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Metcalf then summarized the point: “No feedback from Ministry of Health
to Entomologists making recommendations—the Entomologists seem to

show concern?”7¢ . 3
Far more common than these worrisome points were entries detailing

the positive steps Metcalf and his American colleagues witnessed in the -

realm of what they called “integrated pest management” and their Chi-
nese hosts referred to as “integrated control.” Intensive sanitation ef-
forts prevented flies; light traps with bait made from wine, sugar, and
vinegar drowned moths; parasitic wasps attacked harmful caterpillars;
chickens ate bollworms; and great numbers of agricultural laborers kept
meticulous notes on pest populations to help target interventions and
reduce the amount of chemicals used. And all throughout, Metcalf kept
up with his fly inventory: “Pigery—large number, very clean, no flies. 1d
in car”; “Pigs and cows cleanest I've ever seen. Virtually no flies. Cows
in dairy nearly fly free. Saw perhaps 200 flies in entire farm area.””

Robert Metcalf’s China journal, though matter-of-fact in tone, con-
veys a strikingly positive picture of insect control as practiced in the
People’s Republic. When he returned to the United States, he and a few
fellow delegates shared their findings in the opening plenary session of
a large meeting of the Entomological Society of America. According to
UC Berkeley entomologist Robert van den Bosch, two thousand people
attended the presentation and heard the excitement with which the del-
egates reported on Chinese efforts to reduce pesticide use and pursue
integrated control methods.”™ This was a driving concern for entomolo-
gists in the United States, who were facing growing pest resistance along-
side ever-mounting evidence of the environmental consequences of
pesticides. They were searching for inspiration and for evidence that
would boost their efforts to promote new and better approaches. It helped
their cause to find active pursuit of integrated pest management in the
People’s Republic of China.

The notes for this presentation are unfortunately unavailable, but an
article Metcalf later wrote for Environment highlighted the key points.
(Launched in 1969, Environment is a magazine published by Scientists’
Institute for Public Information for the purpose of educating the public
about science relevant to environmental issues.”) The article did not
discuss any of the safety issues that appeared in Metcalf’s journal; it
included no mention that “everywhere” the delegates went they “smelled
BHC.” Rather, China appeared as a virtual paragon of healthy produc-
tivity. China was “essentially self-sufficient in producing food for its
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billion persons” despite its relatively small amount of arable land. With
retired workers volunteering for sanitation duties, “manure scarcely hits
the road before it is swept up and recycled into agricultural produc-
tion,” making China “the world’s cleanest society.” And, of course,
Metcalf announced the results of his fly census (summed not very accu-
rately from his journal): a “grand total” of thirty-nine. Most importantly,
Chinese scientists, with government support, were weaning agriculture
from excessive use of chemical insecticides through such biological con-
trols as parasitic wasps and insect-eating ducks. The editors of Environ-
ment were so taken by this latter example that they over-rode Metcalf’s
descriptive but staid title “Integrated Insect Pest Management in the
People’s Republic of China,” and instead ran the headline “China Un-
leashes Its Ducks.”®

A far more detailed account of the delegation’s findings appeared in
1977 in the form of a book-length report, which described the many in-
sect pest problems China faced along with the control techniques cur-
rently used and under study. As with Metcalf’s article in Environment,
the report was highly favorable. The authors went so far as to write,
“Clearly, the Chinese have progressed beyond levels attained in the
United States both in widespread enthusiasm for integrated control and,
in many respects, in the application of the ecological principles funda-
mental to its development.”® This statement was clearly the authors’
expressed opinion. In other places, the voice of the Chinese state can be
heard in an almost unmediated fashion. For example, the description of
the Foshan City Patriotic Hygiene Movement Unit reads in part: “In
hygiene work, the former backwardness of Foshan has been altered by a
mass effort to change the environmental outlook, substituting hygienic
habits for old superstitions, and by carrying out disease-prevention
work, "%

Scientists consulting the volume had the good fortune to hear from a
true China expert, since the introductory section was penned by none
other than Harvard professor of Chinese politics Benjamin Schwartz.
Like others of his generation, Schwartz had long studied China from
afar, buthis first opportunity to visit came as a tag-along with the Ameri-
can Insect Control Delegation.® Zhou Enlai had arranged with the Com-
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mittee on Scholarly Communication to welcome natural scientists in a
range of fields, but a delegation of China scholars was explicitly off the
table.® The two sides agreed, however, to allow one China scholar to
accompany each delegation.® Though expert on China, Schwartz was
thus thrust into an oddly amateur position, and he appropriately titled
his contribution “Impressions of an Entomological Layman.” His back-
ground gave him a somewhat more critical eye than his fellow delegates
had. He expressed concern over what appeared to be a “total repression
of popular religion,” and he noted that for all the talk of mass participa-
tion, they had witnessed participation only in policy implementation
and not in decision-making. Still, the overall picture he painted was
highly positive and consistent with Metcalf’s. He highlighted the im-
portance placed on “self-reliance,” noting comments from the American
delegates on the Chinese willingness to work in “austerely furnished
laboratories,” in contrast with “young American research scientists”
who demanded “the most expensive and sophisticated equipment.” He
concluded, “I came away with an impression of striking accomplish-
ments in agriculture, public health, and insect control.” And despite
controls in the realm of education and culture, he did not find “high
ideological tension in the lives of the people,” but rather had “the im-
pression of a deep immersion on the part of most people in the course of
their private and, familial lives.”%

1978: China Turns Complicated for Foreign Friends

The death of Mao and fall of the newly identified “Gang of Four” in
1976, followed by the rise in 1978 of Deng Xiaoping and his moderate
policies, created confusion for leftist visitors to China and their home
organizations—especially the U.S.-China People’s Friendship Associa-
tion, which had an explicitly “friendly” relationship with the Chinese
government and had advocated strongly for the radical principles that
government had once espoused. With the PRC’s enormous transforma-
tion, where did the Friendship Association’s loyalties lie? A member of
both Science for the People and the Friendship Association in Chicago
recalls that “some people couldn’t bring themselves to see that things
were really changing.”® They wanted to believe that China’s new lead-
ers were maintaining its core socialist principles. Others saw real change
but withheld judgment on its political significance. Still others saw and
opposed the changes. In 1978, members of the Seattle chapter of the
Friendship Association sent a letter to the other locals complaining that
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the National Steering Committee had attempted to prevent them from
discussing the recent trends in China away from socialism. Racial ten-
sions between black and white members contributed to the problem. The
Nassau chapter reportedly had similar troubles, leading to the resigna-
tion of many members.® Despite such difficulties, the Friendship Asso-
ciation weathered the awkward transition and maintained its support
for the Chinese state. “Activist tours” for people directly involved with
the association and “friendship tours” for people with a general interest
in China continued to bring Americans to the People’s Republic and
provide an upbeat introduction to the society and daily life there.

Science for the People also maintained its interest in China and worked
after 1976 with the Friendship Association to further normalization of
U.S.-Chinese relations.® Meanwhile, China study groups in the Boston,
Stony Brook, Ann Arbor, Tallahassee, and Berkeley chapters were dis-
cussing the possibility of a second trip.® A thank-you letter to Zhou
Peiyuan in fall 1975 had already broached the subject, and in early 1977,
members of Science for the People exchanged letters and phone calls
with the PRC Liaison Office in Washington, D.C.” But already in the
early stages of the planning, the group encountered new complications.
At a 10 May 1977 meeting of all the China Study Groups, the Boston
group highlighted several problems. Many of the people interested in
traveling to China had joined the discussions only recently and were
unfamiliar with Science for the People as an organization. Political per-
spectives diverged widely and arguments arose as to the relationship
between the goals of Science for the People and the goals of this specific
trip to China. Some members of the China Study Group ended up feeling
“alienated” by these developments, and five active members left the
group.”

Having resolved these issues to the remaining members’ satisfaction,
the chapters selected twelve people to serve on the delegation.” Although
once again treated with great—often lavish—hospitality, the delegates
on this trip were far more divided in their reactions. Age played a role:
the visitors were on average older this time around and several members
of Science for the People felt that they tended to be somewhat less opti-
mistic.* But China was also changing. With the discrediting of the Gang
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of Four, intellectuals were already beginning to speak about their nega-
tive experiences during the Cultural Revolution. The delegation met with
one intellectual in Guangzhou who was “very bitter” that the time he
spent in the countryside had impeded his work. This was “an eye-opener”
for some of the delegates.*

Hearing truths from intellectuals was disturbing and disheartening,
but hearing the new political line from officials was perhaps even more
disorienting. A travel journal from a former member of Science for the
People who visited China with a Friendship Association delegation in
1978 vividly illustrates the challenges visitors faced trying to swallow
the new story. At a commune near Shanghai, she wrote: “Influence of G
of 4.. .. Some students were labeled bourgeois experts. Putting intelli-
gence first was another label applied.” The next day at the Shanghai
Municipal Women’s Federation, she wrote: “Good teachers were labeled
as ‘putting professional studies in command.’ Gang of 4 labelled [sic]
students who worked hard as ‘bourgeois experts.””* Not only were such
stories repeated ad nauseum, but they also challenged much of what had
so inspired earlier visitors.

As with the first group of Science for the People visitors, the 1978
delegation was appalled by working conditions, but this time they were
far less satisfied with the explanations.”” A founding member of Science
for the People who traveled to China in 1979 with a Marxist-Leninist
group, composed mostly of 1930s labor leaders, tells a similar story. He
remembers that each place they went they sat down for highly struc-
tured meetings with authorities. If they criticized anything (usually about
occupational health and safety), they invariably heard that the problem
was the fault of the Gang of Four. Finally, during a visit to a steel mill, the
visitor “talked back,” saying, “No, it’s not the Gang of Four.” This pro-
test was met with silence; his hosts “couldn’t deal with it.”* Such inter-
actions greatly reduced the credibility of the Chinese hosts in the eyes of
even the most sympathetic visitors.

Nevertheless, upon returning from China, several of the Science for
the People delegates were enthusiastic about what they had seen. Two
delegates wrote a two-part series for Science for the People magazine en-
titled “Food and Agriculture in China.” They began by acknowledging
they had “reservations about certain aspects of recent developments,”
but took the Western press to task for its “unabashed glee” in reporting
that such developments were signs that “once again socialism is foun-
dering.” Rather, they argued that Chinese socialism had succeeded in
producing and delivering food to its population and that “the Chinese
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are committed to maintaining and building on the basic components of
the system that have made it work so well.”* But three years after the
second delegation returned from China, the members collectively de-
cided to abandon their attempt to complete a second book. The group
had been unable “to agree how to present their China experiences in
light of the dramatic changes that have taken place there in the months
immediately following their visit.”'®

Common Threads

Amateur Experts

Plant physiologist Arthur Galston began the first chapter of his 1973
book Daily Life in People’s China: “This book about China is not the work
of a China expert or even a longtime China-watcher. It is rather an ac-
count of the sights, sounds, and feel of life in China today, recorded by
an American scientist fortunate enough to be the first admitted to the
People’s Republic of China since its founding in 1949.”1 The 1970s
was an extraordinary time for Americans with little previous knowledge
of China to travel there and return as “amateur China experts.”

It is in fact striking that these fortunate travelers should have por-
trayed themselves—and been so widely received—as possessing a rare
form of knowledge about Chinese society. Throughout the 1950s, 1960s,
and 1970s, China watchers had ready access to the PRC state’s voice
through its media. Thus, foreigners knew quite a bit about what the state
claimed to be doing. There were also “eye-witness” reports from “for-
eign friends” who had been permitted to settle in China after the revolu-
tion (like William Hinton, Rewi Alley, and the medical doctors George
Hatem and Joshua Horn), from visitors permitted to take tours (like
Simone de Beauvoir) or observe commune life for several weeks (like Jan
Myrdal), and even from people like Allyn and Adele Rickett, who spent
four years in a Chinese prison on charges of spying and lived to sing the
praises of thought reform.’ And in 1971, there were in fact a great many
non-U.S. foreigners in China: Galston and Signer saw hotels bustling
with “myriad foreign businessmen from all countries.”® It is true that
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China watchers had somewhat less specific knowledge of scientific re-
search then underway in China, and during the early years of the Cul-
tural Revolution there was an uneasy (or for some, tantalizing) sense
that big changes were afoot behind largely opaque curtains. But most of
what returned visitors in the 1970s had to share with their eager audi-
ences differed little from what could already have been gathered from
reading Hom, Myrdal, Hinton, and the translations of Chinese media
available through the Foreign Broadcast Information Service. So what
made the testimony of the 1970s visitors so valuable to Americans at
large? Perhaps it was the idea that someone “like them” had made it to
China. The intimacy of a professional colleague writing in a familiar
journal or a neighbor giving a talk in a friend’s living room provided
both a sense of trust and the exciting feeling of vicariously venturing
into an unknown country.

All of this raises interesting questions about expertise, authority, and
in turn “professional” versus “popular” accounts of Chinese history
and culture. Of all the people quoted in this article, the only one recog-
nized as a true scholar of China was Benjamin Schwartz. Ironically, he
traveled to China not as a “China expert” but as an “entomological
layman.” To my knowledge, Schwartz did not publish an account of his
visit in'any journal for China scholars. Rather, he recorded his “impres-
sions”—a word he used repeatedly—in the formal report of the Ameri-
can Insect Control Delegation and so instead served an audience that,
while “professional” in the biological sciences, was solidly outside the
profession of China watchers. The entomological professional Robert
Metcalf told China stories that served largely the same purpose and the
same audience. His presentation at the entomology meeting could not
have offered much in the way of new scientific information, but it did
introduce thousands of entomologists to the culturally and politically
exotic land of China.

In some cases, China visitors explicitly faced and addressed ques-
tions of “professionalism” and “expertise.” For members of Science for
the People, professionalism was a part of the larger politics of science in
the United States that they sought to combat—and was in fact one of the
chief areas in which they hoped to learn from socialist Chinese experi-
ence. Those who had professional credentials thought carefully about
how to use them to promote political and social change without assum-
ing an elitist attitude about the knowledge others offered. (In their Science
article, Signer and Galston hinted that they too were sympathetic to anti-
elitist struggle: “hopefully” the Chinese working classes “will never
again be in the position of having to trust a privileged class of educated
‘experts’ who know all about things that are beyond their comprehen-
sion.”1) Given their commitment to overturning professional elitism in
their own fields, it is not surprising that members of Science for the People
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had little trouble moving into the territory of China experts and daring to
assume they too had knowledge about China to impart.

The People’s Friendship Association also actively encouraged its
members to overturn attitudes of professionalism. In a 1977 summary of
a recent speakers’ workshop, the Boston chapter noted a few problems
with recent speaking work: “(1) Our main task is to bring education
about China to the American people, yet our own limited knowledge has
meant that individual speakers have not known how to face difficult
questions and have shied away from this task. (2) This has encouraged
a professionalist attitude which must be broken down. Any active USCPFA
[Friendship Association] member should be able to speak about China. "%
The authority to “speak about China” came from knowledge readily
available to Friendship Association members. Although the authors of
this summary cautioned speakers to recognize the geographical diver-
sity of China and its rapid changes over recent years, it is nonetheless
clear that the speakers’ greatest authority derived from their personal
experiences in China—what they saw and heard with their own eyes
and ears. Arthur Galston similarly located his authority to speak on
China in his personal experiences rather than any professional knowl-
edge. He quickly gave up delivering lectures on acupuncture in China
since he recognized he did not have the expertise needed to answer the
¢hallenges of medical specialists. Instead, he insisted on giving more
general talks on the people of China: traveling in China apparently could
give that kind of expertise.

But how trustworthy was such evidence? Tenured professors and
community organizers alike were repeatedly called to defend their rea-
sons for believing their eyes and ears. And their audiences had reason
for suspicion. The stories these China visitors told largely conformed to
the propaganda of the PRC state. Indeed, one of the key organizations
involved—the Friendship Association—was explicitly involved in ad-
vocating for diplomatic recognition of the People’s Republic, and the
main office frequently sent to its chapter organizers official pronounce-
ments from the Chinese government known as “red-head” statements
because the letter-head was printed in revolutionary colors. Even scien-
tists like Metcalf, who held no explicit political commitments, dutifully
copied the political language of their informants into their journals. And
while the historical narrative Metcalf heard—the one that became so
familiar he wrote in terms of before and after “L”—did not make a direct
appearance in his Environment article, it certainly informed his asser-
tions that “since 1950” 120 million people had worked to “remake” the
Yellow River flood plain, with the result that the locust problems that
had long plagued the area had been “nearly eliminated.”'%
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Skeptics wondered if the visitors had been shown “Potemkin Villages,”
and some even explicitly criticized their apparent willingness to believe
everything they were told. Friendship Association member Frances Crowe
recalls being challenged on several occasions. Following a talk at
Dartmouth College, she received criticism even from noted Maoist sym-
pathizer Jonathan Mirsky for her “overboard” enthusiasm for Chinese
socialism. Later, on a visit to East Germany, Crowe met a man who took
her and her husband back to his home so that he could set them straight
on China. He had been there during the Cultural Revolution and told
them “what had really happened.” Crowe did not lose her enthusiasm
for the Chinese revolution, but she did begin to read the periodic letters
Bill Hinton circulated “a bit more carefully.”*””

People defended their stories on a number of grounds. For the most
mainstream scientists, lack of political commitment could itself be a help.
As van den Bosch said of the Insect Control Delegation after their pre-
sentation to the Entomological Society, the panelists were “politically
moderate Middle Americans” with “no ax to grind on behalf of China
and its Marxist political ideology.” Rather, they “reported things as they
witnessed and recorded them.”?® Arthur Galston and Ethan Signer simi-
larly defended their reports by saying that they were simply relating
what they had seen and heard without adding any spin of their own. In
their case, however, this was a response to accusations that they had
failed to bring any critical analysis to their observations. Galston and
Signer recognized that they had no way of verifying scientifically every-
thing they had witnessed and thus opted to “avoid editorial comment ..
. and specify what we saw and what we were told, leaving the reader to
make his or her own judgment.”'® Furthermore, many of the visitors—
from Galston the botanist to Schwartz the China scholar—frequently
referred to their “impressions” of Chinese society, suggesting an acknowl-
edgment of the limits to knowledge attained through travel.

Visitors typically recognized that China was a big place and they had
not seen everything; they also usually acknowledged that the places
they saw were models. As Galston put it, “While I am sure that the
Chinese did not take us to see any feature of their society of which they
were ashamed and that they put their best foot forward in every possible
instance, I am equally sure we could not have been completely misled.”
A Science for the People delegate who today recognizes the limits of
what they witnessed still insists that they “saw enough to know that the
picture in the U.S. press of a huge gulag of starving people was patently
false,” The pictures they took of “crowds all with fat cheeks” were obvi-
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ously not staged by the Chinese government.!"! On the other side, visi-
tors often included “plenty of gray” in their photographs, demonstrat-
ing that if they were not in a gulag, neither were they in a theme park.'?

These visitors were convinced that the Cold War distorted the Ameri-
can image of China so it is not surprising that they should have focused
on the positive and on the “human.” For Minna Goldfarb, reading a
pamphlet did not compare with watching a slide show, which could
convey much more effectively the extraordinary verve of everyday life in
China—the people tacking up posters and the children walking arm-in-
arm and singing in the streets. And she remembers, “I had beautiful,
random pictures—random pictures taken out of taxi cabs or official ve-
hicles—of people looking up from the fields with smiles on their faces.”1%3
Frances Crowe remains certain that she witnessed “people living full,
productive lives, what they were meant to do.”" If this sounds amateur-
ish, recall Benjamin Schwartz’s “impression of a deep immersion on the
part of most people in the course of their private and familial lives. "5
Indeed, one of the visitors’ most common and sure defenses was their
faith in the individuals they had met. Arthur Galston could not “offer
any proof” that the treatment of deaf-mutes in China was successful, but
he refused to concede it was “an elaborate charade,” because “the spirit
that prompts Chinese study and support for it is humane and sincere.”}1¢
Spending time on a commune put him “in touch with ordinary working
people whose spontaneous, unfearful and honest reactions confirmed
[his] impressions” of the previous year."” And most importantly, Galston
repeatedly emphasized the free and frank conversations he had enjoyed
in English with his friends who had once been colleagues in the United
States. '

This story has a sad coda. In 1971 Loo Shih-wei met Galston in Shang-
hai and, after the initial awkward airport meeting, spoke enthusiasti-
cally about his life in China and the opportunities afforded him by the
Cultural Revolution to benefit from peasant wisdom. In 1979, Loo was
on a delegation of Chinese botanists to the United States. Sitting on
Galston’s couch, he burst into tears as he told the “real story” of that
encounter. During the early years of the Cultural Revolution, his past life
in the United States caught up with him and he was made to wear a
dunce cap and shovel pig manure. In fact, Loo was still in the country-
side when Galston wrote Loo’s name on the visa apphcanon He was
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greatly startled when he was suddenly called back to Shanghai and
returned to his apartment, now cleared of the people who had taken it
over. When Galston heard this in 1979, he was “angry.” He felt he had
been “hoodwinked,” and he did then start to wonder, for example,
whether the acupuncture demonstration had been a charade as well.
But Loo maintained that acupuncture anesthesia was valid: Galston
had not after all been “completely misled.”"®

Galston and other visitors tried to bring a critical eye to what they
saw. The journals of even the most radical of the activists contain some
negative comments about what they witnessed and, perhaps more im-
portantly, skeptical notes about “rhetoric.” As Ethan Signer recorded,
“In our interviews and visits much of what we hear is the same old CR
rhetoric. Nevertheless I feel it is very useful because the way it's em-
ployed seems to reveal to me something of how the Chinese view them-
selves.”! Thus recording and even repeating rhetoric did not necessarily
mean that visitors entirely believed it, although it did suggest that they
believed it had some significance for Chinese people.

Perhaps more important than a lack of critical thinking was a lack of
the kind of deep cultural understanding needed for an accurate inter-
pretation of personal encounters. Visitors at times expressed frustration
at the superficial level of their communication with Chinese people. In
other cases, what felt like real human contact might have been cultural
miscommunication. For example, I suspect that visitors frequently mis-
understood the laughter they heard. Any Chinese-speaking American
who spends enough time in China discovers that laughter commonly
accompanies embarrassing or awkward situations, and anthropologist
Susan Blum notes that Western notions of “genuineness” are culturally
bounded.'® Visitors frequently mentioned laughter, painting Chinese
people as extraordinarily jovial, joyful, content, comfortable, and opti-
mistic. Frances Crowe told reporters that Chinese men “giggled” a great
deal, in contrast with the American men on the delegation who appar-
ently were too concerned about their masculinity to enjoy a good giggle.
Signer often noted the laughter of his hosts, for example at Beijing Uni-
versity where people “laughed heartily” when he described the “Ameri-
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can picture of Red Guards.” I do not doubt that visitors witnessed con-
siderable happiness or that the people they met often experienced plea-
sure in the cultural exchange. (And in fact, I believe that visitors made a
great number of genuinely friendly and “human” connections with Chi-
nese people.) Nonetheless, if visitors had recognized some of the epi-
sodes of laughter as discomfort rather than good humor, their
“impressions” of China might have been considerably different. They
mighthave perceived more of the political tension that we know infused
life in the Cultural Revolution.

Finally, it is somewhat ironic that the confidence so many returned
visitors expressed in their positive impressions of China—and thus their
claim to expertise—rested on a humanistic faith in people-to-people con-
tacts. Throughout most of Mao-era China—and especially during the
Cultural Revolution—the notion that we can connect because we share
a basic human nature was officially condemned as a “bourgeois” fal-
lacy that masked the fact that “human nature” is created by material
circumstance, that is, by class.!# The orthodox approach, shared with
some members of Science for the People, would be to confront profes-
sionalism as a form of elitism and make a class stand with “the masses.”
Interestingly, however, even the Science for the People delegates per-
formed as humanists when they communicated with the larger public.
They too put a “human face” on China by sharing endearing photo-
graphs and based claims to knowledge on the sincerity of the personal
interactions they had experienced.

“Pilgrims,” “Missionaries,” and Learners

The China stories visitors told were strikingly similar despite their
varying social identities and audiences. Scientists returned to deliver
presentations at specialist conferences and author articles in professional
journals, but also to write popular materials for mass consumption and
give talks to church groups. Activists delivered lectures and slide shows
for political organizations and community potlucks, but also for college
classes. And of course, these social identities were not always mutually
exclusive. Some (like Galston and Signer) identified themselves as “sci-
entists” but were in fact also politically active. Others (like several on the
Science for the People delegation) identified first as activists but were in
fact also practicing scientists at research institutions. While some of the
specific content of their stories varied, the visitors consistently empha-
sized the same overarching themes: the successful pursuit of “self-reli-
ance” and “self-sufficiency,” the commitment to egalitarian values, the
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emphasis on science that serves practical needs in society, the health
and spiritual wellbeing of the population, and above all the “human
face” of the socialist Chinese.

Their reports were also strikingly similar to what the Chinese state
itself said about China, and in many cases (including in scientists’ pro-
fessional writings) they directly echoed official Chinese rhetoric. Chi-
nese‘political leaders were no doubt very pleased to have so many new
friends willing to communicate their vision to the larger American pub-
lic. But the returned visitors themselves were not PRC agents, nor were
they always perfect representatives of the organizations to which they
belonged. At least in Frances Crowe’s case, even as she actively orga-
nized events on China in her region, most of the mail from the central
office of the Friendship Association—including the official PRC “red-
head” communications—went unopened.’ The visitors had their own
reasons for being interested in the China they had experienced and the
themes their hosts had highlighted, and their educational efforts were
geared toward these reasons more than the goals of the PRC or even
their parent institutions (like the Friendship Association’s goal of nor-
malization).

These reasons are not adequately explained through prior scholarly
analytical frames—neither Paul Hollander’s “political pilgrims” nor
even Richard Madsen’s more sympathetic “missionaries of the Ameri-
can dream.”

Hollander provides helpful insight into the leftist visitors’ search for
a “good society” to replace the familiar and dissatisfying ones in which
they lived. He rightly points to the many limitations of their experiences
and the degree to which they were willingly blind to what should have
been matters of grave concern. Nevertheless, his undisguised scorn de-
stroys nuance and ignores context. He discredits the visitors’ political
views by explaining them away in terms of social and psychological
“estrangement,” and so obscures the widespread concern with prob-
lems in Western societies. Even mainstream doctors and scientists felt
that their professional ideal suffered a loss of legitimacy which amounted
to what one scholar called the “end of a mandate.”*® While radical orga-
nizations like Science for the People offered systematic analysis of such
problems from a Marxist or Maoist perspective, even politically low-key
professionals like the Insect Control Delegation had genuine arguments
with American science—in their case, the obstacles to pursuing more
environmentally sensible pest control policies.

On the other hand, Madsen’s focus on the visitors’ interest in trans-
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forming China into the American dream overshadows what was in fact
a very strong theme of “learning from China.” Ironically, although
Madsen is the China specialist, Hollander appears to assign more
agency—perhaps too much—to the Chinese in shaping the views of
foreign friends. Madsen acknowledges that leftists in particular sought
a model in China, and he notes the widespread notion that China of-
fered “exciting new opportunities to renew” American institutions,!
However, the weight of his analysis rests on the theme of the “mission-
ary” eager to teach China American values. Madsen is undoubtedly
right that mainstream liberals in the 1970s dreamed of getting back into
China to mold it in the American image. The New York Times coverage of
Galston and Signer’s trip to China exemplifies this bias. The article on
the American scientists’ historic meeting with Zhou Enlai bore the con-
descending title “American Scientist Reports He Gave Advice to Chou
[Zhou],” and it indeed focused on a few comments Galston made in
response to Zhou's standard Cultural Revolution-era request for criti-
cism.'® Ethan Signer made the New York Times “Quotation of the Day”
with his statement: “We must also say that Chinese scientists admire us
as the world leaders in science and they would be glad to accept advice
and help if given in the right way. They would benefit from our technol-
ogy tremendously.”'% But these were distortions of Galston and Signer’s
own discourse. Galston remembers feeling that the New York Times ar-
ticle “trivialized” his meeting with Zhou Enlai. In the full article from
which the “Quoetation of the Day” was pulled the “also” referred to a
previous sentence emphasizing the “mutual benefit” to China and the
United States of future scientific contact; Signer and Galston’s aim was
to teach the United States about socialist China’s unique approaches to
science, technology, and medicine.'?

While many in the United States were predisposed to a vague belief in
“ancient Chinese wisdom” found both in the I Ching and in acupunc-
ture anesthesia, learning from China was neither a clear nor an uncon-
tested position for visitors to take. Marxist activists and mainstream
scientists alike had to face the question: how could—or why should—a
poor and industrially less developed country serve as a model for a
superpower? Says one former member of Science for the People, “I was
notinterested in going to China at that time [1972]..... Some people were
looking for models, [but I] didn’t see why a backward, emancipated coun-
try like China should be a model for an advanced, capitalist society.”%
That is, as a Marxist, he saw China to be politically emancipated but
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economically backward. However, for those who participated in the
China Study Groups, the reason to visit China was precisely that it could
serve as an example. Their 1974 book China: Science Walks on Two Legs
was a call for Americans to recognize that another approach to science
was possible. In the last few pages, the authors asked:

What can we learn from the models we saw in China about the practice
of science in America? . . . We share only a few of the problems of an
underdeveloped country, but we can ask ourselves whether our prac-
tice of science serves to promote continuing advance and freedom for
all of us. . . . This is not to say that China is “freer” than we are or that we
should blindly imitate their models. On the contrary, if we learn nothing
else from the Chinese, the lesson that revolutionary change in a society
must proceed from its own particular material conditions and the ongo-
ing experience of its people is fundamental, as the Chinese leammed from
their experience with the Soviet model. . . . We come home committed to
a similar struggle here to achieve an American liberation—a liberation
rooted in the unique material conditions and cultural heritage of our
resourceful people—so that we too can learn to walk on two legs.'?

A 1975 preliminary proposal for the second delegation called China an
“example for progressives” and explained how traveling to China en-
abled the group to further their outreach work:

[A] trip to China and the outreach work around such a trip can mean
that we can advance the understanding of activists in our constituency
and can combat bourgeois ideology (e.g. Anticommunism, theories of
“human nature,” the ideology of “experts rule,” etc.) in the population
as a whole by describing how people make history, how socialism works,
how science for the people is possible only when science (and everything
else) is controlled by the people.’®

Thus, members of Science for the People saw China as a model not be-
cause it offered a set of step-by-step instructions for achieving a better
society, but because it was a society that had embraced fundamental
political principles they thought Americans could profitably adapt to fit
their own revolutionary needs. As Ethan Signer (who was also an early
member of Science for the People) remembers the group’s position, China
was “scientifically so backward, it couldn’t really be a model, but it
might have been a guide for what we were trying to do in the United
States,” for example with respect to egalitarianism.**!

Arthur Galston also struggled with the notion that China could be a
model for the United States. Today, he and Signer both remember the
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“primitive” research conditions and find it difficult to recall a sense that
America should have sought inspiration from Chinese science.’ But at
the time, they emphasized that there was “much to be gained by both
parties from a reopening of the channels linking our two countries.”'®
Galston remembers that most of the people who invited him to talk were
looking for positive stories about China: “then as now people were look-
ing for answers” to the world’s problems, and China appeared to offer
novel ones.™ In his article in Bioscience, Galston stated that what he had
seen “convinced me that China has much to teach the Western world
about the organization of production, public health and cooperative liv-
ing units.” In his book, Galston provided a few more specific examples
of areas ripe for education: for example, Americans could follow China’s
lead in composting human wastes for fertilizer “instead of dumping
them into the rivers and the sea.”"* But still more powerful were the
more general lessons China offered Galston: it made him “wonder
whether ‘human nature’ as we know it in the competitive West is the
only course of development possible for mankind,” and it helped him
“question some of the deep-rooted cynicism prevalent in our society.”?

Given Galston and Signer’s activism in the antiwar movement—not
to mention the political commitments of Science for the People—it is
perhaps not surprising that they should have encouraged Americans to
learn from a socialist, Asian country. More striking is the attitude of the
politically uncommitted Insect Control Delegation. In his Environment
article, Robert Metcalf expressed enthusiasm for China’s commitment to
replacing dangerous chemical pesticides with more ecologically sensi-
tive methods of control. He noted that the Chinese government had de-
cided “as early as the 1950s” not to manufacture certain toxic
insecticides, and then commented: “This is of great interest to U.S. resi-
dents, as enormous quantities of these insecticides have been used in
corn production, and the recent banning of their use by the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency has caused substantial controversy.”** Metcalf’s
politically outspoken colleague Robert van den Bosch putit more bluntly:
“it appears as though the Chinese pest-control system has more going
for it than ours does.”* He then went on to contrast China’s apparently
rational approach to selecting effective, minimally toxic control meth-
ods with America’s slavery to the pesticide industr\y, which had shack-
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" led even the government’s ability to regulate environmentally persis-

tent, toxic chemicals. Here China served as a model not simply because
it was an inspiration, but because it was a way to stick it to specific
adversaries in the United States. If even China, known to be economi-
cally and scientifically “backward,” had embraced integrated pest man-
agement and rejected the most dangerous pesticides, shouldn’t the United
States be able to overcome the political pressures that prevented similar
progress?

Understanding the political and professional contexts of the China
visitors helps to explain how each arrived at their positive “impres-
sions” of China and their expressed interest in using China as a model
of one sort or another. Focusing on one specific theme that most visitors
highlighted will bring these similarities and differences into still greater
focus. All of the visitors discussed here—and a great many more be-
sides—came home impressed by the Chinese commitment to the goals of
self-sufficiency and self-reliance, but this had profoundly different mean-
ings for different people.

For many visitors, there was value in the simplicity of the people’s
lives. Upon her return, Frances Crowe told a newspaper reporter that in
China “people seem to be very happy living very simply.” To illustrate
the value of such simplicity, she described the lack of indoor plumbing
and the use of nightsoil from outhouses for fertilizer.'** Crowe and other
Quakers (along with many others) embraced simplicity as a core value
and so found inspiration in the apparent ability of Chinese people to be
content with few material goods and to devote their energies to their
larger communities. The Insect Control Delegation similarly expressed
pleasure in seeing Chinese graduate students work in “austerely fur-
nished laboratories” to create the equipment and insecticides needed to
achieve “self-reliance” in pest control.}! While for Crowe this was an
explicit value held without bashfulness or ambivalence, even the devel-
opment-oriented scientists frequently found something inspiring about
China’s scientific primitivism. This inclination was much in keeping
with the “small is beautiful” economic philosophy of E. F. Schumacher
then influential among many environmentally minded people in the
West.

Marxist-inclined organizations like Science for the People similarly
celebrated China’s commitment to self-sufficiency and self-reliance but
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held a very different understanding of its significance. For them, tech-
nology on a large scale was a good thing. The authors of Science Walks on
Two Legs took pains to highlight the technological advances China had
made and the enormous scale on which the Chinese people were work-
mg They reminded their readers that “communes in China have noth-
ing whatsoever to do with the image that the word ‘commune’ conjures
up inmost American minds (that is, ten hippies on an abandoned farm).”
Rather, in China “the people’s communes are geographical, administra-
tive, and political units comprising several thousand households
each.”®

One Science for the People delegate remembers that to him the signifi-
cance of China’s “self-sufficiency” was that China could be “utterly
independent of a social order [the capitalist United States] we despised.”
When this delegate returned from China, the activist and historian Eu-
gene Feldman invited him to speak to an Afro-American studies class at
a prison in Pontiac, lllinois. The African American inmates were “avid”
for information about China, and the delegate interpreted their enthusi-
asm as arising from the welcome idea that “here’s a place with no white
person in sight doing just fine.”?® Indeed, the Black Panthers and other
black radicals of the era studied Mao’s writings and embraced “self-
reliance” as a key revolutionary principle.'#

For Arthur Galston, self-reliance held yet another significance. Writ-
ing on the trade fair he attended in Guangzhou, he noted “booths with
photographs and literature extolling the efforts of pioneers in reforesta-
tion, reclamation of wasteland (especially in the Gobi Desert), and a
tide-harnessing project.” To Galston, “It all pointed to self-reliance as
the basis and heroic self-abnegating labor as the touchstone of
progress—and it was somehow reminiscent of an earlier day in
America.”" The “pioneering spirit” he appreciated was not about be-
ing satisfied with a simple life; it was about striving for a better, richer
one.* Like Science for the People, Galston saw beauty in bigness. He
noted in his book, “The initial shock upon v1smng Malu was its size.
Almost six thousand acres are farmed.”"” Asked in 2007 about the at-
traction of China for followers of E. F. Schumacher, he replied decisively:
“Nothing in China is small.”?*® And yet, the appeal of a simple life still
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found its way into some of his China stories. When describing the method
of taking sponge baths in the countryside, Galston noted that people
used the dirty water for the plants or spread it carefully in the courtyard
to keep down the dust: “Nothing is ever wasted.”!#

These separate but intertwined ways of interpreting and celebrating
the common theme of self-reliance suggest an intriguing avenue for in-
quiry in the study of 1970s American culture. Self-reliance resonated
powerfully with different left-leaning and counter-cultural groups in
the 1970s. (In addition to the meanings explored above, New Age spiri-
tuality also had an important influence on ideas about the self and self-
reliance.'®) It was a flexible enough concept to accommodate highly
divergent political positions and philosophical perspectives. Yet it was
also robust enough to facilitate communication and cross-pollination
among these groups.’ Americans from a wide spectrum of social and
political backgrounds could travel to China, hear about “self-reliance,”
identify with it, and return to make the concept meaningful to diverse
audiences at home.

One of Richard Madsen’s key insights in China and the American Dream
is that Americans continually find in China a mirror of their own values
and aspirations. An analysis of the weight 1970s Americans placed on
Chinese self-reliance certainly bears this out, with Galston’s sentiments
about “an earlier day in America” standing as merely the most vivid
example—similarly, egalitarianism and popular education are values
deeply etched in American culture. Although their discourse did not
always show it, visitors to China in the 1970s celebrated these aspects of
socialist China not because they were absent in America, but because
they were so central to the visitors’ own identities as Americans. Butin
Madsen'’s analysis, the missionary impulse dominates and learning
appears to proceed almost in a hall of mirrors. In the cases at hand
learning emerges as a far more central theme and one that, though cer-
tainly related to Americans’ self-image, nonetheless carries its own
weight. Recognizing the strength of many Americans’ desire to learn
from China helps in identifying the important role knowledge about
China has played in the efforts of liberals and leftists alike to effect social
and political change in the United States.
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