A Chinese View of China, Gittings, 1973

With a limited number of Chinese English-language books on China, Westerners have tended to learn about China through a Western perspective.  From Marco Polo’s Travels, a 12th Century social, political and geographical account of China, to the more recent book by Roel Sterckx, Chinese Thought: From Confucius to Cook Ding, as Western readers, reading Western accounts of China, we inevitably end up with a Westernised view of China.

Although compiled by John Gittings, a British author, and published by the British Broadcasting Corporation, A Chinese View of China does exactly what it says on the tin- gives a Chinese view of China.

Logically, a key factor in learning about the Chinese people, their culture and their history, is listening to what the Chinese themselves have to say.  China may be considered a mysterious and far-flung land, but Gittings’ selected sources covering ancient China to the Cultural Revolution provides a panoramic impression of political, cultural and historical China through the eyes of the Chinese themselves.

The book itself is a compilation of Chinese sources translated from the Chinese including letters, reports, photographs, folktales, speeches and novels (in part) which have been assembled by John Gittings.  Gittings’ educational background is Chinese language and Oriental Studies, and he worked as a journalist specialising in China prior to publishing A Chinese View of China.  Gittings’ aim is to provide a sympathetic interpretation of China and a Chinese point of view- which so often in the West has been overlooked in favour of China as ‘developing’, ‘in need of salvation’ and a ‘failure’- in democratic terms.  Gittings hopes to bridge the gap in the West’s (lack of) understanding of China and provide a proper understanding of a Chinese view of China.

Ranging from Imperial China to the Cultural Revolution, the book speaks from many perspectives.  We hear a poem of injustice in A Feudal Officer’s Complaint, a serious plea for help to stop the British opium merchants exploiting the Chinese in Lin Zexu’s Letter to Queen Victoria, a rendition of ‘The Foolish Old Man who Moved the Mountains’ (with a moral added by Mao, Mao Zedong’s Selected Works, volume 3) in Mao’s Revolutionary Fable and of course the obligatory references to the great sages (Confucius, Mencius), a nod to the combination of art and politics by classical scholar Lu Xun, and photographs of the ‘average Chinese’- amateur musicians, bicycle porters, car production students, doctors, and everyone else from Little Red Guards, to peasants, to soldiers.

Gittings has researched extensively and drawn from a range of translations.  From early sources such as the Zhou Dynasty’s Shijing (The Book of Songs), to the more modern Selected Works of Mao Zedong, the author gives a comprehensive account of China through Chinese people’s eyes.

The main advantage of this book is that it seeks to do what has not been done before.  It has made China accessible to anybody literate in the English language with an interest in finding out about the real China.  It brings a broad range of sources together in one compilation in a simplistic, grassroots form with no bias or agenda other than “to illustrate some of the main features of their (The Chinese) history and society”.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]The reader can not only learn about historic events in China, but also the people who were an integral part of those events, from the perspective of their contemporaries (scholars, historians, poets and so on).   We see the cruelty and cleverness of Zhu Wen, founder of the Liang dynasty in 907 in The Tyrant who Founded a Dynasty, we learn about the development of the Chinese railway during the Qing dynasty in The Man who Built the First Chinese railway and we gain a novel perspective of the Long March, 1934 from an eyewitness account in The Red Army Learns Self-Reliance.

A Chinese View of China’s single greatest strength as an academic work is that is has managed to bring together extracts of sources spanning over 2500 years, from people of different social and political class backgrounds, translated into English whilst still retaining ‘a taste of China’- the original meaning and ‘feeling’ of the book.  The book covers negative and positive aspects of China and has no agenda other than to give a true account of China.

In fact, the book’s advantage is also its disadvantage- it seeks to show China from a Chinese point of view with no input from the outside world.  Whilst this is refreshing, it also highlights how alienated China has been from the rest of the world in the past.  

In How the Dragon’s Backbone was Invented Ma Jun is praised for his invention of the Dragon’s Backbone chain-pump for raising water.  Whilst Ma Jun was certainly a distinguished engineer with numerous accomplishments, the account fails to give a comprehensive background of chain-pumps- namely that they had also existed in Egypt and Mediterranean Europe during Roman times, and even in ancient China (a description of chain pumps is given in an early account by philosopher Wang Chong circa 80AD).

Overall, A Chinese View of China is a valuable academic resource.  It provides a refreshing perspective which has been lacking in many accounts of the history of China- the Chinese perspective.  We wouldn’t ask a car mechanic how to perform brain surgery, and following the same thread, we should not rely on Western accounts if we want a true idea of China.

The book is easy-to-read, chronological and illustrated.  It is a base for anyone with an interest in China and the Chinese people and provides a guide for further reading.  Whilst the book itself is dated, the stories it contains are timeless and can be read again and again, the reader each time uncovering another layer of depth in each one.

A Chinese View of China is due an update and a reprint.  At the time of print, the Terracotta Army had not yet been discovered!  There is nearly half a century of newly discovered material just waiting to be written about, and in this age of globalisation and China’s rise in the world, who wouldn’t want to understand China just a little bit more?


