by explain-
ing as far as | am able the way in which we regard Western
civilization, and the reasons we have for desiring to ex-
clude its influences. (1 1)

John Chinaman also makes it clear from the start that he has his own
cultural bias: “A Chinaman remains always a Chinaman,” he says,

and much as I admire in some of its aspects the achieve-
ment of Western civilization, ! have yet seen nothing
which could make me regret that | was born a citizen of the
East. (11)

Ethnocentricity notwithstanding, however, the letters remain minor
masterpieces of calculated, unyielding social criticism of remarkable
candor and veracity,

Although both Citizen of the World and Leiters from John Chi-
naman were composed in the pseudo-letter genre, two significant
differences between them reflect the differing motives of the authors.
First, whereas Goldsmith plots his book around Altanzi’s personal
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story and interposes a prodigious amount of anecdotal and phifo-
sophical material, Dickinson’s work is unplotted and much more suc-
cinct and directly comparative. Time and again in John Chinaman
East and West are juxtaposed in a no-frills, unequivocal manner to
show the degeneracy of the latter relative to the former. Goldsmith’s
discursive style, on the other hand, lends itself well to the witty, gen-
ia! tone he wished to affect in order to establish a friendly, trusting
rapport with his readers. The second difference concerns the ostensi-
ble audiences of the letters in each book. Those in Citizen are per-
sonal, most of them from Altangi in England to Fum Hoam back in
China. John Chinaman’s letters, however, are openly addressed to the
Western public. Thus, whereas the assumed confidentiality, sincere
naiveté, and frequent honest astonishment that Altangi expresses to
his Fum Hoam heighten the effect of Goldsmith’s satire, Dickinson
dismisses satire altogether in having John Chinaman address society
at large, which in effect means each reader personally, with broadside
verbal attacks affecting not the slightest trace of irony.

In this regard, both authors write to their leading characters well.
We first meet Altangi on his arrival in London and receive his im-
pressions as he experiences them, his observations becoming increas-
ingly more astute and well-informed from one letter to the next. He
admits his documentary techniques fo be fanatically empirical, itemiz-
ing and describing, as he does, each of his many experiences, no mat-
ter how slight they may be, but he feels such methods of observation
to be justified. “To a philosopher,” he says,

no circumstance, however trifling, is too minute; he finds
instruction and entertainment in occurrences, which are
passed over by the rest of mankind as low, trite, and indif-
ferent; it is from the number of these particulars, which, to
many, appear insignificant, that he is at last enabled fo
form general conclusions . ... (134}

He is, in other words, the sincere student of human affairs in the proc-
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ess of learning as much as he can as quickly as possible. In contrast to
Altangi’s status as newly-arrived foreigner, John Chinaman claims
from the very beginning to have maintained “a long residence in Eng-
land” (11). He does not particularize his experiences in an exercise of
empirical discovery, as Altangi does, but offers well-reasoned (if
somewhat jaded, at times} conclusions. Thus, he exhibits little of the
innocence and humanistic good-will of Goldsmith’s hero: his is the
voice of experience, and the tone of his letters is proportionately the
more authoritative and judgmental.

One might expect that DicRinson’s work, caustic as it is, would
not have commanded the degree of popularity enjoyed by Citizen of
the World, Such, however, was_::ﬁot the case. Dickinson himself re-
ports in his autobiography that Letters Jrom John Chinaman was the
only one of his books to reach a wide readership, as indeed it did on
both sides of the Atlantic (The Autobiography 165). Part of its popu-
larity in America (where it appeared as Letfers from a Chinese Offi-
cial, being an Eastern View of Western Civilization) was no doubt due
to the fact that the United States was then engaged in a campaign to
secure control of the Philippines, a controversial endeavor that paral-
leled in many ways events in China. Also contributing to the appeal
of John Chinaman in America was the reply written to the book by
William Jennings Bryan, which tract he gave the title Letfers fo a
Chinese Official, being a Western View of Eastern Civilization. Bryan
had the misfortune to assume that Letters from a Chinese Official,
which Dickinson had published anonymously, was written by the then
Chinese ambassador to the United States and that such a diatribe
against Western ¢ivilization deserved an official rebuttal, which he
willingly supplied. Bryan’s letters were well-reasoned and well-
written and no doubt served the purpose for which they were intended,
but their publication no doubt also served to stimulate sales of the
very book they spoke out against.4

That Citizen of the World and Letiers from John Chinaman, so
different in tone and point of view, could nonetheless each elicit such
sympathy from contemporary audiences suggests the significant
changes which took place in the intellectual climate in Engiand and
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Amnerica between the eighteenth and early twentieth centuries. In her
study of the Oriental tale in England, Rochelle Ekhtiar explains how
the eighteenth century, with is empirical physics, secular philosophies,
and rapid technological advances, comprised a transitional persod
during which world domination shifted from the East to the West.
The Ottoman Turks had been defeated, and Western industrial might
appeared potentially without bounds. “Europeans,” says Ekhtiar,
“now smugly certain of their own superiority, could afford to view
non-Western, non-Christian cultures with equanimity and curiosity.
They could afford the luxury of skepticism and critical self-
examination” (49).

The oriental tale was one manifestation of the West’s social
equanimity and curiosity toward the East, and by its title alone Citizen
of the World proclaims itself a product of the age. Altangi, as a ge-
neric human being with an insatiabie thirst for empirical knowledge
and wisdom, represents the epitome of an Enlightened humanism
which sought to discover the commonalties shared among all human
beings. At the same time, however, he casts no serious doubt on the
betief that European values are fundamentaliy preeminent. Indeed, the
" extent to which he accommodates the ways of the English seriously
compromises his supposed Chinese identity. Says Seamus Deane:
“Lien Chi Altangi has many qualities which recommend him to our
attention, but being credibly Chinese is not one of them.” Altangi is,
continues Deane, an “insider” who for purposes of satire operates
under the pretense of being an “outsider” (34). This is not fo say that
Goldsmith failed in the characterization of his protagonist, for he
never intended a realistic portrayal of Altangi. During the course of
composing the letters for Citizen, for instance, Goldsmith wrote to a
friend that he would “soon make our Chinese falic like an English-
man,” and so he did {(Kirk 48). Altangi’s voice is so Anglicized it
could be that of almost anyone in London, and his entertaining but
mild criticisms never seriously bruised eighteenth-century English
egos,

Such cuitural Euro-centrism as that undertying Citizen of the
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World endured well into the next century. Shu Yunzhong notes in his
survey of aesthetes and historical thinkers in nineteenth-century Eng-
tand that the dominant Victorian image of China was one of
“stagnation” against which to measure the relatively greater progress
of the West. In many ways, of course, this superior attitude was illu-
sory and as such it speaks, Shu argues, more to the West than to the
East. There was, he explains, a psychological conflict in Victorian
Engiand between, on the one hand, the Christian proclivity o view
history as linearly progressive (rather than circular) and, on the other
hand, the growing feeling that in a godless (and therefore direction-
less), post-Darwinian world there may be no such thing as progress
after all. As Shu further explains,

the crisis caused by the clash between their [the Victorian
intellectuals] conception of history and the loss of histori-
cal direction made them all the more anxious to pose an
image of stagnation in order to goad themselves forward.
This negative example had to be set in such a remote coun-
try like China because, considering the cultural links
among England, Europe and America, setting up such an
image either in Europe or in America would entaif denying
England the potential for historical progress. (86)

By the turn of the nineteenth century, however, English views of
the East had shifted appreciably. Shu describes the change (whose
origins he places as early as the 18707s) as an “amoraiization™ and
“Professionalization” of historiography which led scholars to study
the facts of history more carefully and objectively (Shu 85). The up-
shot of so doing was that some of the English literati became openly
critical of Empire and more sympathetic and appreciative of the in-
digenous peoples and cultures of the East. While anthropological and
hinguistic studies of far-away places multiplied, fiction writers began
exploring anti-imperialist themes in depth. Dickinson’s hard-line
stance in John Chinaman, which Martha Pike Conant, in her 1908
study of the oriental tale genre, calls “an exceedingly interesting and
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timely criticism of Western civilization” (Conant 191), was very
much in accord with the progressive, anti-establishment sentiments of
this new breed of scholars and artists. Indeed, the book provided a
significant impetus to the further development of such points of view.

Perhaps the best way to bring out the extent to which Citizen of
the World and Letters from John Chinaman reflect their respective
intellectual milieus is to imagine them in each other’s place. John
Chinaman, an ideological hit in the early 1900s, would have been
considered heresy by most eighteenth-century English readers. One
can easily imagine the author ostracized for even attempting to pub-
lish such iconoclastic invective. On the other hand, had Citizer of the
World appeared at the turn of the nineteenth century, it might well
have been taken as the dreams of a Quixotic optimist. Such incongrui-
ties are the marks of artistic works which, when juxtaposed, indicate
profound social change. It is for this reason, therefore, even more than
for their individual artistic merits, that Citizen of the World and Let-
ters from John Chinaman are afforded particular attention by scholars
concerned with tracing the history of ideas. For in their formal and
thematic similarities these two works lend themselves to a compari-
son which highlights the differing perceptions of the Orient inherent
in them, from the self-confident Euro-centrism of the Enlightenment
to the more self-conscious, self-critical reassessments of England’s
place with respect to the East in the early twentieth century.

Notes

1 For discussions of influences on Goldsmith by these earlier
authors, see Conant 183-186; Crane and Smith 83-92; Davidson 215-
220; Deans 33-50; Patrick 82-83; and Smith.

2 George Sherburn, in a chapter addressing Goldsmith’s writ-
ings, goes so far as to say that Citizen may have been the author’s best
sustained work (George 1059).

3 See Dickinson, Letters 11-12. Subsequent references cited
parentheticaily in the text.

4 Dickinson’s audience was not limited either to Engiand and
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America. In a letter of 1912 posted from Calcutta, India, for instance,
he reported finding John Chinaman relished as “a kind of gospel for
the ‘seditious.”” “In some queer way,” he concludes, “I have caught
the ideal of the East in that book™ (Dickinson, Auiobiography 181).
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