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- Goldsmith’s “Chinese Letters” have attracted the attention of many
readers and critics since the first number appeared on January 24th, 1760, in
The Public Ledger.” Of the many twentieth-century scholars who have
attempted to trace the sources of Goldsmith’s Chinese Letters,? Hamilton
Jewett Smith, in his Oliver Goldsmith’s -“The Citizen of the World,” and
Arthur Lytton Sells, in hisLes Sources francaises de Goldsmith, offer the best
delineations of the probable sources involved. Most scholars consider
Walpole’s Chinese Letter® (1757) to be the work’s English predecessor, le
Marquis D’Argens’ Lettres chinoises (1739) its French prototype and
Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes (1721) the archetype.* Few scholars have
done any comparative study of these epistolary works, however; nor has
anyone looked into why Goldsmith changed the title of his work in 1762 to
Citizen of the World. To fill these gaps, I shall compare Goldsmith’s Chinese
Letters with D’Argens’ Lettres chinoises, making reference to Walpole’s
Chinese Letter as well where necessary. Because Goldsmith’s and D’Argens’
series deal with many subjects, I shall confine myself to those on philosophy
and on Confucius, comparing their depictions of Confucius with the original
Chinese prototype. From a Chinese standpoint, I shail show the interesting
difference that exists between Confucius as depicted in his own philosophical
works and as depicted in these Western works. This discussion will then show
why Goldsmith changed the original title of the work, and will also, the
author hopes, provide a deeper understanding of the work itself.

In 1757, Horace Walpole published his Chinese Letter, in which an
imaginary Chinese philosopher, named Xo-Ho, points out the errors of
English ways by comparing them to Chinese ways.® This letter ran through
five editions in a fortnight, and led to the maxims of Confucius being
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heralded by English writers as models of moral instruction. For the next two
decades, the “country of Confucius® became a great source of English
popular interest. ,

Confucius is the Latinized name of K’ung-fu-tzu. His surname was
“Kung” (L), and “futzu” ( 3£ F) in Chinese meant “master.” Confucius
and his teachings were little respected and rarely practised by the people of
his day (551 B.C. — 479 B.C)). Only some 300 years later was Confucianism
declared China’s state philosophy and the Confucian classics made the
principal study of Chinese scholars and statesman. Confucian philosophy has
dictated the development of Chinese history for the last twenty-five
centuries, and has also exerted strong influence on Korea, Japan, Vietnam,
and Thailand.

From the late sixteenth century on, Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) and the
Jesuits interpreted Confucianism as a derivative of the teachings of ancient
Judaism,” and introduced “the sane and wise philosophy of Confucius” to
Western intellectuals. In eighteenth-century Europe, “Confucius became one
of the patron saints of the Enlightenment .’ Voltaire, D’ Argens, Christian
Wolff,” and Leibniz'® all used Confucianism as one of the justifications for
their own philosophies and produced a Utopian image of China in Europe.

Actually, however, these authors had only a superficial knowledge of
Chinese civilization and culture, and seem to have been more interested in
how they could use Confucianism than in what the system actually was. As
Dawson notes in the case of Voltaire, “Before European literature could be
genuinely enriched from Chinese sources European writers would need a
much more genuine knowledge of Chinese life and literature than Voltaire
possessed.”!!

The Marquis D’Argens has generally been known as a prominent figure
in the circle of Frederick II of Prussia and as one of the host of friends with
whom Voltaire corresponded regularly. His voluminous works, including
bi-weekly Lettres chinoises in the form of periodical “demi-feuilles” issued
from the Hague, established his popularity as an epistolary writer.12

As a matter of fact, the 150 Chinese letters of D’Argens owe far more
to the European classical tradition than to that of China. In order to bring
Confucian philosophy into harmony with the contemporary French religious
milieu, he maintains that Confucianism is one of three primary Chinese
religious sects. In Letter VII, Confucius is mentioned only in reference to
the abstract doctrine of the ancient Canonical Books.!3  Letter VIII also
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deals with Confucianism.'* Then in Letter IX, D’Argens comments that
“Jansenism, is very much like that Vacuum, that Repose, that Indolence of
Lao-Kium’s Sectaires, Taoism. The former, under Pretence of reducing
every thing to Religion, ruin Society, and break the Bands of it.”!° In Letter
X he ridicules the love of fanaticism in J ansenism, in Letter XI he satirizes
Fo ({# , Buddhism), and in Letter XII maintains that Molinism is as stupid as
Buddhism. From the very first letter, ridicule of French Catholicism is the
main characteristic of D’Argens’ Chinese letters. He juxtaposes the French
Catholic sects with those of Chinese nec-Confucianism.!® From the
beginning, D’Argens admits that he is trying to prove that Confucianism is
a form of Pantheism and not a form of Deism.

" For the Chinese, Confucius not excepted, atti}_ibuté to the Material Heaven
a blind Force knowing nothing, which is obedient to the Laws of Nature,

- and a certain Fate blind in like Manner. And that LI [EE], which Leibniz
would have to pass‘for an eternal Rule, or the highest Reason, contrary to

" the Opinion of all the Chinese, is nothing more nor less than the Chaos, or
first Matter, the Principle of all things, as Longobardus [EEEER]
demonstrates from the clearest Examples and Authorities.17

D’Argens’ letters, therefore, depict “Religious Disputes.”!8

Imitating travel literature, D’Argens’ Lettres chinoises resemble the
diffuse accounts of various imaginary voyages,!® in which the facts of the
travel books were used and directed towards a critical examination of those
social, religious, and economic problems which were plaguing the thinkers of
the period. The work of Marquis D’Argens is devoted for the most part to
satire ruthlessly directed against various Catholic orders of monks in the
eighteenth centur‘y.20 As a result, except for the eighteenth-century scholars,
no one in the twentieth century is likely to read these cold and dry satires.

Goldsmith wanted to follow D’Argens’ model by creating an imaginary,
erudite “Chinese” traveller, and he, therefore, created his own “Confucian”
persona in his Chinese Letters.”* In the process of writing, he began to feel
that his time was ill-bestowed, in that he was confined in his letters to noting
minute, useless particulars. He eventually recognized that the major task of
a philosopher is to “procure wisdom, and the chief object of that wisdom is
to be happy.”? He discarded the pseudo-image of a European Confucius and
remodeled the character as the “Citizen of the World,”?3

As Ronald S. Crane and H. J. Smith point out, the difference between
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Goldsmrch’s and D’Argens’ Chinese letters is not merely that Goldsmith
remained insensible to some of the most characteristic features of D’ Argens’
epistolary composition: to the metaphysical discussions, the historical
narratives, the attacks on fanaticism and superstition, in a2 word, to the
‘philosophical’ propaganda--but his finer gift of humorous invention, his
greater concern for character and incident, his less ‘interested’ preoccupation
with morals and manners—these qualities, which color even his borrowings,
give to his work as a whole an individuality quite impossible to confuse with
that of the author of the Lettres chinoises.”® D ’Argens is concerned with
metaphysical, philosophical, religious and material problems, while Gold-
smith deals with the humane and humorous hearts of human beings.

Goldsmith’s Weltanschauung centers on the quest for the“heart of a
wise man.”’?® He discovers that the “true philosopheris desirous of under-
standing the human heart, seeks to know the men of every country, who
desire to discover those differences which result from climate, religion,
education, prejudice, and partiality.”*® A true philosopher accepts the
differences that exist among nations and individuals, seeing it as his duty
to unite society more closely, and to persuade men to become citizens of
the world.?’” That the journey of the citizen of the world is not in the land
of England or France but in the heart of man is portrayed both in
Montesquiew’s and Goldsmith’s imaginary letters. Through Ibben’s letter
to Usbek in Paris, Montesquieu points out this universality:

. . tu es assez aimable pour trouver partout des amis. Le coeur est citoyen
de tous les pays. ... .

En quelque pays que j'aie été, |’y ai vécu comme si j'avais dfi y passer

ma vie; j'ai eu le méme empressement pour les gens vertueux, la méme

compassion ou plutdt la méme tendresse pour les matheureux, la méme

estime pour ceux gue la prospérité n’a point aveuglés. C’est mon caractére,

- Usbek: partout ol je trouverai des hommes, je me choisirai des amis. 28

Goldsmith has the same feeling of brotherhood. His letters in The
Citizen of the World  indicate that “the truth is, the Chinese and we are
pretty much alike. Different degrees of refinement, and not of distance,
mrark the distinctions among mankind.”?°

The discovery that the human heart is much the same in every country,
that national differences lie in superficialities, rather than in fundamental
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emotions of the heart, was a principle which Goldsmith learned early from
his travels on the Continent. Having acquired this cosmopolitan under-
standing, he felt equipped to show the importance of universal understanding,
in The Traveller, The Citizen of the World, and The Vicar of Wakefield.

' In his essay “On National Prejudices,” which appeared in August
1760 in the British Magazine, Goldsmith had said:

Among all the famous sayings of antiquity, there is none that does greater
honour to the author, or affords greater pleasure to the reader, (at least
if he be a person of a generous and benevolent heart) than that of the
philosopher, who, being asked what countryman he was, replied, that he
was a citizen of the World. ... We are.now become so much Englishmen,

© Frenchmen, Dutchmen Spamards or Germans, that we are no longer
citizens of the world. 3

Goldsmith’s letters were not written to satisfy mere "curiosity about other
nations or to indulge simply in new sensations, but to express universal
benevolence. Lien Chi Altang1, a character in one of the letters, epitomizes
this type of benevolence when he says, “I esteem, therefore the traveller
who instructs the heart but despise him who only mdulges the imagination.”>!

As a matter of fact in expressing this attitude Goldsmith captures
the essence of Confucius’ philosophy. Chou Tso<en, a modern Chinese
scholar, notes that jen ({=.), which is usually translated as © benevolence,”
is “the central idea of Confucianism.”® The first seven sayings in the
Analects (583, Lun-yu) all speak of jen. Another Confucian classic, the
Doctrine of the Mean ( 41 B, Chung-yung) say “jen-che jen-yeh” (“mankind
is benevolent”).3® This concept also permeates Menczus (FT, Meng-tzu). %
Benevolence is the root from which the stem and branches of human pei-
sonality and human society. should grow forth.* . Confucius desires to be
_the friend of all his kind.

Confucius considers that the benefactor of mankind who can help the
masses is not only a scholar but a Sage. He also indicates that “the-

true  man, wishing to establish his- own character, also tries
to establish the character of others, and wishing to succeed himself
“tries also to help others to succeed. To know how. to make the approach
~ from one’s- neighbors (or from the facts of comimon, everyday hfe) is the

method or formula for achlevmg true manhood »36 Accordmg to Confucms
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the young person should be “filial at home, and abroad, respectful to his
_ elders. He should be earnest and truthful. He should overflow in love to all,
and cultivate the friendship of the good. When he has time and opportunity,
after the performance of these things, he should employ them in polite
studies.”¥

Lien Chi Altangi possesses a natural love for all mankind quite similar
to that just mentioned. A man of genuine benevolence must be com-
passionate.® Lien Chi Altangi says “actual love is the spontaneous pro-
duction of the mind, no generosity can purchase, no rewards increase, nor
no liberality continue it: the very person who is obliged has it not in his
power to force his lingering affections upon the object he should love, and
voluntarily mix passion with gratitude.”® “Love is often an involuntary

passion. . . . We love some men, we know not why; our tenderness is na-
turally excited in all their concerns; we excuse their faults with the same
indulgence. . . 2% Tike the unsympathetic readers of the Vicar of

Wakefield,** most persons disdain faults in a person that are the product
of an over-abundance of love. This amiable, extravagant benevolence is
condemned as “false benevolence.”*#

Goldsmith, like Confucius, seeks to promote the universal benevolence
found in all good-natured persons. In Letter XXVII of the Citizen of the
World, Goldsmith traces the history of the Man in Black with affection and
esteem. Five passages of the second part of the essay end with the phrase
“I was tolerably good-natured, and had not the least harm in me.”*® The
world inevitably rejects good-natured men such as he,not because their
benevolence is false, however, but because men of the world are selfish.
Only one can exist, the good or the evil no coexistence is possible. As the
Gospel According to John states, “The true light that enlightens every man
was coming into the world. He was in the world, and the world was made
through him, yet the world knew him not. He came to his own home, and
his own people received him not.”** Likewise, hypocrites cannot tolerate
true benevolence. Worse than that, evil readers or critics will ridicule and
persecute men of true benevolence. The corrupted one is not the Man in
Black, but society. Benevolent persons “smile and look wise.”® To the
corrupted society, Goldsmith presents his utmost good humor with a smile.
For purposes of survival, Goldsmith suggests that men should compromise
a little bit and be prudent.

Confucius also maintains -that “true benevolence” is “to love afl
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men,”*® and to take no note of the result. The problem faced by the father

of the Man in Black is that “he loved all the world, and he fancied all the
world loved him.”*” In reality, most of the beneficiaries of such love meet
this benevolence with contempt. Goldsmith distinguishes between true
love and gratitude. True love neither expects nor desires a reward, but loves
for its own sake, for love is all the reward.*® If one thinks of reward, one
may be disappointed. The receiver of benevolence does not like to be a
debtor, who must act with gratitude. True love (ﬂﬂfa’vrl; ) expects no reward.
When quid pro quo expectations are present, the emotion felt is no longer
true love, but, according to C. S. Lewis, either friendship ( ¢hAra ), affection
( arepus), ( 'Zt'gws ) or just liking ( Gioeos ) %

Like Beau Nash, the Man in Black is an amiable philanthropist whose
“heart seldom gives him leave to examine the real distress of the object which
sues for pity; his good-nature takes the alarm too soon, and he bestows his
fortune on only apparent wretchedness.”®®  Prejudiced persons fail to
appreciate his “‘unaccountable generosity.” The selfish or very calculated
readers will ridicule his “unaccountable generosity’” as proof of his “moral
innocence.” Even the Man in Black himself is ashamed of his excessive
kindness in the face of every need he encounters but he cannot stop his
“natural benevolence” until he is left with his last shilling. With “unfeigned
tears,” the philanthropist sympathizes with the needs of his fellowmen.
His excessive kindness is condemned as pride of character and his virtue
is counted as vice.

Hybris  (wppés, “too much”) *'and hamartia (&pepete‘not
enough”)®? are the two extremes of the human dilemma. It is difficult
to find the golden mean or the right “Tao” (i , Way) on the journey of life.
This is also noticed by Cenfucius who states, ‘““the villain cannot tolerate
the virtuous.”®® The value judgment of the virtuous is different from that
of the philanthropist. “Unaccountable generosity” appears to the villain
-as something beyond necessity (7rqu_ d tKn ). Asin the case of Prometheus,
the tragic hero’s virtue is too much (¥ ¢s ) for the common man to
understand. On the contrary, the villain will take advantage of the innocent
philanthropist, causing pain to the benevolent hero.

Most eighteenth-centruy writers criticize various prejudices but tolerate
some type of pride. In Letter III, Lien Chi Altangi, Goldsmith’s persona,
ridicules that prejudice or partiality which he claims comes from misunder-
standing and Jack of concern. But Goldsmith can smile at “English pride 3%

189



(Letter IV). Voltaire in his Philosophical Dictionary pardons the “reasonable”
pride in Cicero, Caesar, and Scipio.’® The character Miss Lucas in Pride
and Prejudice says, “A young man, with family, fortune, everything in his
favour, should think highly of himself.... He hasaright to be proud.”
Elizabeth can tolerate Darcy’s pride after he changes her attitude.’ Darcy’s
opinion is that “Nothing is more deceitful than the appearance of humility.
It is often only carelessness of opinion, and sometimes an indirect boast.””’
Steele considers “‘good nature to an excess” as the law of benevolence or a
kind of pride. Addison’s essay of September 13th proposes alleviating
human misery by “mutual offices of compassion, benevolence and humanity,”
but condemns “artificial humanity.” The European men of letters preferred
pride to hypocrisy. Confucius fo: his part stated, “Since I cannot get men
pursuing the proper middle way, to whom I might communicate my instruc-
tions, I must find someone who has a rhapsody of sentiments rather than
the timid and conscientious.””>®
Lien Chi Altangi, the Chinese philosopher, recognizes that his fortitude
is the origin of his pride. “I know but of two sects of philosophers in the
world that have endeavoured to inculcate that fortitude is but an imaginary
virtue; [ mean the followers. of Confucius, and those who profess the
doctrines of Christ. All other sects teach pride under misfortunes; they alone
teach humility.”®® Lien Chi Altangi encourages his son, Hingpo, to live
according to his passion. Passion may lead people to vice but can also direct
to virtue. Pride, for Lien Chi Altangi, is vice as well as virtue. All depends
on the conditions. However, if a person rids himself of all passion and pride,
he loses the possibility of being virtuous and happy. To be a man, one should
try to change one’s mind as the conditions change. “They must often
change,” says Goldsmith’s Confucius, “who would be constant in happiness
or wisdom.”® This is the last sentence in the one hundred and twenty-
three letters. This is also the basis and conclusion of Lien Chi Altangi’s
philosophy — to be wise and happy. In order to reach this goal, one should
- change with varying conditions. That is aiso the basis of Chinese philosophy.
The I-Ching ( Bi®, Book of Changes), one of the canons of Confucian
philosophy, deals primarily with this concept. , _ .
In the Citizen of the World, Goldsmith (Lien Chi Alténgi) finds that
Confucian philosophy is embodied in Voltaire, the poet and philosopher.®
The philosopher makes people wise, the poet makes people happy. For
Goldsmith, Voltaire “‘énlightens a degenerate age” and exalts a depressed
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mind.- If we consider Confucius’ saying ““to know a man, check his friends,”
then all of Voltaire’s friends, the Royal Prussian, D’Argens, Diderot, and
D’Alembert, describe their man. At the end of a silvery panegyric, Goldsmith
presents another typical Chinese philosophical attitude: “Let his errors
rest in peace, his excellences deserve admiration;let me with the wise admire
his wisdom; let the envious and the ignorant ridicule his foibles; the folly
of others is ever most ridiculous to those who are themselves most foolish.”%2
Confucius also says, “It is better . . . that the good in the neighborhood love
him, and the bad hate him.”® A good personality is only praised by the
good. Since Goldsmith is a poet and philosopher, he alone can appreciate
the good that his brother poet and philosopher has done. As for the errors,
he need not touch upon them, but let the evil ones hold them up to ridicule.

~ Like Confucius, Goldsmith believes that “a benevolent disposition
contributed to public prosperity.” Lien Chi Altangi with his friends, the
Man in Black, Beau Tibbs, Fum Hoam, and his son Hingo are humorous,
benevolent, and amiable characters. They embody such attractive qualities
in Goldsmith as his “exuberant humour — and that mastery in the pathetic
which, though it seems opposed to the gift of humour, is often found in
conjunction with it.” In his satire there is no misanthropy. Some insight
into Goldsmith’s approach toward humor in regard to the unfortunate in the
changing world can be gained from the following generalizations by Keith
Thomas:

By raising the interesting problem of changing standards of seemliness
and reasons for those changes, the historical study of laughter brings us
right up against the fundamental values of past societies. For when we
laugh we betray our innermost assumptions. Moreover, laughter has a
social dimension. Jokes-are a pointer to joking situations, areas of struc-
tural ambiguity in society itself, and their subject-matter can be a revealing
guide past tensions and anxieties. % ;

As with Dickens, “the tendency of his writings is to make us practically
benevolent — to excite our sympathy.”® No one has ever been so successful
as Goldsmith in combining with the same force “the exquisite humour, the
wit, heartiness, sympathy with all things good and beautiful in human nature,
_ the perception of character, the pathos, and the self-pride. Benevolence is
the man of humour’s best characteristic and gives the charming ring to
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laughter in which all the good-natured world joined in chorus.”%

All of Goldsmith’s characters share humour as well as pity. In The
Traveller, the main character is wiser than the pedant whose sympathetic
mind “exults in all the good of all Mankind.”® All of his characters are
awkwardly ignorant of the world and are amiably virtuous. “His Good-
natured Man, Young Marlow, and the Vicar of Wakefield agree in this
particular with each other because in this particular they all agree with
the author himself.”%® Georges Louis Leclerc Buffon says, “Le style est
homme meme.” Because of Goldsmith’s style, amizgble readers find their
amiable author interesting.

Cheng Pan-ch’iao (&F45#% ), an eighteenth-century Chinese poet and
philosopher, is famous for his great compassion for the distressed, which
finds expression in his homely style. His ideas are Confucian, and he himself
was an amiable Confucian scholar. His famous family leiters express the
kindly temper of Confucian scholars and the typical spirit of Chinese tradi-
tional culture. For it is in such family letters that one’s true character comes
out. At the conclusion of his Letter XIII, he says, “Generally the enjoyment
of life should come from a view regarding the universe as a park, and the
rivers and streams as a pond, so that all beings can live in accordance with
their nature. Great indeed is such happiness!”® Goldsmith, at the con-
clusion of the Citizen of the World expresses & similar concept of universal
brotherhood: ““As for myself, the world being but one city [Italics mine] to
me, I do not much care in which of the streets I happen to reside. I shall
therefore spend the remainder of my days in examining the manners of
different countries, and have prevailed upon the man in black to be my com-
panion. ‘They must often change,” says Confucius, ‘who would be constant
in happiness or wisdom.” *7® The similar Chinese text of this particular saying
is located in the Book of Changes. Besides, in the Analects, Confucius
does mention “the wise are joyful” ( %1 & % )7 in contrast to the Judeo-
Christian dilemma, “For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that in-
creaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow 72 The oriental wise man can live
with the paradoxical dichotomies and harmonize both the extremes instead
of insisting upon merely one of the two, or even upon destroying all of them.
Thus, 2 happy wise man knows and emjoys the cosmos beauty. Both
Goldsmith and the man in black are citizens of this happy, harmonious world.
Alfthough there are evils in the universe, these amiable characters are either
too innocent to see them, or else they simply ignore their existence. Their
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broad-minded Weltanschauung provides an agreeable smile for all the c1t1zens
of the world.
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