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SUMMARY

In China Men, Kingston synthesized mythical figures from
various classical and popular Chinese literary sources into her
own family background. One chapter of the novel, however,
appropriates Defoe’s fictional character Robinson Crusoe, trans-
forming him into a Chinese figure. Kingston's use of this
character (whose British identity she conceals) to reinforce her
praise, in the novel, of the perseverance of Chinese-American
men who suffered from oppression in 19th century American
society, is inappropriate. Not only was Defoe a British racist who
spoke of the inferiority of 18th centruy Chinese culture; the
primary qualities of Kingston's exemplary “China men”--
patience, endurance, ability to overcome hardships through
social solidarity are quite different from Crusoe’s {Western male)
scientific ingenuity, self-reliance and extreme individualism.

; KEY WORDS
synthesize mythical
folk hero : folk tale
cultural traits perseverance
survival propaganda
reinterpretation ' cultural

allegiance



422 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XXIII, Nos. 1,2,3,4

In China Men, Maxine Hong Kingston’s second major
contribution to ethnic American literature, she relies once
more on the successful formula of Woman Warrior, that is,
assimilating the myths and characters of classical Chinese
literature and culture into her private experiences. In Woman
Warrior she wraps her own mother in the mantle of the
colorful legendary figure of Fa Mu Lan, the archetypal sword-
wielding heroine. In China Men, she adopts elements from the
epic elegy Li Sao, the country of women from Li Ju-chen’s
eighteenth-century Flowers in the Mirror, and the heroes in
Chinese popular culture Guan Goong, Liu Pei, and Chang Fei,
and synthesizes these and other mythical figures into her own
family background. One of her chapters, however, takes a
character from a very unChinese source and attempts
-unsuccessfully, in my opinion-to transform him into a
Chinese folk myth. I am referring to her chapter “The
Adventures of Lo Bun Sun,” which is essentially a paraphrase
of the first part of Daniel Defoe’s The Life and Strange
Surprising Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, a work that is not
only Anglo-Saxon and Protestant, but also one of the most
virulent anti-Chinese works of the eighteenth century.

The determination of whether or not this converting of an
Anglo-Saxon folk hero into a Chinese one is a legitimate
literary device must depend to a large extent upon the readers
of the work in question. Many of them would not be aware of
the metamorphoses involved. Kingston nowhere indicates the
English origin of her myth of a man cast upon a deserted
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island, and indeed she disguises the actual source by linguistic
speculation on the individual Chinese words Lo, Bun and Sun.
It is quite likely that Chinese or Chinese-American readers
without a background in English literature would not be
acquainted with Daniel Defoe and that such readers would
wonder why they had not previously encountered this
presumed folk hero of Chinese culture. There is a fair chance,
moreover, that the average American or European reader
might not make the association of Lo Bun Sun with Defoe’s
creation. Even modern specialists in eighteenth century
English literature are more likely to be acquainted with
Defoe’s other novels Moll Flanders or Roxana than with
Robinson Crusce. Of the more than two dozen reviews or
critical appraisals of China Men that I have read, not a single
one mentions Defoe. The only reference to the original
Robinson Crusoe I have encountered affirms that Kingston’s
myths are not “pure” ones “in the textual sense but are
consciously contrived literary imitations that may be iromic
analogues of western tales (“The Adventures of Lo Bun Sun”)
or variations of actual folk tales.”

Kingston begins her chapter with the words, “We had a
book from China about a sailor named Lo Bun Sun.” Although
these words suggest that the book bhad a Chinese author,
which is completely misleading, the statement could be
literally true since a well-known translator of English classics
named Lin Shu had translated Defoe’s novel in 1905 under the
title Lo-pin-sun pieo liv chi, literally “Robinson floating on the
water.” A further edition was printed in 1933. This single
translation did not make Robinson an instant Chinese legend
as Kingston suggests even though some children’s books may
have been spun off from it. Kingston does not specifically
affirm, however, that she read the story in Chinese rather than
in English. One may perhaps argue that literary heroes are not
restricted within national boundaries and that Don Quixote is
nearly as well known in England as in Spain, that Faust has
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the same fortune in France as in Germany, or that Ulysses
travels as widely in the United States as in Greece. This is
certainly true, but no matter how widely these figures may be
recognized interculturally, Don Quixote still remains a
Spanish character, Faust a German one, and Ulysses Greek.
Despite Kingston’s attempt at international literary piracy,
Crusoe similarly remains an English legendary figure, not
Chinese. And even though it were possible to change Crusoe’s
nationality, as in a Helvetian successor Swiss Family
Robinson, Robinson’s inherent characteristics render him a
singularly inappropriate choice for a Chinese folk hero, as I
shall show subsequently. Kingston says of her own work, “I
want to compare China, a country I made up, with what
country is really out there.” In this paper I shall compare the
Robinson Crusoe that Kingston has made up with the
Robinson that is really out there.

Since Kingston majored in English literature at the
University of California, it may be assumed that she knew that
Robinson Crusoe was the creation of Daniel Defoe. We ma‘y
speculate, however, on the reasons why she sought to
transform him into Chinese. Her main purpose may have been
to supplement the conventional composite ideal of Chinese-
American male with characteristics that are not ordinarily
associated with traditional Chinese cultural values, character-
istics such as self-reliance, self-sufficiency and inventive
characteristics. These are the qualities commonly attributed to
Benjamin Franklin, a historical American folk hero who knew
Daniel Defoe and incorporated in his own life and personality
many of the latter’s individual and cultural traits, And these
are not, as I have said, traditional Chinese ideals, but are in
many ways antithetical to them.

Critics have correctly pointed out that Kingston’s main
purpose in China Men is to portray the heroism of Chinese
immigrant males in the United States in the face of oppression,
degradation, and racial prejudice. But the virtues she portrays
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in the courageous struggle of these ethnic Chinese to
overcome the institutional obstacles arrayed against them are
essentially those of endurance, persistence, uncomplaining
labor, stoic perseverance, and survival. These are in some
measure present in Robinson Crusoe, but they are of minor
importance' in his mental and physical make-up compared with
ingenuity, mechanical skills and scientific aptitude. These
qualities dre epitomized by Defoe in the following passage:

And here I must needs observe, that as reason is the
substance and original of the mathematics, so by stating
and squaring everything by reason, and by making the
most rational judgment of things, every man may be, in
time, master of every mechanic art. I had never handled
a tool in my life; and yet, in time, by labour, application,
and contrivances I found at last, that I wanted nothing
but I could have made, especially if I had tools.
However, I made abundance of things, even without
tools; and some with no more tools than an adze and a
hatchet, which perhaps were never made that way
before, and that with infinite labor.?

Kingston does not paraphrase this passage, but she does
describe in some detail the manner in which her Lo Bun Sun
uses his practical wisdom to create his island paradise. In this
way she supplements the attributes of endurance and survival
belonging to her genuine Chinese heroes, both mythical and
historical. Defoe’s novel, however, embodies a highly dispara-
ging opinion of actual Chinese attainments in practical
mechanics. According to the original Robinson Crusoe,

their navigation, commerce, and husbandry are very
imperfect, compared to the same things in Europe; also
in their knowledge, their learning, and in their skill in
the sciences, they are either very awkward or defective,
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though they may have globes and spheres, and a
smattering of the mathematics, and think they know
more than all the world besides; but they know little of
the motions of the heavenly bodies; and so grossly and
absurdly ignorant are their common people, that when
the sun is eclipsed, they think a great dragon has
assaulted it, and is going to run away with it; and they
fall a clattering with all the drums and kettles in the
country, to fright the monster away, just as we do to a
swarm of bees. [360]

Strangely enough, Kingston, in her linguistic excursus on
the alleged meaning of the name Lo Bun Sun, completely
overlooks the practical and inventive qualities that she has
extracted in her narrative from the original Robinson Crusoe
and emphasizes instead those of her Chinese paradigms. Lo,
she says, denotes toil, nakedness and the animal mule. In her
words, Lo Bun Sun “was a mule and toiling man, naked and
toiling body, alone, son and grandson, himself all the
generation.”

Although Robinson Crusoe may serve Kingston’s purpose
of supplying self-reliance and mechanical aptitude for her ideal
Chinese-American male, Crusoe also embodies or represents
other characteristics completely antithetical to her ideal. A
recent analysis of the legend of Robinson Crusoe by an
American scholar, Martin Green, reveals that Robinson Crusoe
“has no women characters, and its men feel nothing for
women.” To the contrary, the legend caters to “men of
action, . . . masculinists, who needed a reinforcement of
their values.” In the original English story as well as in
Danish, Swiss, French and German imitations,

It mattered, at least at first, that all those on the
winning side should be Christian, preferably Protestant,
but doctrine was rarely important. What mattered most--
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at first it seemed a mere common denominator, but it
proved to be of tragic importance-was that all should
have white skins.’

In short, Robinson is a racist, white imperialist, ideologi-
. cally Protestant, anti-feminist, and militaristic character. And
Hong Kingston asks us to believe that this man is Mr.
Sinoperfect.

One of the questions that have bedeviled critics and
Kingston herself is that of whether her first two books are
fiction or autobiography. If they are presented as pure fiction,
the transformation or metamorphosis of Robinson Crusce into
a Chinese myth may be considered as a legitimate device,
although not necessarily a satisfactory one. Kingston herself
has argued, moreover,. that she is writing about real people,
“s11 of whom have minds that love to invent fictions. I am
writing the biography of their imaginations.”” In this perspec-
tive, the chapter on Lo Bun Sun could be considered as a
record of Kingston’s personal reaction to Defoe’s story during
her childhood years. There is nothing objectional in this. A
close parallel exists in the autobiography of another contempo-
rary American female author, Shirley Abbott. She presents the
image of another classical eighteenth-century literary hero,
the mythical womanizer Giacomo Casanova, as she perceived
it during her preadolescent years. First, Abbott presents a
literal quotation from Casanova: “We unlaced, we unbuttoned,
our hearts throbbed, our hands burned to calm their
impatience. Neither of us having been slower than the other,
our arms opened to clasp the object of which they were to take
possession. . . . At the end of two hours, enchanted with
each other and looking most lovingly into each other’s eyes,
we spoke in unison, saying these very words: ‘Love, I thank
thee.! After turning her grateful eyes for a moment on the
infallible sign of my defeat, Donna Lucrezia laughed and gave
me a most languorous kiss; but when she saw that she was
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restoring me to life, ‘Enough,’ she cried,‘a truce to trium-
phing! Let us get dressed.”” Immediafely afterwards, Abbott
describes the manner in which her child’s mind had completely
misinterpreted the episode. “Well, that wasn’t too clear, and
the memoirs never made it much clearer. But at least in
Casanova’s world, the woman was always as eager as the man
and enjoyed herself as fully as he did. I dimly grasped that it
wasn’t Casanova’s eyes turning hard, or if they did he didn’t
mention it. The women were really in charge of this passion
that drove him. They always had the upper hand. The men
were the ones who suffered-and they only suffered a little. It
all seemed rather like playing in the bushes: great fun and no
penalties unless your mother caught you.” [Excerpts in Lear’s
magazine (July 1991) pages 92-93, from the forthcoming The
Bookmaker’s Daughiter, to be published by Ticknor & Fields.]
The major difference between this portrayal of a child’s mental
reaction to a literary classic and Kingston’s retelling of
Robinson Crusoe is that the former openly acknowledges an
imaginative reinterpretation, but the latter presents the
revision as the authentic text and conceals the original source.

The preceding comments on Kingston’s rewriting of Defoe
concern primarily literary considerations although they are
related to what might be called editorial honesty and the
effectiveness of the message. In exposing the oppression and
degradation to which American Chinese males have been
historically subjected, China Men is a work of propaganda, no
matter whether it is fiction or autobiography. If one part of it
is not entirely truthful, the propaganda message in all of its
other parts is weakened or discredited.

Both the literary and the propaganda elements of the
work lose some of their effectiveness when Kingston’s Chinese
Robinson Crusoe is perceived in relation to Defoe’s English
archetype, one of the earliest vehicles for Western detraction
of things Chinese. Crusoe’s estimate of Chinese civilization is
about as negative as can be found anywhere:
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When I come to compare the miserable people of these
countries with ours, their fabrics, their manner of living,
their government, their wealth, and their glory, as some
call it, I must confess that I scarcely think it worth my
while to mention them here. It is very observable, that
we wonder at the grandeur, the riches, the pomp, the
ceremonies, the government, the manufacturers, the
commerce, and conduct of these people; not that it is to
be wondered at, or, indeed, in the least to be regarded,
but because having a true notion of the barbarity of

. those countries, the rudeness and the ignorance that
prevails there, we do not expect to find any such thing
so far off. Otherwise, what are their buildings to the
palaces and royal buildings of Europe? What their trade
to the universal commerce of England, Holland, France,
and Spain? What are their cities to ours, for wealth,
strength, gaiety of apparel, rich furniture, and infinite
variety? What are their ports, supplied with a few junks
and barks, to our navigation, our merchant fleets, our
large and powerful navies? Our city of London has more
trade than half their mighty empire: one English, Dutch,
or French man-of-war of eighty guns, would be able to
fight almost all the shipping belonging to China: but the
greatness of their wealth, their trade, the power of their
government, and the strength of their armies, may be a
little surprising to us; because, as I have said, conside-
ring them as a barbarous nation of pagans, little better
than savages, we did not expect such things among
them. [358-59]

Some of Kingston’s critics, amid the considerable praise
that they have lavished upon The Woman Warrior and China
Men, have suggested that she does not paint an entirely
accurate picture of ethnic culture and society. Others speak of
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her “confused cultural allegiances.” Her making over
Robinson Crusoe into a Chinese legendary hero must surely
represent one of the most flagrant examples of this cultural
_confusion.
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