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Chinese and Soy Paste Pots by Bo Yang

From: The Ugly Chinaman, p. 58-60, Taipei: Yuan Liou 2008

Speech delivered on August 16, 1981 in the Confucius Gallery of Chinatown, New York City

Transcribed by a reporter of the Peimei News


A culture of any people is like a long, expansive river, surging on and on. However, over time, many foul and filthy things in the river, like the dead bodies of fish, cats, and rats, start to collect and settle to the bottom, prevent the water from flowing freely, and the river eventually becomes a stagnant pool. The more years go by, the greater the accumulation piles up, and the further it putrefies, turning the river into a pot of fermented soy paste, or a pit of sludge, exhaling an acrid stench.


The allusion to soy bean paste pots may not get across to you youngsters. These pots were a common sight in northern China, where I was born and grew up. I can’t say for sure what ingredients go into them, but I can tell you the condiment served with Peking Duck in Chinese restaurants is the final result. Soy paste does not flow, unlike the tumbling currents of Yellow River cascading from the sky. Instead, the dead liquid just sits in the pot and evaporates, with its sedimentation increasing in density and viscidity. Our culture, our legacy, is just like this.


Nothing in Chinese culture is more characteristic of the paste pot than our political arena, or officialdom. In the past, intellectuals studied with an aim to become government officials. Officialdom, an invisible and intangible entity, was the product of an imperial examination system. As soon as intellectuals passed their exams and entered the officialdom, a stark demarcation line was drawn between them and the common people. Within this system, attaining a position in the bureaucracy was the intelligentsia’s single-minded aspiration. As an old saying has it, “In books are fair maidens and mansions of gold,” which implies study is the path to concubines and riches. In ancient times people said: “Every line of work has its master craftsman,” yet the truth was only the intellects might have stood the opportunity to become the master of society, while those in other occupations were considered petty artisans, with numerous restrictions imposed upon them. For example, they were forbidden to wear certain attire, to ride in certain carriages. The entire feudal system was built upon the premise, first and foremost, of ensuring the interests of the officials. This feudal system had controlled China for such a long time that its influence and strength were tremendous. Its impact on the economy might have been small, but in politics it turned us into maggots of the paste pot. One of the salient features of this culture was that the standards of officialdom became the yardstick by which all else was measured, and the benefits of the ruling class the last thing that members of other classes would erode. Thus politics held sway, and the soy paste pot culture grew ever deeper and murkier.


Ages of stagnating at the bottom of the soy paste pot ferments Chinese into a selfish and suspicious species. On my short visit here I’ve found Americans to be friendlier and happier, usually wearing a smile. On the other hand, during my visits to my Chinese friends, I observed that happy as their children were, they rarely smiled. Is it that we Chinese have different facial musculature? Or that we are such a gloomy people?


Have we ever started to think that we should take the responsibility for our lack of dynamism, so much so that it has became one of our national characters? Chinese established pattern of social interaction is mutual competiveness and obstinate refusals to cooperate. This reminds me of a Japanese chief of detectives, who instructed his subordinates to consider everyone else suspect of robbery. This mindset is good for training criminal police officers, but almost every Chinese harbors a similar suspicion: what is he or she trying to get from me? This suspicion inevitably results in distrust and fears among Chinese, who are thus so devoid of solidarity, like a tray of sand.
II. Arlene Hsu
Bo-Yang: The Chinese and the Sauce Vat

…
The culture for every nation flowed and stretched like a long river. However, as time went by, lots of filthy things, such as dead fish, dead cats, and dead rats, fell to the bottom, blocked the currents, and turned the river into lifeless. The more the filth fell down, the rottener the water became, and thus it became a sauce vat or a pit of dirt, decaying and rotting.

Speaking of a sauce vat, perhaps the young people could not understand it. I grew up in the north, and there were plenty of the things in my hometown. I could not tell you exactly what the sauce was made of, but if you had eaten roast ducks in a Chinese restaurant, you would know what the sauce was like. Unlike the surging water of the Yellow River, the sauce was immobile. The stagnant water, after evaporation, thickened the thickness of the filth. This was our culture, and this was what we called the cause from our previous lives.

The spokesman for this characteristic in Chinese culture was the “Bureaucracy Field.” In the past, the reason why the intelligentsia studied was to assume the office. The invisible and untouchable “field” was formed by the imperial examination system. Once the intellectuals went into the office, they stood against the citizens, and they would pursue only one goal—to be an official. As the saying went, “beauties lay between the lines, and fortune hides in the pages.” If you studied, you could assume the office, and if you assumed the office, you could get beauties and fortune. People used to say that one may distinguish himself in any trade, but the truth was you could only distinguish yourself by studying, and other professions earned you nothing. For people at other social status then, they were restricted on clothes and vehicles. In a feudal society, benefiting officials came before everything. China had been put into a feudal system for such a long time, and the system brought great influence and power. We might not feel it in economy, but the influence in politics imprisoned us in a sauce-vat culture for so long. One of the characteristic was to do with the officials’ standard and to benefit for the officials; thus, the consistent goal was all about politics, which made our sauce vat thicker and thicker.

For so long, the sauce settled at the vat bottom, which made us Chinese selfish and suspicious. Although I came for the U.S. just for a short trip, as far as I had seen, I felt that Americans were friendlier, happier, and usually wore smiles. I used to see the children in one of my Chinese friends’ house. They were happy, but seldom laughed. Was there something different in Chinese’s muscle construction? Or our nation was simply too gloomy?

Since our nation was lack of spirit, had it ever occurred to us that we ourselves should be responsible for such characteristic? The relationship among Chinese was all about jostling with each other, and cooperation was never an option. It reminded me of a Japanese detective captain who trained his subordinate detectives to question everyone they saw as a suspect of thievery. This psychological condition was good for training criminal police officers, but it was common in every Chinese—did the person want to take advantage of me? The doubt and terror for each other had been formed and made Chinese a sheet of loosen sand. 

 …

III. Marko Kovacevic
Bo-Yang: Chinese and Soy-paste vats

From: The Ugly Chinaman, p.58-60, Taipei: Yuan Liao

Speech delivered on August 16, 1981 in the Confucius Gallery of Chinatown, New York

Transcribed by journalists of Peimei News

…
The culture of any people is like a long, expansive river, surging on without end. Over the years, however, this river begins to accumulate pollution and filth—dead fish, cats, and rats slowly restrict its waterways, and the once proud river becomes instead a stagnant pool. The more years that go by, the greater the buildup of sludge, and the fouler the river becomes, turning at last into a cesspool—an awful smelling vat of fermenting soy, stinking to high heaven. 

Perhaps some of my younger listeners will be unfamiliar with the term “fermentation vat.” Growing up in northern China, these vats were quite common. I can’t say for certain what goes into them, but what comes out is the condiment served with Peking duck at Chinese restaurants. This sauce is thick and turgid, unlike the waters of the Yellow River which surge and leap into the sky. Dead water is water that doesn’t flow; obstructed, it begins to evaporate and the leftover sedimentation increases in density and volume. Our culture, our legacy, is just like this. 

Within Chinese culture, the bureaucratic system of governance, or “officialdom,” is perhaps the most representative of such decay. In the past, scholars studied to become government officials. Officialdom, an invisible and intangible entity, was the product of China’s examination system, and scholars who passed their exams and entered this world, were inevitably thrown into an antagonistic relationship with the common people. Under this system, the scholar’s sole aspiration was to attain a position within the bureaucracy As an old saying has it, “In books are fair maidens and mansions of gold.” In short, books were a means to wealth and women.   

Chinese people often say that, “Every line of work has its master craftsman.” Actually, at that time, only the intelligentsia had such “master craftsman.” All others were regarded as lowly artisans, forced carried the yoke of numerous restrictions, ranging from the clothing they wore, to the carriages they rode. The feudal society was built upon the premise, first and foremost, of ensuring the interests of government officials. This feudal system that controlled China for so long and with such power, introduced relatively few changes to the economy; politically, however, it is the main culprit behind our existence in this “fermentation vat” culture. One particular feature of this culture is that the standards of the bureaucrats became the standards of the entire country; their needs were the needs of the country. As a result politics almost always took precedence, and this “fermentation vat” culture grew ever more wide and deep. 

Living at the bottom of this “fermentation vat” for so long has turned us Chinese into a selfish and envious people. Although I have been in America for only a short time, from what I’ve seen, Americans are, on the whole, friendlier and smile more often than Chinese. While visiting the home of a Chinese friend, I noticed that his children, although happy, seldom smiled. Is this because the facial muscles of Chinese people are different from other races? Or is it because we are a simply a dour people?

As a race, are we so lacking in vigor that we have never stopped to think that perhaps we are responsible for this turn of events? How the Chinese relate with each other—the infighting and refusal to cooperate—reminds me how a Japanese Detective Inspector trains his agents. He asks that with every person they meet, they should ask themselves, “Could he be a thief?” As a soon-to-be detective, cultivating this state of mind makes sense. The average Chinese, however, routinely harbors such suspicion, always asking: What is he or she trying to get from me? The resulting distrust and wariness has created a state in which Chinese now find themselves unable to unite or co-operate on anything.
IV. Julia Szutu
Chinese and the Sauce Vat                                by Bo(2) Yang(2)

Excerpt from The Ugly Chinese
From: Ugly Chinaman. p. 58-60, Taipei: Yuan-Liuo.

Speech delivered on August 16th, 1981 in the Confucius Gallery of Chinatown, New York

Transcribed by a reporter of the Peimei News/ North American Daily

Every culture of a people is like a long and expansive river that surges onward. However, over time foul and filthy things like dead bodies of fish, cats, rats, collect and settle along the river. With sediment piling up and rotting, it becomes stagnant and ends up as a soy paste pot or a pit of sludge, exhaling an acrid stench.

The allusion of the “soy paste pot” might be difficult for our young people to grasp. For me, who was born in the northern China, where the soy paste pot is a common sight. It’s beyond my knowledge as to what the paste is made from, but I’m sure that it is one that you apply to roast duck at any Chinese restaurant. It lies there, never tossing and turning like the great Yellow River. Stagnant water doesn’t flow, and the sedimentation grows thicker and heavier with vaporization. It rings true for our culture which stresses the so-called “cause of predestination”.

The most characteristic example of Chinese culture is “officialdom”. In the past, intellectuals studied hard for an official position. The invisible and impalpable “-dom” was formed under the Imperial Examination System. Once they entered the officialdom, a stark demarcation line was drawn between them and the general public. In the system, serving as an official was the ultimate end much craved for by the intellectuals, for whom “a good book in hand is better than a great beauty in sight, or a gold nugget in pocket.” Reading books implied more chances to become part of the ruling class, which was synonymous with the possession of beauties and wealth. Despite the old saying that “there are masters in every trade”, in the eye of the intellectuals, being the “top scholar” was all that mattered and people outside this literati arena were all considered petty craftsmen. Then, many limitations were imposed on people in the other classes, who were forbidden to wear certain kinds of clothing or ride in carriages. The feudal society was built on the premise, first and foremost, of ensuring the interests of the officials. Having controlled Chinese society for so long, the feudalism has exerted enormous influence and power over our politics, not so much as in the economic arena. It entrenched us in the “soy paste pot” culture, where the benefits and standards of officialdom became the yardstick by which all else was measured. Thus, the issues confronting our soy paste pot culture are only aggravated further.

We Chinese have become selfish and suspicious after centuries of being stuck at the very bottom. Although my stay here in the United States is quite short, as far as I see, I find Americans friendlier and happier and wearing more smiles. On the contrary, the kids I met in my Chinese friend’s homes, happy as they were, seldom smiled. Is that because our facial muscle structure differs from theirs? Or the fact that we are of a race too dismal and drab?

Did we ever think of the possibility that the languid disposition of our race could be attributed to some problems of our own? We get used to the interpersonal patterns of internal fights and obstinate refusals to cooperate. It reminds me of how a Japanese detective in chief trained his subordinates to suspect each man they saw of committing robberies. Keeping this mental state is something justifiably required in every criminal officer under training. But it does prevail among us Chinese, whose constant fears that someone might profit from us cloak us in veils of skepticism and apprehension, and as a consequence draw us apart.
V.  Mimi Chan
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Bo Yang: Chinese and Soy Paste Pots

From: The Ugly Chinaman, p.58-60

Taipei: Yuan Liou

Speech delivered on August 16, 1981 
in the Confucius Gallery of China Town, New York

Transcribed by a reporter of the Peimei News (North American Daily?)


The culture of any nation could flow ever onward like Changjiang, a grand river in China. Yet, with the passage of time, filth such as dead fish, dead cats and dead rats would begin to collect and settle, preventing the river from flowing freely, making it stagnant and dead. The more years that go by, the more sediment there is, and the fouler it becomes. The river then turns into a soy paste pot, or a pit of sludge exhaling an acrid stench.

Regarding soy paste pots: Perhaps many of the youngsters here aren’t familiar with soy paste pots that I just mentioned. I was born in the north part of China, where these posts are common. I do not necessary know what the pastes in them are made of, but the dip that goes with Peiking duck can be a good illustration of pastes. Pastes are thick and viscous, nothing like Huanghe, another great river that surges with profusion as if it came from above. The deposit turns the river into a pool of dead water, and the evaporation further thickens the deposit in the stagnant water—our culture, our legacy, is just like this. 

Political arena, or officialdom, best exemplifies this feature in our culture.  In the past, the only goal of study was to become an imperial official. This invisible and impalpable “officialdom” emerges from the mechanism of imperial examinations: once a intellectual entered the officialdom, he was necessarily and constantly at odds with the common people. With this mechanism at work, the only objective the intellectuals were aspired to is government office. “In books, there dwell fine ladies; in books, there are golden houses,” so goes an ancient Chinese saying. Books could lead you to a position in the officialdom, after which beautiful women and great fortune would follow. Another Chinese saying claims, “There are masters in every walk of life”. In actual fact, intellectuals were the only kind of master who had the chance to excel—those in other professions were merely lowly craftsman. There were many restrictions for members of other classes, ranging from the kind of garments they could wear to the kind of carriages they could ride in. The entire feudal system was built upon the premise, first and foremost, of ensuring the interest of government officials. Feudalism had long dominated China. Though having less influence on economics, it created a “soy paste pot culture” in terms of politics. One of the features of this culture was the dominance of official class: their standards became the standards of the country and their interest became the interest of the country. Consequently, the whole society was held sway by politics, which worsened the soy paste pot culture, making it more potent and deeply entrenched.

Having long been stagnate at the bottom of the paste pot, we Chinese fermented into a selfish and suspicious specie. From what I’ve observed during my rather short stay here, I feel that Americans are friendlier and happier, always wearing a smile. I then recalled my visits to the homes of some Chinese friends. Happy as their children were, they rarely smiled. Do Chinese have different facial musculature from Americans, or are we simply a gloomier nation by nature?

Is it possible that such a passive national character be our own fault? Chinese never work together; we fight with one another. This reminds me of a Japanese detective chief who asked his agents to suspect everyone they saw as a potential thief. In terms of training criminal policemen, it is a useful state of mind. However, it prevails in the minds of ordinary Chinese, who always suspect whether others want to extract advantages from them. This suspicion created doubt and fear in us towards one another, turning Chinese into a tray of loose sand that disunites and divides. 

…

VI.  Robert Fox
The Bean-paste Crock       Bo  Yang

From: The Ugly Chinaman, p. 58-60, Taipei: Yuan Liou 2008

Speech delivered on August 16, 1981 in the Confucius Gallery of

Chinatown, New York City

Transcribed by a reporter of the Peimei News
A people’s culture is like a long river, flowing ever onward. With the passage of time, however, the dirt and filth the river carries – dead fish, dead cats, dead rats – sinks and begins to accumulate in the riverbed, hindering the free flow of water, turning the stream into a stagnant pool. The longer the span of time, the greater the buildup of sludge, the fouler the river becomes, turning at last into a “bean-paste crock,” a cesspool, stinking to high heaven.
Perhaps young people will be unfamiliar with the term “bean-paste crock.” These items are common in northern China, where I grew up. I can’t say for sure what ingredients go into the crocks, but what comes out of them is the condiment that’s served with “Peking Duck” in Chinese restaurants. Unlike the surging currents of the Yellow River, bean-paste doesn’t flow; the dead liquid just sits in the crock and evaporation makes it even soupier, more viscous. That’s exactly how it is with our culture, our so-called heritage. 
Officialdom is most representative of this aspect of Chinese culture. In the past, intellectuals studied in order to become government officials. “Officialdom,” an intangible entity, invisible and impalpable, was a product of the imperial testing system. When intellectuals entered the realm of officialdom they became members of the ruling class, rising above the common people. Under the examination system, attaining a position in the bureaucracy was the intelligentsia’s sole objective. As an old saying has it, “In books are fair maidens and mansions of gold;” indeed, study was the path to concubines and riches. In ancient times people said: “Every line of work has its master craftsman,” or, in the parlance of officialdom, a “number-one scholar.” Actually, only the intelligentsia had such a “master craftsman;” those in other professions were considered worthless artisans, unworthy of respect. In those days, members of other classes were subject to a great number of restrictions: they were forbidden to wear certain garments, forbidden to ride in certain carriages. In feudal society, policies that promoted the welfare of the ruling class were a precondition of the social contract. 

This feudal system that controlled China for so long and with such great power and influence brought about relatively few changes economically; politically, however, it turned us all into long-term denizens of the “bean-paste crock.” One of the salient features of this culture was that the standards of officialdom became the yardstick by which all else was measured, and the welfare of the ruling class the norm by which the welfare of all other classes was determined. Thus politics held sway, and the cultural “bean-paste crock” grew ever deeper and murkier.

Centuries of fermentation at the bottom of the “bean-paste crock” have turned Chinese into a selfish and suspicious people. I’ve been in America only a short time but from what I’ve seen, Americans are happier and friendlier, usually smiling. My Chinese friends’ children, on the other hand, are happy, but they seldom smile. Is this because the structure of Chinese faces is different? Or are we simply a gloomy race?

Are we so lacking in vitality that it has never occurred to us that we are responsible for creating such a national character? In our interactions with each other, we Chinese invariably conflict, never cooperate. This reminds me of a Japanese chief of detectives who instructed his subordinates to view each and every person they encountered as a potential thief – a fine strategy for training police detectives. But Chinese routinely harbor such suspicions of others: What are they trying to get out of me? Thus mutual fear and distrust are born. This fear and distrust have cast Chinese into disunity, making it difficult for us to come together as a people.
