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In The Call, John Hersey depicts the confrontation between Confu-
cianism and Christianity on the one hand and that between Confucianism
and social change on the other.! In the first case, there is a history of
conflict between Confucianism and Christianity, but there is a more
significant common ground in wisdom and moral teachings, and moreover,
both religions are challenged to prove their relevance amidst the social
upheavals of twentieth century China. In the second case, Confucianism is
generally depicted as an obstacle to social change, but the social character
of Confucianism is also explored. These two themes are interwined in the
character of David Treadup, an American missionary who travels to China
at the beginning of the twentieth century in order to evangelize and
modernize the country. But his mission is a failure, for not only does he
lose his faith, but his efforts to modernize China are swept aside in the
onrush of social change.

As background to the confrontation between Confucianism and
Christianity in the novel, Hersey describes two episodes from the history
of the relations between the two religions: the so-called “rites controversy”
concerning the attempts of the Jesuits to adapt Christianity to Chinese
culture and the establishment of the Protestant missions in the nineteenth
century 2 The Jesuit mission to China in the seventeenth century is generally
treated in a positive manner in the novel. Hersey suggests that the Jesuits
knew and admired Chinese culture and that they wanted to adapt Christianity
to China by incorporating the best of the traditional culture, including,
of course, Confucianism. His Jesuits are scholars who learned the language,
read and translated a number of the Confucian classics, and in general
maintained that Confucianism was a philosophy rather than a religion in
the Western sense and that the rites and ceremonies (&) concerned with
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ancestor worship, for example, were social customs rather than religious
ceremonies — here the word “worship,” they claimed, was misleading. We
are told that théy further maintained that these customs and the philosophy
of Confucius could be incorporated into Christianity just as various European
customs and Greek philosophy had been. Accordingly, rather than try to
do battle with Confucianism as a religion by preaching Christian doctrine,
the Jesuit Matteo Ricci, “dazzled the Chinese with his brains, his goodness
and his tact.... Before he died, he persuaded Rome that the only hope
of converting the Chinese to Christianity lay in convincing the literati of
the superiority of Western minds” (p. 197). Specifically, Ricci chose science
as the best means of impressing the Chinese with the validity of Western
thought as a whole. Reading about this in the twentieth century, Treadup
is deeply impressed by the success of the scientific demonstrations which
followed this advice.

Unfortunately, the success did not last, for the religious authorities
in Rome interpreted the Confucian concept of “rite” or “ritual” (&) as
essentially religious, perhaps because Catholicism itself was so rich in rites
and ceremonies. Consequently, they concluded that Confucianism was
not merely a philosophy but a religion and a pagan one at that, so that there
could be no rapprochement with the one true religion. The Jesuits were
forced to accept this decision, and, as a result, both they and the religion
they preached were banished from China in the eighteenth century.

The establishment of the Protestant missions in China in the nineteenth
century is at first described as a contrast to the “mistakes” of the Catheolics,
but it is soon clear that from the Chinese point of view there is as little
difference between the attitudes of Catholics and Protestants toward
Confucianism as there is between the two branches of the Christian faith.
Although the numerous Protestant sects could not plausibly boast of
possessing the one true religion, their sense of cultural superiority over
the Chinese was equally arrogant.

Moreover, Hersey suggests that in contrast to the Jesﬁits, the Protestant
missionaries were often ignorant of the Chinese language and culture.
In particular, Hersey describes Treadup’s “call” as typical of these well-
intentioned but hopelessly unprepared elite young men who, undertaking
their burden as white men belonging to a superior culture, went as Christian
soldiers to bring Christ and the benefits of modernization to the benighted
multitudes: '
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And so the SVM speakers [Student Volunteer Movement]
urged that it was the duty of Christian students to take up
the task of uplifting non-Christian humanity, and the SVM
slogan could be seen to embrace both the hope of clearing the
way for the advent of Christ by saving souls and the more
“practical” and more widespread American vision of regenerating
the backward peoples of the earth by giving them the benefits
of Christian institutions. (p. 98) '

After an emotional conversion, Treadup enrolls as a Christian soldier
in the grand effort to “‘evangelize the world in this generation,” a phrase
which is parodied several times toward the end of the novel in line with
more modest goals — “modernize the Japanese prison camp” in which he
is interned during World War II (p. 689), “motorize Thornhill Village [where
he lives after the war] in this generation” (p. 717). Hersey makes it clear
that the various missions fail on the one hand because of sheer numbers
(the number of interested people let alone actual converts is miniscule in
comparison to the growing population in China) and on the other hand -
because Christianity has little or nothing to offer as a replacement for
Confucianism.

In the context of the history of the Catholic and Protestant missions
to China, then, the failure of David Treadup seems preordained. Treadup’s
first encounter with Confucianism is in fact overshadowed by the history
of its conflict with Christianity. To him, Confucianism seems to be a pagan
religion filled with ceremonies, rituals, and superstition. He cannot dis-
tinguish between social customs and rituals directly related to Confucianism,
and he considers whatever seems puzziing or irrational as pure superstition.
For example, he observes with amusement the “quaint” rituals and cere-
monies which are performed when a new work project is begun. Later,
however, when he has lost his faith, he finds the rituals of Christianity to
be equally mystifying and meaningless, and his experience with a mock
trial under the communists suggests to him that ritual is an important part
of this social philosophy as well.

Treadup begins his mission with a fairly complete ignorance of the
Chinese lariguage and culture, but once he makes some advances in learning
the language, he is exposed to the Confucian classics, in particular to the
Analects ( 5 38 ), perhaps the most widely known of the works in the West.3
He does not merely study the Analects, he memorizes many of the sayings
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of Confucius, and he discusses the ideas of Confucianism with a number
of scholars. Viewed from such discussions in the novel, Confucianism seems
to be not so much a religion, in the sense of a revealed body of absolute
truths, as a moral philosophy, and here of course Treadup is much closer
to the Jesuits than to his immediate Protestant predecessors in the field.
In fact, Treadup has a positive impression of Confucianism as a body of
wisdom and ethics, and the novel further explores the common ground
between Confucianism and Christianity. At one point in the novel, for
example, Dr. Elting, a missionary with many years of experience in China,
cautions Treadup that the most insidious aspect of Confucianism is precisely
its appeal to the intellect and the moral sense:

Then he [Dr Elting] began to lecture me about “the deceptively
attractive ideas concerning ethics which you will find among
the Confucianists. You must steel yourself, young man, against
this most seductive of the heathen systems that you will
encounter. It is almost the case that with respect to morals
a Christian may look in the mirror and see — with but little
distortion — a Confucianist.” (p. 118)

Although Dr. Elting concludes that such resemblances are deceptive
because nothing can equal revealed truth, he unwittingly reveals the weak
point of the Christian missions — if Christianity is viewed as a source of
wisdom or a system of ethics; then there is simply no need to replace
Confucianism. Moreover, such forcefully expressed, narrow-minded opinions
tend to increase Treadup’s interest in Confucianism, and this interest plays
a significant role both in his loss of faith in Christianity and in his moral
development, related phenomena which, Hersey suggests, mark his entrance
into the sad wisdom of the twentieth century.

We should keep in mind, however, that although Treadup is called a
missionary, he is not a minister — he is working with the YMCA in China.
Moreover, trained as a scientist and inspired by his readings about the Jesuit
mission mentioned above, Treadup spends much of his time lecturing about
science and demonstrating the use of a gyroscope — a spinning wheel which
gives incredible stability to the machine, guiding it and protecting it from
- the rudest of shocks. Thus the gyroscope takes on a symbolic meaning
in the novel which is reflected in such passages as the narrator’s description
of Treadup’s actual achievement in China:
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What is moving in his story, what may in the end be thought
to redeem the obvious failure of his mission in China, is his
lifelong struggle to subdue the greater but sicker saint in himself
and give himself to a more modest state of being: one of balance,
sanity, serenity, and realized human love in the face of a shifting
and violent and mostly hateful world. (p. 19)

Not long after Treadup arrives in China, he resolves not to preach but
to teach, and the subjects he teaches are practical: physics, engineering,
farming, medicine, and finally even reading and writing Chinese. In fact,
Treadup is accused by the directors of the YMCA of being a “humanist”
rather than a Christian because he concentrates on helping people in practical
ways without mentioning Christ or even.God for that matter. Perhaps
it is for these reasons that Treadup does not find any essential conflict
between his “call” or “mission” and Confucianism.

But Confucianism often appears to Treadup and others in the novel
as an obstacle to social change because it emphasizes ancestor worship and
thus appears to be oriented toward the past, because it teaches respect
for and obedience to the authorities, and because it sanctions the subjugation
of women. Moreover, social progress or modernization is identified with
Westernization, and in as much as Confucianism is Chinese and Eastern,
it is considered an encumbrance and an obstacle.* These commonplace
objections are sometimes presented in a more positive manner in the sense
that although Confucianism appears to resist social change, the latter does
not necessarily mean social progress. For example, Confucianism, like
Christianity or any other religion for that matter, is often ignored in war
or is used for war purposes in an insidious manner. And the series of changes
brought about through war in the novel do not appear as progress. Ac-
cordingly, Hersey outlines the relationship between Confucianism and social
change in modern China. From stories about the Boxer Rebellion and
conflicts at the beginning of the twentieth century through World War II
to the revolution in China, Treadup observes the relationship between
Confucianism and social change.

Treadup’s understanding of the problem is shaped to some extent by
what he “learned” about China in America. While still trying to decide
whether or not to join the mission to China, Treadup fills his mind with
whatever information he can find. Unfortunately, much of what he reads
and hears about China is mistaken and prejudiced. He hears in one lecture,



328 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XVIII, Nos. 1, 2, 3, 4

for example, that ancestor worship is the cause of Chinese backwardness:
“They [the Chinese] look to the past, not to the future. The Chinaman
has eyes on the back of his head” (p. 101). Such crude judgments certainly
influence his perception of Confucianism, and in fact, the concept of
“ancestor worship” itself becomes a code world in The Call for Confucianism.
Similarly, the words “authority,” “respect,” and “obedience” are also code
words for Confucianism in the novel with all their negative connotations
from the American point of view. For example, we are told that Treadup
begins to wonder what meaning American democratic values can have “in -
a country habituated for thousands of years to ‘the four obediences’ — of
subject to prince, son to father, wife to husband, younger brother to older
brother”k(p. 11). ‘And when Treadup studies ‘Chinese, he is shocked by
the concept of the authority of the teacher in China. After his teacher, Wu,
loses his temper and screams at him for not concentrating on his study,
Treadup begins to pity him and later writes: '

I have tried to make delicate moves to help him, but I am quickly
given to understand that each such move shatters the ritual
relationship between teacher and pupil, and is not allowed. His
fierce exercise of his dominance over me, which derives from
the Confucian teacher’s absolute authority over his student,
is his revenge on a Jesus who is infuriating precisely because he

forgives all. (p. 147)

Here we also recognize the word “ritual” in a pejorative sense, not in the
former semse of superstition and magic rites, but as an empty form:

appearance without content or content without sincerity. Such an attitude

toward authority seems pitiful to Treadup because it not only thwarts
students but also supports whatever social order is in power.

Another pejorative code word for Confucianism in the novel is the
subjugation of women — whenever this subject is raised, an accusing finger
is pointed at Confucius, often with the approval of the author. Here, as
previously, Treadup’s reaction to China and to Confucianism in particular
is conditioned by what he “learned” before he arrived. Here is a passage
from his notebooks about the status of women in China:

' She is not desired at birth, is subject to father, husband, and
son, and is denied the privileges of education. To destroy baby
girls at birth was formerly exceedingly common, and not regarded
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[as] a crime by the majority. Often no name, simply a number,
is" given to the baby girl, and a father in counting his family
members mentions only sons. Gitls are simply sold as bondmaids
to relieve poverty; and a wife may be legally sold or rented by
her husband to another man for a fixed period. The binding
of the feet is but an outward and visible sign of the crippled
lives and energies of one-half of — (pp. 108-109)

With such “knowledge” as background, Treadup is prepared to interpret
the totality of woman’s plight in China as a direct consequence of Confu-
cianism. Treadup’s wife comes to a similar conclusion, accusing Confucius
directly even though she did not have the benefit of such training: “David
has great respect for Confucius, but to me ‘the sage’ is the one who laid
down the three laws of subservience” (p. 210). In fact, Treadup’s wife
observes the suffering of the Chinese women directly, and she takes direct
action, for example, against the binding of women’s feet, the harsh, harmful
working conditions in the silk mills, and prostitution related to the drug
trade. Confucianism appears to her not merely as an obstacle to progress
in these cases but as a fundamental cause of the problems.

In contrast to these three criticisms of Confucianism in its relationship
to society, there is a discussion of the social character of Confucianism.
Treadup learns, for example, to make the commonsense distinction between
Confucianism in-theory and practice, just as he does with Christianity. He
is told that Confucian thought emphasizes leadership based on ethical
behavior, that it urges rulers to rule for the benefit of the people, and that
it maintains that the people have the right to remove unworthy rulers.
Further, he is told that the aim of Confucianist ethics is the formation of
a good man in a good society. Generally, these ideas are treated in a positive
manner in the novel, that is to say, the author/narrator seems to approve
of them, and the events in the novel do not contradict them. Moreover,
he eventually realizes that Confucianism, like Christianity, has various
schools, sects, and interpretations. In one important discussion with his
Chinese teacher, Chuan, for example, Treadup learns about one interpretation
of Confucianism, based on a book entitled K ung-tzu kaishik k’ao (A Study
of Confucius the Reformer), which was written by K’ang Yu-wei (R H &,
1858-1927). According to Chuan, the stultifying, official Confucianism
which has made China vulnerable to enemies within and without, is based
on a falsified image of Confucius. This interpretation, which resembles
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various social interpretations of Christianity, maintains that the real
Confucius was “a political reformer. His philosophy pointed toward reform
of the instruments of government, concern for the economic welfare of
the people, a recognition of the rights of ordinary people, and need for
knowledge of. foreign countries” (p. 190). According to Chuan, K’ang
describes a “Confucius who used the events of the past to show that you
could change things and make life better for everyone” (p. 190). And later
in the novel, a Confucian scholar develops the idea that “more than new
armies, technology, industry, universities, or laws, China needed a new
kind of Chinese, with a new set of values — a ‘new citizen’ (57 & Hsin-min)”
(p. 294) a term, we are told, which was taken from the Confucian classic,
Great Learning ( K 228).

As mentioned above, much of what is said about the social aspect of
Confucianism could be said about Christianity. And in fact, at the centennial
conference of the Protestant missions in China described in the novel, there
is a sharp division between the older missionaries and the new arrivals which
is formulated in just these terms: whether or not the mission of Christians
in China should be oriented toward social and political reforms. In fact,
the old guard of the Christian missionaries is explicitly compared to the

conservative faction of Confucian scholars. A young missionary named
' Goudy Beach tells Treadup: “It’s ironic, they’re [the elder Christian
missionaries] a lot like the old Confucianist heathens, they put all their
stress on morals. Right morals will make a right world” (p. 165). He then
mentions Christian Missions and Social Progress, a work which is in some
ways parallel to K'ung-tzu kaishih k’ao. Its theme is “that missions can help
bring about the social regeneration of the world” (p. 165). Unfortunately,
young Mr. Beach is filled with a sense of the clear superiority of Christian
Western culture, although he is quick to admit the blunders and crimes of
his government, which is of course both Christian and Western. This
interpretation of Christianity, however, will have a lasting effect on Treadup
as he gradually changes the nature of his mission to a purély secular attempt
to help others.

Although the author clearly endorses the social interpretation of
both Confucianism and Christianity, the political events in the novel suggest
that such movements amount to too little too late. Hersey points out a
number of times that the reforms carried out by the communists in their
takeover are based on work done by both the Confucianists and the
Christian missionaries, especially the work in villages which concentrated on
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organization for cooperation, reading and writing classes, and the use of
technology for the benefit of all. Nevertheless, both Confucianism and
Christianity are swept aside, although the latter is apparently treated in a
harsher manner, in deed, at least in this novel, as a foreign religion. Treadup
is expelled from communist China, condemned literally as an enemy of the
people, and when his son returns to China many years later in order to bury
Treadup’s ashes, according to his last wishes, near the grave 6f one daughter
who died as a child in China, he finds that there is little recognition of his
father’s work in China and no place to bury the ashes, for the cemetery in
which Treadup’s daughter had been buried has been plowed up to make room
for new buildings in a new society.
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