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INTRODUCTION

America’s intellectual overtures to China in the early twentieth century were
not limited to the works of American missionaries. Under President Woodrow
Wilson, who was a preacher’s son, a government publicity organization called
the Committee on Public Information was trying to win the hearts of the Chi-
nese for America’s war causes. This paper is an attempt to show the scope of
activities of the Committee in China (Part IT). Also, to put its behavior in China
in perspective, the origin of the committee is briefly examined (Part I).

Due to limitations of time and scope of this paper, intensive search for pri-
mary sources was limited to the papers at the U.S. National Archives. Exami-
nation of Chinese newspapers, especially student periodicals, would have yielded
more information to add substance to the story. Yet, from materials this re-
searcher could obtain, there emerged a complex picture of the Chinese politi-
cal/intellectual situation in regard to American propaganda.

While America was selling its philosophy of democracy to the Chinese, the
government in China was divided into several segments. Under such circum-
stances, American efforts had to be focused upon the most dominant govern-
ment and its supporters. Furthermore, America was in alliance with England
against Germany. But England in Chinese eyes was an archenemy of China’s
independence.

Some Chinese intellectuals realized the dualistic nature of America’s propa-
ganda. On one side, America said that she was a friend of oppressed nations.
On the other side, America was the friend of the powers that tormented China.
America was often seen allied with dominant political factions warring with
others (Part III). It seems that the Chinese students and some leaders who
eventually transformed the old China into a new one were seeing ironies in
America’s publicity efforts. Yet, no one could deny the clear, if not simple,
message the American propaganda machine communicated. In the hearts of
the Chinese people, America remained as a “Liberator,” and a nation of free-
dom.

A few weeks before the Paris Peace Conference of 1919, President Woodrow
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Wilson was on board the liner George Washington heading toward Europe.
He knew then that his promises of progressive programs for all mankind could
not be fulfilled. His promises, though vague and general, were elaborated and
broadcast to the people of the world by the propagandists of the allied countries
and by the Committee on Public Information, the official publicity organiza-
tion created under Wilson’s administration.

This government organization was engaged in a wide variety of propaganda
activities to “sell America” to the world, thus pumping the air of expectation
into the lofty Wilsonian balloon of idealism.! It was probably the first public
institution to be engaged in this kind of activities. It was the first organized
efforts to present “America” to the public in the world as a knight on a white
horse of “freedom and democracy.”

One evening on the deck of the ship, Wilson said to George Creel, the zeal-
ous chairman of the Committee on Public Information, “It is a great thing that
you have done . . . but I am wondering if you have not unconsciously spun a net
for me from which there is no escape. It is to America that the whole world
turns today, not only with its wrongs, but with its hopes and grievances. The
hungry expect us to feed them, the roofless look to us for shelter, the sick of
heart and body depend on us for cure. . ..~ Deeply troubled by the prospect
ahead of him, Wilson continued, . . . “people will endure their tyrants for years,
but they will tear their deliverers to pieces if a millennium is not created imme-
diately. Yet you know and I know, that these ancient wrongs, these present
unhappinesses are not to be remedied in a day or with a wave of the hand.
What I seem to see—with all my heart I hope that I am wrong—is a tragedy of
disappointment.?

The process toward this tragedy started soon after Wilson took office as
president. As soon as the war broke in Europe in 1914, the informational war
started. And this “war of words” was to build up to an unrealistic scale. In
1914, the British government quickly took control over major communication
systems. The Atlantic cable communication between Germany and the U.S.
was suspended. This was possible for the British government since virtually
all of the world communications relied on the Malconi Wireless Company of
England—the first exploiter of electromagnetic airwaves for commercial pur-
poses. As a result, the Allied stories and news came to secure much wider
publicity than that of Germany in American newspapers.’

To counter this English move, Germany hired Dr. William Bayard Hale, a
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close friend of Woodrow Wilson and former Jjournalist-clergyman as a propa-
ganda agent.* This German agent would be engaged in varieties of activities in
New York and Washington D.C. He would have parties, lectures, newpaper
briefings and even commissioned articles—paying large amount of money for
a favorable article. Yet his efforts were not a match to the English technology
to control the communication system.

Along with these propaganda efforts of both sides, wild stories of spying
were being spread. Probably influenced by German or English agents, popular
magazines were printing many “untold tales of spies” in America. Anti-Ger-
man books also appeared suddenly in great numbers. > It was widely believed
that there were more than 100,000 German spies engaged in sabotage, espio-
nage, and insidious propaganda.® To counter these “dangers,” various civil
organizations were formed for “adequate national defense.” Among them were,
the National Security League and the American Defense Society.”

As time passed, Germany was losing ground in this “war of words.” The
sinking of the Lusitania, the German atrocity stories, the Zimmerman note, and
Germany’s U-boat added fuel to the sense of national fear. U-boat or German
submarine was a new type of war machine that fascinated peole but gave vague
fear. It traveled under water unseen. It was an inscrutable technology that
could be used against anybody. Billy Sunday, a popular evangelist at the time,
said, “If you turn hell upside down; you will find ‘Made in Germany’ stamped
at the bottom.”®

Under these circumstances, the popular mood was for more and more curbs
on civic liberties in the name of “national security.” The passage of the Espio-
nage Act by Congress in 1917 was the first major result of popular pressure
toward this direction. America was to be driven by this sense of fear further to
the ultimate action—participation in the war.

Another issue hotly debated in Congress in the same year was the legislation
on national censorship. The censorship bill, if enacted, was supposed to root
out every possibility of giving out vital information to the “enemy.” Yet, the
ominous implications of government censorship prevented the legislative branch
of the Government from proceeding swiftly with the bill. Wilson, who was
aware of the implication of the pending bill, quickly acted when America de-
clared war. Instead of letting Congress pass a mandatory censorship bill, Wil-
son, by the recommendation of his cabinet members, acted to establish a gov-
ernment agency by executive order.

22




Kazuyuki Matsuo

A week after the declaration of war in 1917, the secretary of state, the secre-
tary of war, and the secretary of the navy sent a joint letter to Wilson:

America’s great present needs are confidence, enthusiasm, and service,
and the needs will not be met completely unless every citizen is given the
feeling of partnership that comes with full, frank statements concerning
the conduct of public business. . . . We recommend the creation of a
Committee on Public Information. . . .°

The primary purpose of the committee was to supervise and administer vol-
untary censorship by newspapers and magazines. But it was hoped that the
committee would also work as “machinery with which to make the fight for
loyalty and unity at home, and for the friendship and understanding of the neu-
tral nations of the world.” It would “fight indifference and disaffection” and
show “the absolute justice of America’s cause, the absolute selflessness of
America’s aims.”® Obviously the administration wanted to counter the En-
glish propaganda activities to protect American position. The American gov-
ernment was to be engaged in its own public relations activities.

The president was ready. On the day he received this letter, April 13, 1917,
Wilson issued Executive Order 2594 to create the committee. On the same
day, George Creel, a former journalist, was appointed as the civilian chairman
of the committee.

Creel was an active muckraking reporter for the Rocky Mountain News in
Denver, Colorado. There, he was instrumental in ending the brutal treatment
of radicals and inviting Margaret Sanger, a prominent advocate for family plan-
ning, for lecturing. As a progressive journalist, he joined Wilson’s campaign of
1916 and attacked the “forces of privilege and monopoly.” Through his presi-
dential campaign, Creel developed a close relationship with Wilson. When
Congress later attacked the Committee on Public Information or Creel Com-
mission, Wilson was reported to have said, “If necessary, I will go up there
myself as your counsel.”"!

In spite of this presidential confidence, however, the flaring temper of this
muckraker journalist created some uneasiness. The New York Times pointed
out Creel’s unfitness as a public official.

Essential to the information of the public during the war will be not pleas-
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ing fictions prepared by imaginative writers but facts, even painful facts,
accurately described by conscientious and competent reporters. 2

For several months after its creation, the committee confined its efforts to
the U.S. The Division of Foreign Language Newspapers of the Committee
would monitor the news printed in foreign languages in America. The Official
Bulletin Division would give out government news to the press. The Division
of Civic and Educational Cooperation was to enlighten the public on America’s
war causes.” These efforts of “America’s propaganda ministry” were believed
to be instrumental in unifying public opinion solidly behind the official version
of the causes of the war. It was an act of “holding fast the inner lines.”'

Soon, however, demands were made frequently to Creel and his staff to propa-
gate the “correct” opinion of America in foreign countries. It was believed that
the German news service was distorting American intentions by editing Amen-
can news before giving out to the public of the world. In England, through
Reuters, a news company, they were already conducting governmental propa-
ganda throughout the world. So was France with its Havas Agency. Of the
major nations, the U.S. alone did not have an official publicity organization for
overseas. This situation was held responsible for the fact that “even the firmest
friends of America could not know the nation’s heart and soul as a native Ameri-
can could.’

With these criticisms mounting and pressing the committee, Creel decided
to launch an overseas propaganda. In late 1917, the committee began to attack
Germany “by the most insidious weapon of modern warfare—the press of the
world.” The committee’s arsenal was an American heritage of “freedom and
democracy.” Especially Woodrow Wilson’s speeches rich in high-minded ide-
alism and rhetoric were to prove effective weapon to fight against oppressive
forces. They soon arranged to send Wilson’s speeches without editing or ab-
breviation to the world.

Since the commercial communications channels were expensive, even Al-
lied nations were careful in using those services. Naturally, they sent more of
“their messages” than American news. For instance, Woodrow Wilson’s
speeches and stories of American war efforts were carried in abbreviated form.
The world was not much informed about America.

The American committee would now pay the entire cost of cable operation
for the transmission of Wilsonian speeches, plus “small overhead expenses” to
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cable operators. It was hoped this would increase the “American stories” in the
medias in the world. The navy communications system was also utilized to
send less significant news of America to the world. Besides the words, photos
depicting democratic scenes of America were sent out every week to thirty-five
countries. It was often argued at that time that the only news the world get
about America was stories of crimes. To prove America was not a country of
gangstars but was a country of “freedom and democracy,” it was decided to
send pictures together with words to the world. A total of 60,000 large news
pictorials were shipped out together with films and postcards.

Agents of the committee were placed in Paris, London, Rome, Berne, The
Hague, Copenhagen, Mexico City, Buenos Aires, Lima, and Santiago. In China
and Russia, the work was to be carried out by employees of the committee’s
New York office. These agents acted as wholesalers of news, feature stories,
pamphlets, and movies. Perhaps some of the agents went beyond providing
American information to counter “propaganda” of other countries. Often it
was reported that “they interpreted their orders in . . . variety of ways” so as to
cause rumors about “tapped Wires, midnight meetings, and a general effort at
political intrigue and melodrama.”"”

I

Until the outbreak of the war, American news services did not exist in China.
The only Western services were English Reuters and German Ostasiatische
Lloyd. With historical involvement with China, England had an influential
position in providing western news to China. Germany was not sitting still
under this English dominance. With the Shantung area where they occupied as
a base, the German communication service was developing a sophisticated pub-
licity system.

The English Reuters service was inefficient, if not hostile, toward American
news. Indeed, American news conveyed by Reuters consisted largely of re-
ports of crimes, political graft, and commercial hypocrisy. American policies
were seldom referred to except when British interests were affected. The Japa-
nese Kokusai Wire Service was the largest supplier of news to Chinese publi-
cations, but was affiliated with Reuters. The Japanese government also had a
financial interest in the company. Therefore, Kokusai was regarded by Ameri-

25




American Propaganda in China: The U.S. Committee on Public Information, 1918-1919

cans in China as doubly biased—by English and Japanese views.'® On the
other hand, American news agencies did not show an interest in Far Eastern
service because (1) cable tolls across the Pacific were very high and (2) the
number of publications in China able to subscribe to a news service was small.

With the outbreak of the World War I, the American ministers in China felt
that it was necessary to keep Americans informed of war activities in their
home country. It was said that the Reuters news was “devoted largely to telling
of British victories and steadily minimized the part played by the Americans
and French.” Without adequate American news, the “Chinese would never
have learned of the very important part America has played in the War.”'®

To meet this need and in front of pressuring demands, the Navy Department
started to send some news from its San Diego wireless station to Manila in
December, 1917. The Manila station would broadcast the news in Asia, ex-
pecting the Japanese to intercept and distribute in Asia. But this expectation
was too optimistic. Early in 1918, this route was replaced by the San Fran-
cisco-Hawaii-Guam route. From Guam, the news which averaged 500 words a
day was cabled south to Shanghai in China and north to Tokyo in J apan. With
this new routing, the quality of communication improved greatly. The U.S.
Consulate in Shanghai could, then, receive the report on a daily basis.

Despite this improvement, the American news service in China was still in-
ferior to that of England and Japan. There were no sure Wajfs to give out the
received news to Chinese papers. The coverage of American events was spo-
radic, and, above all, the news was in the English language, which limited the
usefulness of American news to Chinese papers. One American diplomat in
Peking saw the problems and complained to George Creel. The diplomat urged
the necessity to “improve American news services in China.”?!

The complaint of inadequate American information services in China was
mounting. George Creel was receiving daily reports of German intelligence
activities in China and the lack of American effort to counter it. These reports
came in the form of intercepted letters from American citizens who lived in
China. The U.S. War Trade Board, a government agency, would open letters
from China at postal stations in San Francisco and Seattle. The inspectors of
the board would make notes or copies of letters which they judged to be rel-
evant for the security of the nation. They were sent to the Chairman of the
Committee on Public Information with the inspector’s comment. 2 For instance,
Betty King wrote from Hing Chow to her mother in Maryland:
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An Austrian Lord who was supposed to have been gathering botanical
specimens in the area. . .. It always remaining a mystery that an Austrian
Lord could find pleasure in the gentle pleasure of hunting flowers. . .. %

Apparently forgetting that Gregor Mendel who studied beans and discovered
laws of genetic inheritance in late 19th century was an Austiran, she was sug-
gesting the existence of a German spy in her area. Another missionary wrote
home:

It is evident that there are a number of German missionaries, who are
recognized propagandists of the German government. There are hints
that these missionaries, together with other German subjects in China, are
back of much of the political unrest in China.?*

Similar reports of German propaganda and its effects, real or imagined, were
faithfully delivered to Creel in mail pouches from the West Coast.

In July 1918, while the news of German propaganda was reaching its high-
est tide, a certain American called Carl Crow in Shanghai wrote a letter to
Creel and made a proposition. Crow would be glad to work as an American
propaganda agent in China; his salary should be 600 Mexican dollars per month;
he had excellent references in Washington and New York; the propaganda of-
fice should be located in Shanghai, a neutral city in Chinese politics.

In his letter of proposal Crow said that there were more than 400 daily news-
papers published in Chinese language and to supply these newspapers with
American news translated into Chinese would be the best way to reach the
mass of Chinese people. He continued:

There is no way for the Chinese without a knowledge of European lan-
guages to keep in touch with foreign events. The only references to the
war which find their way into the Chinese language publications are more
or less garbled stories translated from the English language papers—the
translation often being done by Chinese so ignorant of the countries at
war that they confuse Austrian and Australian, Belgian and Bulgarian.®

According to Carl Crow, no Chinese newspapers were subscribers to Reuters.
Several of Wilson’s speeches were printed by the English-language papers but
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appeared in none of the Chinese papers. Thus, the Chinese public at large was
kept in darkness as far as American intentions were concerned. On the other
hand, German propaganda was creeping into the minds of the Chinese.? To
Carl Crow who had worked once as a reporter for the United Press in America,
this was indeed a sorry situation. His proposal demanded Creel’s urgent con-
sideration.

Chairman Creel knew that Woodrow Wilson had a deep interest in China
from the beginning of his presidency. Wilson’s decision to withdraw from
consortium of the banks of six countries, his recognition of the new Republic
of China in 1913 (the U.S. was the first Great Power to do so), and his appoint-
ment of Paul S. Reinsch as American minister to Peking were all considered to
be benevolent gestures toward China. Only two weeks after he became presi-
dent, Wilson stated in his “Declaration of the Policy of the U.S. with Regard to
China” that the “awakening of the people in China to a consciousness of their
responsibilities under free government is the most significant, if not momen-
tous event of our generation.”?’

With this background of presidential enthusiasm, Carl Crow’s proposal had
a favorable prospect in the eyes of George Creel. On September 10, 1918,
Crow was appointed as an agent for the committee at a salary of 500 Mexican
dollars per month and “a small working expense.””® Immediately after this
appointment, Crow opened the Shanghai office of the Committee on Public
Information at 113 Avenue Edward VII, and hired two assistants, two transla-
tors, and several office workers. By October, he could organize an American
news agency. This agency was to do the translation of American news and
distribute it to Chinese-language papers.

The Chum Mei (H135) News Agency or Chinese-American News Agency
started to supply news of America to more than 300 newspapers mostly free of
charge.” Carl Crow would report by November that the “American news now
predominates in the Chinese papers, and this American agency . . . is now
supplying the bulk of foreign news and comment published in the Chinese
press.””*°

It was a very timely service of Carl Crow, since, like the Magazine Revolu-
tion in the U.S. at the end of the nineteenth century, China was experiencing
the beginnings of popular magazine explosion. Editors who were eager to find
news quickly discovered that the Shanghai office of the Committee was a gold
mine of stories. For instance, a new women’s magazine in Shanghai, the first
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of its kind to be published in China, regularly received its stories from Crow’s
office. Special articles were also given out to farm journals and political and
economical jounals.’' The flow of American news even reached Siberia where
American soldiers were stationed.*

Crow did not stop with the news service. If the news service was to win the
hearts of the public, his compilation of a mailing list was to win the influence
of the leaders of the public. He gathered more than 25,000 names of the promi-
nent Chinese in every locality in order to “promptly reach the ruling class.”
They were members of the Provincial Assembly, Chamber of Commerce, offi-
cials of “above rank of Magistrate,” and all the Chinese scholars.® To these
supporters of the established Chinese society, Crow would send articles and
pamphlets. The news was about American history, the development of indus-
try, the role of women in society, disappearing child labor in factories, and
other contemporary topics that were believed to be representative of American
progress. These articles were translated into classic Chinese or literary Chi-
nese to be authentic and to meet the taste of the readers. Crow believed that
this effort would “enable the American government to speak directly to the
Chinese people.” '

To reach the school children, President Wilson’s principal addresses were
translated and published in book form. This book turned out to be a very large
seller. Since the book kept the original English text beside the translation, it
was used in English courses of many schools as a textbook. American mis-
sionary schools were also extremely eager to obtain the book for their use as a
textbook.? The effect of this large number of text books to the Chinese mind
should not be underestimated. Chinese, like Japanese, tend to “revere” books
given in schools.

To the surprise of Crow, movie film was not well accepted. One hundred
and thirty-eight reels of film showing the social and industrial progress of
America were sent, but the service was discontinued when it was found that
only 2 percent of the audiences were Chinese.*

Another major effort by Crow’s office was aimed at establishing a volunteer-
agent system in China. Since to cover the entire Chinese land with the Shang-
hai staff was impossible, additional help was needed for publicity activities.
After six months of work, Crow secured more than 400 agents in every prov-
ince of China. These volunteers were all Americans. They were employees of
Standard Oil, the Singer Sewing Machine Company, the British-American To-

29




American Propaganda in China: The U.S. Committee on Public Information, 1918-1919

bacco Company, and American missionaries. Crow boasted that his network
of agents was “the most efficient organization of this kind in the Far East. No
other country has now [sic.] and none can form an organization of this kind, for
no other country is ably represented in the interior of China.”*’

In fact, missionaries and representatives of American business turned out to
be eager and effective. Through them, war posters, window hangers, photo-
graphs, U.S. maps, postcards, and other paraphernalia from America were dis-
tributed. The window hangers were especially popular. Each week, sets of six
hangers were mailed to these agents. In total more than 6,600 hangers deco-
rated windows of Chinese offices and shops.

By early November 1918, President Wilson, who appeared frequently on
these posters, became a well-known figure among Chinese people. Carl Crow
reported to the New York office to this effect:

The missionary teachers tell me that President Wilson has come to be one
of the idols of the Chinese. The Chinese are essentially hero worshippers
and in the absence of any living Chinese who is fit to occupy that pedes-
tal, President Wilson is today the most popular and most revered man in
China. I have asked in this cable for 20,000 large pictures of President
Wilson. As a matter of fact, I think there would be no difficulty about
securing a careful and effective distribution of 100,000 pictures . . . and I
feel safe in predicting that at least two-thirds of them will become perma-
nent ornamental features of Chinese houses. 3

With this kind of visual aid, Woodrow Wilson became a symbol of his words.
His intentional vagueness and love for the transcendent principle also fitted the
Chinese tradition of falling back on principles at important occasions (Tao =
78 ).* Enhanced by the classic style of Chinese language used for translating
the president’s speeches, Wilson’s words, indeed, worked as a powerful and
authoritative means of conveying noble principles to the Chinese mind. People
could read such utterances as:

No nation should seek to extend its policy over any other nation or people.

‘We are but one of the champions of the rights of mankind.
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We shall fight for the things which we have always carried nearest our
hearts—for democracy, for the right of those who submit to authority to
have a voice in their governments, for the rights and liberties of small
nations. . . .

The war had its roots in the disregard of the rights of small nations and of
nationalities which lacked the union and the force to make good their
claim to determine life. . . .

Peoples and provinces are not to be betrayed about sovereignty as if they
were merely chattels and pawns in a game. . . .

Every territorial settlement involved in this war must be made in the in-
terest and for the benefit of the populations concerned, and not as a part of
any mere adjustment or compromise of claims amongst rival states. . . . *°

I

When the war started, there were scarcely any newspapers in China that
would carry Wilson’s words. Yet after establishment of the Shanghai office of
the U.S. Committee on Public Information, messages like “the war to end war,”
were liberally flowing into the minds of Chinese. On New Year’s Day, 1919,
the greetings of President Wilson to the people of China were pasted on gates
and city corners (see insert on page 32). This seemed to be a major achieve-
ment and a triumph of American public relations activities in China. German
propaganda was negligible especially after China declared war on Germany. It
was American news, not British, that dominated newspapers by the end of 1913.

In spite of this apparent American “victory” of the information war, how-
ever, the Chinese attitude toward the war was curiously nonresponsive. This
indicates a Chinese reality which is far more complicated than what Carl Crow
imagined. The land is vast. The history is full of entanglements and intrigues
among powers. And, above all, people were diverse.

At the request of the Shanghai office, the field agents reported various as-
pects of Chinese society. Among them were reports of Chinese attitudes to-
ward America and the causes of the war. And many of the reports commented
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‘Woodrow Wilson’s New Year greetings to the President of China. He congratulates the annniversary
of the Republic and wishes internal peace for China. (1919), The C.PL Files, National Archives.
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on the vague, inscrutable attitude of the Chinese. A missionary in Shantung
wrote: )

The war does not seem to have taken a very strong hold on the imagina-
tion of the people. . . .4

Another report said:

The comment I heard on every hand was this: “President Wilson is a just
man, and China’s friend.” . . . I can get them to say very little about the
war. ... %

The situation encountered in Nanking by an American teacher was similar:

We have done all in our power to help them to understand the great prin-
ciples which have been at stake and appreciate the importance to the world
of the victory of right over might. . . . But we find them [students] like all
of their class, extremely sensitive and unwilling to freely express an opin-
ion.®

Even Thomas Millard, a publisher-editor of the Millard’s Review of Far East in
Shanghai, complained about the mild Chinese response:

It is not easy for a foreigner to penetrate Chinese thought. . . . A foreigner
may discover what the Chinese mass are thinking, but it is next to impos-
sible for a foreigner to learn from them why they think as they do .*

One of the reasons for this Chinese ambiguity was the existence of a vast,
illiterate population. The rate of illiteracy was sometimes reported to be 70
percent. As late as 1936, the reading public of China was estimated to be not
more than 5 persent of the national population.® If this was the case, the public
did not have opportunities to read Wilsonian words though they might have
admired Wilson. The other probable explanation of the Chinese attitude was,
as one missionary observed, that “the Chinese are too polite to have made un-
favorable comments” on American policies in the hearing of an American.*

In fact many Chinese had pro-German sentiments, but were too polite to say
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so to an American. England and Japan had been destroying Chinese trust with
their various colonial practices such as that typified by Japan’s Twenty-One
Demands. Both countries were regarded by the public as the archenemies of
China’s sovereignty, and America was dangerously close to English interests.
Americans even looked and spoke like the English.#” Germany, on the con-
trary, was regarded as a country that would fight against these colonist powers.

There was even wide-spread rumor that Germany would liberate China from
the Japanese grip once the war had ended with Germany’s victory. One Ameri-
can missionary in Kaying observed this feeling of the public:

At the outbreak of the war the Chinese of this locality were unanimously
in favor of the Germans. This was accounted for by their dislike for the
English, and because Germany was opposed to Japan. At the present
time they very much dislike and distrust Japan and have little faith in
England.®

Similar reports came from Peking:

There is such a deep and wide-spread hatred of Japan that the commonest
view seems to be that it would be well for Germany to win so that Japan
would be defeated. Many of them hardly care what happens to China if
only Japan would be whipped.*

The situation was the same in Shantung where people hated “the Japanese
like poison and were pro-German if for no other reason than that their sympa-
thies were absolutely against the Japs.”*® There was “a universal feeling of
admiration for the German strength and their courage, their ability that could
be applied toward England and Japan.”"

This popular pro-German attitude lingered on even after China’s declaration
of war against Germany. For the common Chinese the war was the politicians’
war. The Peking government took a belligerent attitude toward Germany after
Paul S. Reinsch, an American minister to Peking, promised a $10-million loan
for “war expenses of China.””? But President HU Shih-ch’ang was not the
overall leader of China. The opposition regime in Canton, a province in the
south, was active and powerful. There were many other regional governments
controlled by warlords who declared independence after Yuan Shih-kai’s death.
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Under such circumstances, the national and international politickings lost
their relevance to the common Chinese. The high-minded concern of President
Wilson toward the government of Peking even appeared as an American inter-
vention into internal affairs of China. One man in Changshu complained to an
American missionary that Washington was recognizing the Hu government
“while the Parliament at Canton refused to acknowledge the constitutionality
of this election, which if held on American soil, would have been denounced
and rejected as irregular.”® An American professor at a theological seminary
in Nanking made the same observation:

Chinese . . . are rather indifferent because of their lack of respect for the
President of China. In this section, they are out of sympathy with the
Northern party and have caught little of the enthusiasm of the south. . . .
As to the war, they are also rather indifferent with a strong pro-German
tendency, and are chiefly interested in having the war end.>

Some intellectuals even saw a sinister irony in America’s dualistic role in
China. America said it was the greatest friend of oppressed nations and preached
eqality and liberty. Yet, the same country was friendly to the Peking regime—
a suppressor of rebels and liberals. A report from Shansi Province to Carl
Crow said that there was “considerable doubt as to the unselfishness of the
motives of the U.S. in entering the war on the part of men of the best educa-
tion.” The report continued that there was “a good deal of skepticism as to
Germany’s crimes. Many people feel that the things reported are the fruit of
prejudice. Germany, they think, cannot be as black as she is painted.”**
America’s insistence on Chinese domestic peace and her alliance with England
was a sign of America’s ignorance of “what is at stake in China.” Her activities
in China looked like she was denouncing “the very thing for which Chinese
would expect America to stand firm and the thing Chinese learned primarily
from Americans.”

It looks America’s public relations efforts in China during the war was lost in
this tremendous complexities of the land. In spite of the large number of Ameri-
can posters and numerous magazine articles, the Chinese mind did not move
toward the American side. Chinese intellectuals were even skeptical about
America’s intention and idealism. In John Dewey’s words, “they were acutely
aware that the spirit of imitation [of Western democracy] at the expense of

35




American Propaganda in China: The U.S. Committee on Public Information, 1918-1919

initiative and independence of thought has been the chief of China’s retrogres-
sion.”’

EPILOGUE

If John Dewey’s analysis is correct and the examples of Chinese responses
to American publicity are in any way representative, then the Chinese minds
were seeing very complex realities China was confronted with. Nevertheless,
it is also true that the Wilsonian words won many Chinese hearts—especially
hearts of young intellectuals. Thomas Millard reported that Wilson’s words
“penetrated everywhere” and the Chinese took Wilson’s statements “literally.”®
Paul Reinsch stated in the same effect:

You [Wilson] have become to the people of China the embodiment of
their best hopes and aspirations.*

In his book, An American Diplomat in China, published in 1922, Reinsch
says further:

Probably nowhere else in the world had expectations of America’s leader-
ship at Paris been raised so high as in China. The Chinese trusted America,
they trusted the frequent declaration of principle uttered by President
Wilson, whose words had reached China in its remote parts.*

Using this idealistic professor-diplomat’s writings, researchers like Wang Yi
Chu, Russel Fifield, Chow Tse-tsung, Thomas La Fargue, and most other schol-
ars concluded that there was a wild enthusiasm for Wilsonian idealism which
swept the Chinese mind during the war. And the enthusiasm triggered in return
a big disappointment following the Paris Peace Conference.®! It is true that
much surprise and disillusionment was created in China due to the result of the
conference, especially the way the Shantung issue was handled.®> The realities
of international politics revealed its unromantic side.

Then who were the people who read Wilson’s words in the classic Chinese
language and naively believed in the march of the oppressed nations after the
war? Perhaps it was the literary class—those on Carl Crow’s mailing list—
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together with young intellectuals who saw benefits in a stabilized and nation-
ally asserting China.®

Especially the young Chinese intellectuals were grately influenced. Though
their movement was not simple to analyze, they certainly were influenced by
the idea Wilson promoted. Hu Shih, the chief promoter of the use of vernacular
language for the people and the intellectual leader of young men of the time,
was one of them. He wrote about the feeling of students after the news of the
Shantung settlement:

“The New World Order” was no more! This disillusionment was fol-
lowed by a conviction: China must not rely upon the wishes of other na-
tions for settling our own affairs. The May Fourth episode was an out-
come of this conviction.®

The May Fourth Movement was carried out by young Chinese intelligentsia
like Hu Shih together with the new business class, the urban workers, and the
lumpen proletariat . The movement was eventually lead to the nation-wide
revolutionary movement that gave birth to the People’s Republic of China in
1949.

It is ironic that the very forces that created a large communist nation came
partially from American sources. It was the spirit of the Progressive Era that
inspired many Chinese youths. The reformism that started with the Populist
Movemeaut in the 1890s continued into the Progressive Movement of the twen-
tieth century in America. Woodrow Wilson was the last man to stand in this
line of reformists. His publicity man, George Creel, was also a muckraker
himself who said, “Is it possible to build a government of the people, by the
people, and for the people, or must humanity, by reason of its own stupidness,
blindness, incapacty, and cowardice yield inevitably to the rule of the self-
elected few?”% The Chinese intellectuals knew about this Progressive spirit
and because of that, they were able to carry out their task of nation building.

Indeed, a large number of Chinese intellectuals were once students in the
U.S. during this Progressive Era. Wellington Koo and C.T. Wang, promoters
of “Wilsonian idealism” at the Paris conference as Chinese delegates, were
educated in America. Hu Shih, the great star of the May Fourth Movement,
was deeply influenced in America while he was studying at Columbia Univer-
sity. He was an editor of the Chinese Student Monthly, published in New York
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at the height of the Progressive Movement.”” Hu Shih’s advocacy of the “new
woman,” the “new humanism,” the “new nationalism” and the “new freedom”
sound suspiciously similar to the American agitations of the Progressive Era.
Indeed, Hu Shih’s spiritual guides, Herbert Croly and Walter Weil, were the
two alter egos of the trustbuster, President Theodore Roosevelt.

It was this American influence that made Lo Chia-luh, leader of the New
Tide Society, say, “We would rather worship George Washington than Peter the
Great, Benjamin Franklin than Bismark. . . . ”® Moreover, the number of Chi-
nese students who stayed in America during this period was not small. For
instance, in 1915, there were 1,200 such students in the U.S.® The enthusiastic
reception of John Dewey who visited China three days before the May Fourth
was supported by the returned students and their sympathizers. They were the
people who stimulated the sale of Dewey’s book, a composition of his speeches
in China. It sold 140,000 copies.”™

One can assume that Chinese students had already a wealth of experience
about reformism and principles of democracy by the time Carl Crow opened
his office in Shanghai. It will not be too much to say that in 1918 the young
Chinese intellectuals were experiencing the era that Henry May called “the end
of innocence.” Like in America, there were “old insurgents and invaders” (Yen
Fu et al.) and there were “innocent rebellion” to create a new value system
(youth magazine called La Jeunesse).

Carl Crow’s propaganda that took place amidst this intellectual upheaval
was, therefore, destined to have positive responses among Chinese youths. Thus,
Woodrow Wilson, the demigod for the American propaganda machine, was
remembered as a man of high idealism. In later days, the American utterances
created echoes and responses until the 1950s in mainland China. When Wilson
complained to George Creel about a net of idealism from which there was no
escape, he was probably wrong. At least in China, he had good audiences who
put those thoughts into action.

The closing of the Committee on Public Information office in Shanghai in
April 1919 was the end of one phase of American relationship with China.”
The days of Wilsonian words were over. After Wilson, China and the U.S.
would be involved with problems of economic competition and another war.
Both countries would go through a materialistic phase of their histories—the
Jazz Age and nation-building based on Marx-Leninism. Yet it is intriguing to
note that there were youthful idealism and spirit of progressivism at the bases
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of their histories.
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