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			Praise for A Chinaman’s Chance

			“In this vigorous, sharp book, [Liu] examines his identity against the backdrop of both Chinese and American cultures. . . . An eloquent, thought-provoking and timely memoir.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“In this provocative book, Liu, once a speechwriter for President Bill Clinton, effortlessly connects his personal experience to larger historical and cultural trends. . . . These elegant essays contain at their core a passionate, well-reasoned argument for the value of both cultures from which Chinese Americans come and an appreciation of the unique blend that results . . . Liu has created the go-to source for anyone interested in the place Chinese Americans have had, currently have, and are pursuing in the U.S.”

			—Booklist

			“A Chinaman’s Chance makes the personal political—and historical—in the most elegant possible way. Eric Liu’s memoir is intimate and also encompassing; it is of this 21st-century moment but also part of the centuries-long process of America reinventing itself by incorporating new Americans. It is an important and enjoyable addition to the literature of ethnic diversity, struggle, and success in the United States.”

			—James Fallows,  The Atlantic

			“Equal parts contemplative and provocative, lyrical and wonkish, A Chinaman’s Chance is a mesmerizing collage of childhood memories and contemporary reflections that compare and contrast China and America, and the Chinese and American Dreams. As he visits the place where the waters of his Chinese ancestral heritage and his American upbringing meet, what Liu finds is two worldviews that are at once decidedly different, and uncannily similar; what he finds, ultimately, is himself, and all of the rest of us whose Chinese American identity makes us the best of two worlds, yet belonging fully to neither.”

			—Jeff Yang, columnist, Wall Street Journal  Online

			“This is vintage Liu—so lively, thoughtful, right-thinking, and beautifully put as to itself suggest the truth of his argument: to the extent that Chinese Americans thrive, America will thrive. Bravo!”

			—Gish Jen, author of Tiger Writing and Typical American Online

						“This is an eye-opening book that should be read by everyone. To top it off, it’s entertaining.”

			—Huntington News

			“[T]he irresistible title of Liu's new book [is] A Chinaman's Chance: One Family's Journey and the Chinese American Dream. The story is about the past, present, and future of one family, but it also illuminates much about the Chinese American experience.”

			—San Francisco Chronicle 
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			Prologue

			My father, who had an ironic sense of humor, took a certain delight from the phrase “a Chinaman’s chance.” People don’t use that nineteenth-century expression anymore, but most of us still know what it means: no chance in hell. Dad sometimes liked to jest, about prosaic situations like getting to the store before closing, that neither he nor I had a Chinaman’s chance. Of course, he tried hard all his life here to prove that saying wrong. So have I. So have nearly four million Chinese Americans.

			The Census tells us that Chinese Americans today have among the highest incomes and highest levels of education of any ethnic group in America. Our senses tell us that there is more to the picture. There are Chinese American stories of striving and struggle that don’t fit the box of a government form or the narrative of the model minority, from families who’ve been here many generations to lone migrants who arrived yesterday. And the gleaming promise and looming menace of modern China colors the perception of people who look like me—and indeed colors our own self-perceptions.

			The great American kaleidoscope of migration and acculturation, the tumbling fractal dance of colors colliding, of fusion and diffusion, has turned for over a century and a half for the Chinese of America. With each generation we have changed this country—its laws and voice and palate and face. The kaleidoscope gyrates still, but now in a world where the Chinese of China also have something to say about what it is to matter and to have influence and to be seen.

			What does it mean to be Chinese American in this moment of China and America? It means being a vessel for all the anxieties and hopes that attend the arrival of China on the world scene. It means creating a new template for American immigrant arrival—the Chinese cannot be reduced to new Jews; the history of the Chinese in America is unique, and richer than most know. It means being a test case for some of the great questions of our day: Does Chinese culture somehow confer a competitive advantage? Is it possible for America, the planet’s most efficient hybridizer of cultures, to capitalize fully on the talents and passions and character of those of us of Chinese ancestry?

			Here, in the pages to follow, are the reflections of one Chinaman on chance: on the role of chance in his own family’s journey, and on the chance America still has to be something greater than the sum of its many tinted parts.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1: What Confucius Didn’t Say

			The Master said, “At fifteen, I set my heart on learning; at thirty I took my stand; at forty I came to be free of doubts; at fifty I understood the Decree of Heaven; at sixty my ear was attuned; at seventy I followed my heart’s desire without overstepping the line.”

			This passage from The Analects of Confucius (Book II.4) has always stirred in me a mix of aspiration and anxiety—the aspiration to seek ever-greater wisdom; the anxiety of not feeling quite age-appropriately wise. A kind of ethical clock ticks loudly in my brain whenever I read these words of the Master. They remind me of the passage from Ben Franklin’s Autobiography in which he describes himself at age twenty making a list of personal virtues (temperance, frugality, cleanliness, humility, and so forth) and keeping a daily chart of his adherence to each. I didn’t discover Franklin’s regimen of structured self-improvement until I was well into my thirties. The discovery led me both to push myself and to kick myself: I ought to be more like that—but it’s too late to become like that!

			I am now forty-five. I am not yet free of doubts. In five years I am supposed to understand the Decree of Heaven. I confess to you I do not know the Decree and cannot claim to have mastered it. I do know, however, that the Chinese term for Decree of Heaven—tian ming—translates more accurately to “heavenly fate.” And I am beginning, maybe right on schedule, to appreciate the meaning of fate.

			“Fate” is another word for “the die is cast.” Fate is a set of patterns 99 percent unseen and only 1 percent within our ken—and it’s that tantalizing 1 percent that generates our entire sense of free will and of personal responsibility to make or remake ourselves, to change or fulfill our destiny. Perhaps 99/1 is the wrong split. Maybe it’s 80/20. Or 51/49. I am not yet free of doubts. But I am old enough now, and have moments enough of wisdom, to realize that many forces unseen and unwitting have bent the strange loop of my identity: my ways of seeing people, refracting the light of situations, facing history, dreaming. For so many years I have imagined myself as the author of my own story. I have imagined identity to be a matter simply of what I choose to identify with. Like so many Americans, I have cherished the liberty of such choice.

			I had to claim it early. When my father died, we both were too young. He was fifty-four and I twenty-two. I had no choice but to choose my own way, to start crafting a story of self and place with what I had at hand. And I came to imagine that anything at hand must have been of my own making. Like so many Americans, I imagined myself self-made. But today I stand more than two decades from the death of my father, and fifteen years into fatherhood myself. And now I see myself more clearly: not as the author solely, or even primarily, but more as the page; less the calligrapher than the parchment, absorbing the ink and scripts of others.

			—————

			When she was eleven, my daughter, Olivia, decided it would be amusing to make up sayings by Confucius. She scribbled on a sheet of loose-leaf paper, giggling as she wrote, leaving chunks of hurried script that looked like graffiti or furtive notes to a classmate:

			Birds must live off the bird feeder to survive the harsh winter. I know this because I’ve seen it happen with my own two buggy eyes.

			—Confucius

			Simply Xerox.

			—Confucius

			Confucius does not like to look in the mirror and see any man but Confucius.

			—Confucius

			If you want a flower to grow, you must wait until springtime, for that is when I talk to the bears around me.

			—Confucius

			In your pocket, there is pocket lint.

			—Confucius

			To have tossed off such absurdities—they read like the comedic tweets of someone with the handle @FakeConfucius—she must have come into contact at some point with Confucian epigrams and then later with the fortune-cookie bastardizations of those epigrams. Perhaps she saw, as I once saw when I was her age, a white person on TV or in the hallway at school squint his eyes, fold his mouth into an obsequious grin, and utter in a fake accent and broken English: “Confucius sayyyy. . . .” She must have absorbed the American notion that to be Chinese is to be wise, often inscrutably, and profound, often misleadingly. She must also have picked up on the idea that to be Chinese American in the twenty-first century is to be able to make fun of it all—the Chinese, the Americans, the pictures each has of the other, the eminently laughable self-seriousness of anyone advertised as a “Master,” the earnestness of people (like her father) who seek insight from Masters. But where and when these patterns of thought took hold in her I can’t say.

			Actually, I can—to an extent. Her scribblings poured forth one afternoon when we were sitting at our kitchen nook and she was trying to avoid the weekly Chinese tutorial I give her. I have a pretty high tolerance for her evasions, especially when they are creative, so I went along. After every few of the parody maxims she wrote, I’d add one:

			I forgot where I put my toast.

			—Confucius

			What did you say?

			—Confucius

			Do you have change for a dollar?

			—Confucius

			Mine were not as inspired or spontaneous as hers. But they turned her playfulness into a game for us both. To play at being Chinese is, I sometimes think, the most I will be able to do. I don’t mean that entirely self-damningly. I have not attained mastery of my cultural inheritance. I remain half-proficient in Chinese conversation, able to understand more than I am able to express. I am half-proficient in Chinese history and ethics and art, not insensate but not fully discerning.

			Still, my partial knowledge is greater than that of many ABCs (American-born Chinese, as we of the second generation are sometimes called). I am definitely conveying to Olivia the core elements of the language and the sensibility that hides inside the valence of each character and each grammatical convention. She knows that the translation of an English sentence like “Why did you teach me this today?” is, roughly, “You today why teach me this?” And she senses that this order has meaning, that the logic is not just syntactic but also relational: start with the other person, the larger context. It’s enough to fashion something. With a little ingenuity and a spark of improvisation, I may still be able to ignite in my daughter a sense that within our games and our intermittent tutorials and her irreverent appropriations of other people’s appropriations of Confucius are the faint outlines of a civilization.

			—————

			The Master said, “I never enlighten anyone who has not been driven to distraction by trying to understand a difficulty or who has not got into a frenzy trying to put his ideas into words. When I have pointed out one corner of a square to someone and he does not come back with the other three, I will not point it out to him a second time.” (Book VII.8)

			In recent months I have begun reading The Analects with my mother. Julia Liu was born in Nanjing in 1937, the year of the Rape of Nanjing, though by the time of those atrocities she and her family had already moved on to another city. Her father was a reformist professor of European history, part of the idealistic “May 4 generation” that, fed up with the backwardness and weakness of imperial China, took to the streets in protest on May 4, 1919. Her mother was a restless young student of that professor. Their marriage came at a time when nearly every social and political tradition in China was collapsing, but it displeased both their families so much that they essentially were left on their own. Their tiny family lived an itinerant life, ranging across a landscape of war and upheaval, going wherever there were enough people, and enough stability, to support a university.

			Because Japanese and later Communist Chinese troops seemed always to be approaching, they kept moving across China, to Xian to Chenggu to Lanzhou and ultimately, after the Communist victory on the mainland, to Taipei. At home—wherever that was at any given moment—my mother heard her father rail against the stultifying legacy of Confucianism, the suffocating formats of Chinese education. His influence seeped into her childhood imagination. Far more compelling to her than the classical Chinese legends of “The Monkey King” or “The Journey to the West” were romantic tales from the actual West: Wuthering Heights and the novels of Turgenev and the other great Russians, all in translation.

			So it is that only in recent years, in her seventies, is she doing her first truly close reading of some of the canonical Chinese texts. She has a group of dear friends, all living in the suburbs of Washington, DC—all, remarkably, alumnae of the same middle school in Taipei—who call themselves the Bon Sisters. The Bon Sisters go to galleries and concerts and parties together. Mom also has a book club with other Chinese friends, and lately they’ve been working their way through the great texts of the Confucian age.

			I read Confucius, in English, when I was a junior at Yale. It was one of the required texts for Modern Chinese History, the survey course taught by the erudite and eloquent Jonathan Spence. He was finishing his book The Search for Modern China that semester, and each week in class we got to read chapters of his typed manuscript, with scribbled edits in the margins. But that meant he never got to go deep with us on The Analects. In my untutored reading as a twenty-year-old the translation struck me as mystifyingly vague or simply banal. The precepts of the Master had neither the crisp utility of Sun Tzu’s Art of War (“If your opponent is of choleric temper, irritate him”) nor the inspirational quality of, say, Proverbs of the King James Bible. Instead, it was filled with lines that left me cold:

			The Master said, “Is one who simply sides with tenacious opinions a gentleman? Or is he merely putting on a dignified appearance?” (Book XI.21)

			I could perceive, dimly, that there was more to a line like that than a first reading might suggest. “Gentleman,” for instance, is a concept that comes up over and over. To a native reader of English, the word connotes nobility or gracious formality. The word used in The Analects, though, is junzi, for which “gentleman” is really an inadequate translation. “Honorable person” or “moral one” comes closer but still misses the mark, or smudges it. Really, the best way to express junzi is just junzi, in the way that machismo is simply machismo. A second-degree equivalent, like “masculine bluster,” just doesn’t quite capture it. This gap, between “gentleman” and junzi, reveals how even a universal moral sensibility has to be expressed in the particulars of one culture or another. It reveals too the asymptotically frustrating nature of translation, which can bring you ever closer, but never quite all the way, to the original line. At the time, though, none of this captured my imagination. I was quite uninterested in looking for the other corners of the square. I thought that any translation that used “gentleman” so frequently, that put such a core Chinese idea into such ill-fitting Anglo clothing, must be inherently flawed and not worth taking very seriously.

			Now I’ve returned to the text, newly attentive. My mother and I have made reading Confucius a weekly ritual, and our painstaking bilingual method has many steps. First, I choose some passages in English that intrigue me, from my Penguin paperback. After she’s had some time to look up those passages in her Chinese edition, she gets me on speakerphone. She begins by reading the passages in the original, a high-literary, archaic form of Chinese. In this form, Confucius is not intelligible to me. But then she “translates” that classical Chinese into more contemporary and colloquial Chinese (so-called baihua, or “plain white language”). I understand better. Next, she tries her best to translate the baihua version into English. Then I compare her English translation with that of the Penguin edition, published in 1979 (before Deng Xiaoping had set China on the course of renewal) by a Hong Kong academic named D. C. Lau. Along the way, each of us might consult Google Translate—she entering a Chinese character into the text box, I from the other direction. It’s all pretty nerdy.

			One afternoon we started our study session with the famous passage at the start of this chapter (“At fifteen, I set my heart on learning . . .”). My mom herself had probably been about fifteen when she’d first learned this passage, but it had bounced off her then as yet another Confucian cliché in a boring textbook. Now she appreciates it, at least the parts about being sixty and seventy. Her ear seems attuned. She seems to follow her heart’s desire without ever overstepping the line. She always has been intuitive—my father, by comparison, was the one with the analytical bent. Today, though, my mother’s intuition has been honed into a full-field awareness, a sense of simple confluence with the laws of nature—which, incidentally, is how she prefers to translate tian ming, the Decree of Heaven. “I just feel I’m with life now” is how she puts it. She adds: “I go through a lot of happiness and tragedy.”

			—————

			My father died in 1991. But what my mother talks about today is not how short his life was or long hers has been without him. She talks of their courtship. She’d had two suitors, Dad and another guy. The other guy was the one her parents preferred. She was torn. She told both that she had to cut things off. And as soon as she did, two things became clear to her: first, she didn’t care about ending things with the other guy, and second, when she imagined not being with Dad, she felt “the sky was falling.”

			The Master said, “There is nothing I can do with a man who is not constantly saying, ‘What am I to do? What am I to do?’” (Book XV.16)

			In the Chinese original, this sentence is inverted:

			The Master said, “The man who doesn’t ever say, ‘What am I to do? What am I to do?’—there’s nothing I can do with him.”

			I much prefer this original structure. The translation flips it for simplicity, but in the flip is lost the spirit, the intention, the making into an object lesson of that unquestioning, unreflective guy. Of course, in any language, with any inflection, there are still many ways to read “What am I to do? What am I to do?” Is it an expression of indecision, of ambivalence among too many options? Is it helplessness in the face of calamity? Is it inquisitiveness about motives and morals? Pure existentialism? A yowl of futility? In Mom’s interpretation, this passage is simply a brief for deliberateness, for thinking clearly about a situation and not being shuibian—“any which way,” “careless”—about it. My interpretation pushes further. To me, this passage is essentially the Chinese equivalent of the Socratic claim that the unexamined life is not worth living. It has exactly the same rhetorical assertiveness and moral severity: the unexamined life is not just less good; it’s useless. To me, Socrates’s statement would have been the ideal “translation” of the Confucian original. For translation is not primarily about lining up each word of one language into a decoded word of another; it is primarily about conveying the essence of meaning.

			Meaning, though, changes with time; text with context. What am I to do? There was a time, as in the minutes after we learned of my father’s death, when those words or words roughly like them, uttered in panic, escaped my mother’s lips. Today, after so many years of lonely meditation, and so many conversations with me that describe but a fraction of those meditations, and so many outings and travels with her Bon Sisters and other friends to explore beyond those meditations, my mother says the words with new meaning. Today she asks the question with what Zen Buddhists call “beginner’s mind.” A lack of preconception, a reflexive resistance to rutted thinking. A life-sustaining curiosity that takes each moment as a fresh start. What am I to do? has become, for my seventy-seven-year-old mother, What might I do?


            —————


			I have now lived more of my life without my father than with him. “Unexpectedly” was the adverb we attached to his death in the days immediately after the fact. I wrote it into his obituary. And it’s true: the actual moment of his passing, sometime in the deep dark before dawn on July 8, 1991, was indeed not expected. But the possibility of it had loomed over us for many years. In that sense the arrival of the ultimate moment had been long expected, long dreaded, long kept at bay in the fringes of my imagination.

			In the years that have since passed, the classic quest for substitute fathers hasn’t really been my thing. Instead I have quested for insight, for some grand unified theory of cause and effect and the nature of suffering that could make sense of this riddle: how my father’s last moments could be so unexpected when I’d spent all that time anticipating them. I’ve hoped such a revelation might make life seem less random, or at least more comprehensibly random. That’s why I bring a certain interpretation to Confucian precepts like this:

			The Master said, “In instruction there is no separation into categories.” (Book XV.39)

			In English that sentence seems graceful and compact. But consider the Chinese original: You jiao wu lei. “Have teaching no category.” That’s compact. That explosive concision, that charged latent space between ideas that requires a reader or listener to ignite each word’s full meaning, is the hallmark of the Chinese language. It is also the hallmark of poetry, in which, the dictionary tells us, “special intensity is given to the expression of feelings and ideas by the use of distinctive style and rhythm.” It’s the reason why Chinese is inherently more poetic than English.

			When I first encountered this line, I read it as a cosmic statement about the ethics of interdependence, about how we are webbed into a vast matrix of circumstance and choice and accident. I read it as the Eastern rebuke to the Western obsession with classification and breaking things down into artificial chunks. Our lives are entwined. Karma circulates without end and without regard for our feeble attempts to locate or direct it. There’s no splitting your misfortune off from my good fortune. There is no converting the harmful effects of my actions into what economists call “externalities.” There is no such thing as externalities. All costs and errors and harms are always, eventually, internalized. There is no separation into categories.

			Moreover, I filled in the blanks of You jiao wu lei by interpreting lei to mean “categories of learning.” I took it to say that to study at any level of seriousness the student must ignore the disciplinary borderlines between sociology and psychology and history and physics and biology—because they are all the same thing. They are all variations on the theme of how complex adaptive living systems—gardens, rivers, the body—operate. It was thrilling to come upon an axiom that captured my way of thinking about thinking.

			Only it turns out my reading was wrong. The baihua version, like Talmudic commentary, explains that the categories in question are not categories of learning but categories of learners: whether a learner is rich or poor, from a royal or a common family. These categories of status should not matter, Confucius is saying; learning is learning, and teaching is teaching. It is an admirable, even democratic, conception of the universal leveling power of education. To my mother, this meaning was obvious. But I insisted on the plausibility of my alternate reading. She refused to acknowledge it. She got a little exercised about it, in fact, as if I were insisting that blue was red.

			The difference was simply this: she had background knowledge about how this axiom was taught in China, about how people talked about it in China, about the larger idea of education that it implied; I did not. She read context into the text. I did not. But was my lack of context really a disadvantage? I saw simply an English translation that was ambiguous as to categories and a Chinese original that was as opaque as a koan. I read the calligraphic characters—which are, after all, just a specific type of inkblot—a certain way. My way. Isn’t every translation, in the end, a Rorschach test? A translator’s job is inherently impossible: no matter how carefully he chooses his words, he can never know what meaning will alight in the reader’s mind. To be Chinese American is to sense this quantum overlay of possible connotations, interpretations, and identities. No separation into categories.

            —————

			China is particularly prone to viruses. Bird flu and H1N1, yes. But also the social variety: memes that “go viral” into mass behavioral phenomena. That was how the Cultural Revolution, with its contagious frenzies of purification and purge, came to pass. Today, amid the relentless centrifugal force of market capitalism—the true cultural revolution—1.3 billion Chinese yearn primally for something to hold them together, a useable past that points an ethical way to the future. Which is why in recent years China has fallen in love with Confucius. That might sound odd, but in fact the twentieth century—from the republican overthrow of dynastic rule to the arrival of history-obliterating Communism—had all but shoved Confucius into oblivion in China. He stood for backwardness, for a past that had to be shed.

			Then in 2006, CCTV, China’s state-owned television network, broadcast a weeklong series on the teachings of Confucius. It became an immediate and unexpected sensation. Yu Dan, an unassuming lecturer from Beijing Normal University, published a book based on the series called Confucius from the Heart, and she became a celebrity. The book has sold well over ten million copies (although, the English preface notes, matter-of-factly, that over six million were pirated). Today, a Confucius revival is in full swing across China. Old temples have been refurbished, old teachings re-esteemed. A statue of Confucius was installed outside Tiananmen Square. Political leaders now cite the old Master more often than they quote Mao. China’s soft-power diplomacy has also been shaped by the revival: the Chinese government has partnered with universities across the United States and other countries to establish “Confucius Institutes” that introduce the basics of Chinese culture to foreigners.

			There was a time, of course, when people blamed Confucianism for China’s backwardness. The sociologist Max Weber wrote in 1915 that Confucian ethics were so bound to social class and the status quo, and so focused on ritualism and ancestor worship, that China was inherently unable to adapt to the challenges and threats of a changing world. This was his explanation for why capitalism had never taken root in China and, implicitly, how a great civilization had devolved into an ungovernable mess. His explanation became conventional wisdom in the West—and among Chinese reformers like my mother’s father. Today, though, Confucianism is cited as a driving force for China’s meteoric resurgence. Now it is used to explain why capitalism has taken root in China and flowered beyond imagining, and how China has been able to harness its entropy into single-minded action. The dedication, the rigor, the self-sacrifice needed to make family and nation great, the profound reverence for learning—all these elements of China’s economic miracle are now described as elements of the Confucian legacy.

			How to resolve this discrepancy? One approach is to say that if one of these readings of history is true, the other cannot be: Confucianism is either harmful or helpful. Another is to assume that Confucianism is of only secondary relevance: it was not the driver of either China’s long stagnation or its renaissance, and any assertion to the contrary is just ex post facto justification by each era’s winners. But most plausible is the notion that both readings are true: Confucianism has caused, at different times, both the stagnation and the revitalization of China.

			In fact, it may have caused them at the same time. In America, freedom liberates and oppresses: it removes limitations, but it creates the enormous burden of living with others who have no limits. In China, obligation—for that is, in the end, what Confucianism boils down to—similarly frees and confines. In a Chinese American heart, all this is combined. It is from this cross-grained weave of liberty and duty that a Chinese American life gets its integrity—and its tension.
			—————


			Confucianism is sometimes called a religion, but it’s not, exactly. It has a moral code and a foundational emphasis on the Golden Rule. But it is not institutionalized. It has spiritualism but no god. It’s concerned, rather, with the spirit of belonging and interdependence that social animals like us feel—what in most translations of The Analects is called “benevolence.”

			Like “gentleman,” this word in English has a whiff of noblesse oblige. In the language of Western philosophy, benevolence is supererogatory: not an obligation but an act of charity beyond the call of duty. But to be properly Confucian is to see acts like piety toward elders and ancestors not as beyond the call but as the call. It is our duty to contribute to the maintenance of a healthy society; our duty calls us to a way of being that’s unsatisfyingly translated as “benevolence.”

			The scholar Tu Wei-ming spent a lifetime teaching at Harvard and now in elderhood has returned to Beijing. A native of China, he writes in English masterfully. Tu acknowledges the many ways that Confucian ideals, as they ossified into practice across the millennia, helped shape a toxic feudal Chinese culture of “authoritarianism, paternalism, ritualism, collectivism, nepotism, particularism, and male-domination.” But he believes there is a baby to rescue from this fouled bathwater, a “new Confucian humanism” that melds the best of Confucianism with the best of Enlightenment values—and also excises the worst of each. If Confucianism is guilty of ratifying stasis, Enlightenment values are oblivious to their own hubris and self-centeredness. The “living Confucian,” Tu writes, “cannot take for granted that the Confucian message is self-evidently true.” He must humbly search out the meaning anew, to cultivate his own knowledge. Nor does the idea of such learning for the sake of self ever mean “a quest for one’s individuality.” Self, in Tu’s interpretation of the Confucian canon, is inherently relational and communal.

			Reading the supple, nuanced, and painstaking distinctions and syntheses of Tu Wei-ming, one quickly appreciates the brittle and tinny quality of China’s contemporary Confucian revival. Confucius from the Heart reads as if it were a Chinese knockoff of a second-rate American self-help book, translated back into very basic English. It reduces The Analects into Egg Drop Soup for the Soul, a pop guide for dealing with anxiety, stress, disappointment, isolation—the pathologies of a culture dealing for the first time with individualism on a mass scale and unfettered individual ambition and materialism. It implies that the Chinese mind today, bewildered by change and unsure of any cosmology but greed, is in need of a crutch and, indeed, has come to mistake the crutch for a limb.

			Yet I’ve watched this Confucian revival in China with great interest. I don’t judge too harshly the crude remedies being offered and grasped at—not only because I have an intellectual interest but also because I understand, and indeed share, the yearnings. I too have sought a purpose to guide me through a tradition-smashing maelstrom. In my case, that maelstrom is American life.

			Second-generation American life in particular. The child of immigrants is the purest embodiment of the contradictions of America. In that son or daughter—who, no matter how old, will always first be a son or daughter—is the sensation of perpetually wondering whether one’s true self is somewhere else. To Americanize is to shed and to accumulate, to wipe the past away and to frantically try to satiate a hunger for memory. The first generation—my mother and my father—had to contend with their own forms of loss, but by the time they came to America they had deep foundations of Chineseness. The third generation—my daughter—has intermittent experiences of what W. E. B. DuBois called the “double consciousness” of minority identity. But in the second generation, my generation, the doubling is ubiquitous. Faith in something lasting, an original creed, is precious. And elusive.

			—————

            I’ve realized lately how devoid of rites my life has been. The first time I ever bowed three times to honor a dead ancestor was at my father’s funeral. I did it only because other people were doing it. It was the first time I’d witnessed these people I knew—family friends, my uncle, my mother—doing it. Now, whenever I visit my father’s grave, I always end my silent, tearful visit with three bows, the last one deepest and held for a beat longer than the first two. I bow even though no one is looking. I do not visit my father as often as the rites say I should. When I arrive, I sweep and polish his grave and flat bronze memorial marker—his “spirit-tablet,” as the Confucian texts call it—pulling at strands of grass that threaten to encroach the clean border of marble. His grave sits on a hill facing a tree and a river—the wide silent Hudson, far enough upstream that it seems as still as a lake. To sit here is to contemplate the unceasing current beneath the stillness. It is to find in nature what the rites were meant to make a person embody.

			When I was a boy and my father was sick, I did not have prayer or church or the organized comforts of a faith tradition. The first time my father was hospitalized, my mother encouraged my sister and me to pray. We found an old Bible with a thin, flimsy black leather cover that looked as if it had been used by itinerant preachers a century earlier. I still do not know where it came from. But the Good Book was as bewildering to me then as The Analects would be later. It gave no guidance about how to pray in this situation, what to say in the midst of this crisis. So my mother—brave and, I realize now, so young—simply encouraged us to make up our own prayers—“Pray God take care of Daddy”—and we prayed together silently.

			It didn’t feel sufficient. I began privately to devise my own ritual, my own convoluted ways to ward off the badness. I would refine it in the weeks and months and years ahead. There was a certain doorway where I’d stood when I’d learned my father was in the hospital, and so in that doorway I would stand when no one else was around, facing the jamb, getting right up close to it, and letting a deeply private obsessive-compulsive liturgy unfold: counting tiny steps to and fro, muttering in Chinglish, praying to a kind of god with whom I had no acquaintance, slapping my own cheek periodically to banish dark thoughts of death, inhaling and sighing. And when my father recovered that first time, it confirmed that these rites I had invented had worked. And so I continued them, prophylactically, to keep my father alive. This was my expression of filial piety. It was an autodidact’s hodgepodge prayer, with all the sincerity and hybrid incoherence of the self-taught. It was superstition and fear speaking a pidgin tongue of hope and devotion. It was my Chinese American prayer.

			—————

			I ask Chinese Americans, especially others of the second generation, what makes them Chinese. They have many answers. No one ever mentions Confucianism. The closest they come is to speak of respect for elders and an acute awareness of social hierarchies. Otherwise, when they describe how they are Chinese, they speak of having social styles that are “more blunt and, um, ‘efficient’ (?) than white Americans.” Or of “the ability to play at Chinese one-downmanship,” that reflexive minimization of one’s own accomplishments, especially in the company of other Chinese Americans. They speak of cravings for Chinese food. They speak of red envelopes and hot pot on special occasions. Mainly, though, they speak of difference, of being constantly reminded of the condition of not being white: “My name,” says one, is what it means to be Chinese; “My slight accent,” says another. They speak of being anointed as representatives of their race, marked as the point from which white schoolmates and neighbors could extrapolate a fuller picture of Chineseness.

			But there is more.

			David Hackett Fischer, the historian of American political culture, wrote a book that has deeply influenced how I see myself and immigrants and the children of immigrants. Albion’s Seed describes in fascinating detail how colonists from four distinct regions of Great Britain bequeathed to what would become the United States four very different regional folkways. Thus a thread of righteous, reticent, self-leveling Puritanism runs across the upper continent from Boston to Minneapolis to Seattle. An aggrieved underdog Scotch-Irish streak is marbled throughout Appalachia. The hierarchical, honor-obsessed pride and prejudice of royalist Cavaliers was passed to the plantation South. An egalitarian pluralism was carried by the Quakers into the Delaware Valley. As much as our nation’s culture is marked today by homogenized McFranchises, there remain all around us vestigial and sometimes fully expressed forms of these and other distinct lines of ethnocultural descent.

			So it is that most Chinese Americans I know, even in our assimilated lives, operate with a stronger-than-average sense of rite, propriety, social context, and obligation. To look closely at the attitudes and behaviors of all those who protested that their lapsed Chineseness amounted only to a taste for hot pot is to discern the persistent influence of Confucian culture in a hundred ways. When we were children, we were praised for dongshi (“understanding things,” “having social judgment”) or scolded for being meiyouyong (“of no use to others”). Our grandmothers nodded approvingly when we addressed them in the proper tone and formal second person: “Ta hao you limao,” they’d say to our parents—“he is so polite” or, more literally, “he so has politeness.” We heard the tone of scorn in phrases like diulian and buyaolian—“throwing away face,” “rejecting face”—that conveyed the worst of all social crimes: insufficient regard for the regard of others. We understood that jia—family—was an enclosed sphere around which other parts of society orbited.

			But Chinese Americans of the second generation or beyond are not, even in the most isolated ethnic enclaves, simply good Chinese boys and girls transplanted whole into the American heartland. Our form of Confucian ethics has mutated: attenuated in some places, enlarged in others. The environment has forced the mutations.

			Consider Maya Lin. She took her stand early, at twenty, when her design for the Vietnam Memorial was selected and she withstood a storm of criticism from veterans and politicians. She is an icon now. She towers above other public artists, not in the performance-art manner of a dissident among sheep like Ai Wei Wei, but in a disciplined and quiet way—a Way, as Confucius would say—that recalls Chinese landscape painters a millennium ago. Her father, an immigrant from China, was a ceramicist at Ohio State University. His aesthetic was Chinese and Japanese. His openness to letting young Maya explore and tinker in his workshop was American. And though in childhood she rarely contemplated her Chineseness—“I grew up almost oblivious to my Asian heritage,” she writes—she has become “increasingly conscious of how my work balances and combines aspects of my Eastern and Western heritages.” In her book Boundaries, Lin gives a succinct statement of purpose: “Each of my works originates from a simple desire to make people aware of their surroundings, not just the physical world but also the psychological world we live in.”

			There is something spiritual in this, but as with Taoism or Confucianism the spirit is humanist. The gods are not in the picture. It is for us, the living, to dedicate ourselves. Her acts of creation mark her as a fearless individual. Her works, from the Vietnam Memorial in Washington to the Civil Rights Memorial in Alabama to the Langston Hughes Library in Tennessee, situate her in the psychological world of America. People like Maya Lin have managed to hold on to the most beneficial parts of the Confucian meme even as they have absorbed the most vital and exceptional strands of the American. This is evolution, but it is intelligent evolution—not the result of impersonal genetic algorithms that weed out unfitness and spit out survivors, but the result of a cultivated intention to splice, synthesize, and preserve the most adaptive traits for another generation. To design. To make original hybrids—seeds not only of Albion but also of Cathay and many points between.

			—————

			When you grow up Chinese American, you sometimes surprise yourself by how you unconsciously filter everyday experience through a Chinese screen. When I was eight or nine, my comprehension of Abbott and Costello’s “Who’s on First?” routine was impeded by my assumption that they were saying, “Hu’s on First.” I’d just learned to play baseball, so it made sense that another Chinese guy, someone named Hu, would be in the game. How that connected to the rest of what seemed to be the joke I couldn’t tell. Subtler is when my daughter, Olivia, began to address my partner, Jená, by Jená’s childhood nickname, Nay Nay. Except that Olivia, who would’ve been seven or so and had just started learning the pinyin transliterations of Chinese words into English, automatically spelled it “Nei Nei.”

			I remember as a teenager in the 1980s listening with pricked-up ears to the pop-punk song “Turning Japanese”: “I think I’m turning Japanese, I think I’m turning Japanese, I really think so.” I listened for racism in those lyrics or the voices (and didn’t find any). I listened for racism in the way others, even my friends, listened to and resang the song (and didn’t find any). I listened for people who might want to inject a random mutation into the song and start singing, “I think I’m turning Chi-i-nese, I think I’m turning Chi-i-nese, I really think so” (and didn’t find any). Such was the vigilance of the minority boy, ever on the lookout for hints of ethnic hostility.

			But it turns out that in the second decade of the second millennium of the Common Era, Americans are really turning Chinese. People without my ten thousand generations of black-haired Chinese genes are running more of the flow of their everyday lives through Chinese filters. There is the material of popular culture: feng shui consultants, qi gong classes, mu shu pork burritos, and so forth. But beneath these are deeper patterns of thought. In medicine, crime prevention, technology and new media, education, urban planning, business leadership, and parenting, a new language is coming to the fore. It’s a relational language, a language of context and webs of social norms. It’s a language of holism that transcends rugged individualism and adds a horizontal axis to the vertical mode of American striving.

			And it’s not just among liberals and ex-hippies that this awareness of holism has come to the fore. Consider a book that has sold as well in the United States as Confucius from the Heart has in China: Rick Warren’s The Purpose-Driven Life. That book, by the evangelical minister of an Orange County megachurch, uses the language of Christianity the way Yu Dan uses the language of Confucius: to remind us that we are part of something greater than ourselves. The first line of Warren’s book: “It’s not about you.”

			Is there a less American-sounding sentence? The fact that tens of millions of American believers of all races and backgrounds have hungered to be told this suggests to me that we are in the early days of a great synthesis. What will the fusion of East and West look like? It will take a myriad of forms. Most important among them will be shifts in imagination: new stories we imagine for this nation. In another book I have argued that great citizenship means recognizing that “society becomes how you behave”—that there is no way to rationalize one’s bad acts with the assumption that they’ll be balanced by someone else’s good acts; that if you choose to become more civil or courteous or compassionate, or less, you set off a contagion that makes society that much more all those things, or less. When I wrote those words, I realized that I was expressing a Confucian truth.

			It was a revelation, just as the character-by-character excavation of The Analects with my mother has shown me all the ways that, in spite of her upbringing and mine, I am deeply Confucian. I am oriented toward duties, I think about webs of relationship and obligation, and I think of life itself as a demand for constant self-cultivation. Yet, situated in America, I have come to express this Confucianism in the language of the American creed. I speak of liberty as responsibility. I read Adam Smith not for The Wealth of Nations, which was co-opted a century later to justify laissez-faire capitalism, but for his Theory of Moral Sentiments, which reminded readers that no market can last without trust, cooperation, mutuality, reciprocity, and the social virtues. I assert a vision of patriotism in America that’s more about barn raisings and D-Day than about rugged individualism and lone cowboys.

			All this represents more than just the ethical wish fulfillment of one Chinese American. It also restates a forgotten foundation of American identity. In Inventing America, the historian Garry Wills applies to the Declaration of Independence the same method of textual deconstruction that he later applied to the Gettysburg Address in Lincoln at Gettysburg. Inventing America describes how several thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment—Adam Smith, David Hume, and, even more, the lesser-known Francis Hutcheson—shaped Thomas Jefferson’s patterns of thought and infused in the words of the Declaration a coherent and truly revolutionary moral vision. The vision, now undetectable to most Americans, was this: every right is a duty. Wills puts it thus:

			Life and liberty are the principal rights in Hutcheson’s scheme of things. They are also the principal duties. He does not, like those who treat rights as a form of property, think duties arise correlative to rights in some negotiating give-and-take that sets up a social contract. Men have a duty to stay alive and to stay free in their thoughts and actions. Duty is simply one’s right considered from another aspect.

			Hutcheson was concerned with the role of virtue and moral sense in a republic. And prominent among his civic virtues was benevolence. To Hutcheson benevolence was not a temporary tactical mask for base selfishness; it was an abiding love of others that, as Wills puts it, “was the basic constituent of morality.” The instinct for benevolence, not the abstraction of a social contract, gives rise to justice. This view, of human nature and human rights, begins with society, not with an atomized individual. Right arises from—and is legitimately exercised only to the extent that it promotes—the public good. It does not arise from self-interest or the individual’s pursuit of advantage. This is interdependence exemplified. It is a view that in today’s politics would be called “socialistic,” “collectivist,” “un-American.” But, as Wills asserts so provocatively, it was the view of Thomas Jefferson.

			It was also, of course, the view of Confucius.

			Yen Yuan asked about benevolence. The Master said, “To return to the observance of the rites through overcoming the self constitutes benevolence.” (Book XII.1)

			This is what excites me about China’s rise and the public emergence of Chinese Americans: it will give all Americans occasion to revisit our assumptions about who we are. A time is approaching when we will be able to lay the Declaration of Independence atop The Analects and end up with a revelation of interdependence. Hutcheson placed a burden on his intellectual heir Jefferson, who passed that burden on to his intellectual heirs, including you and me, to live a certain way: as if we were citizens of a republic. Duty is simply one’s right considered from another aspect. Confucius didn’t say that, but he could have. I, an American, do.

			—————

            The Master said: “Time flows away like the water in the river.”

			The Hudson River, as seen from the bench by my father’s gravesite, seems not just still and peaceful but constant and unmoving. Only the trees on either bank seem to change from season to season, year upon year. But that constancy is a mirage. Rivers seethe with change, with unseen turbulence and clashes of currents.

			In China the Yellow River is the artery of all civilization. But rivers change course. Sometimes, as with the Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze River, the course is changed by humans. More often, the course just changes because that is what complex systems do. In the 1940s a federal geologist made a stunning map titled “The Mississippi River Meander Belt.” He had tracked, over thousands of square miles, the river’s discernible course changes across more than two centuries. It’s a time-lapse, color-coded transparency that shows on a single sheet all the directions in which the river has bent and cut itself off and redirected itself and straightened. The brick red river is from 1820. The light green river is from 1880. Pale blue is 1765. Uncolored is the river at the time of the mapping. The little C-shaped footprint is a tributary that was stranded. So it is with the currents of cultural norms. Quietly, America is becoming more other-directed, more mindful of mutuality. Loudly, China is becoming more selfish, more short-term, less filial, and more self-seeking. These are not fundamental shifts in the direction of the river—ours is still a culture of individuals that holds rights above and separate from responsibilities; theirs is still a culture of collectives and of duties. But in each case the river is bending, more than a bit. To walk the marshy alluvial plains and to kick up dust in the dried-up old channels, to consider a father’s memory and chart the course of ghost rivers, to extrapolate rivers yet unseen: this, now, is what I am to do.
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