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The 1950s marked one decade of transition with regard to translation in Hong Kong at
the height of ideological confrontation between East and West. Though diametrically opposed
to each other in ideological terms, mainland China and Taiwan shared the same contempt for
Hong Kong for its general lack of cultural proficiency. But this belies the fact that cultural
immigration from mainland China in general and from Shanghai in particular significantly
contributed to strengthening the position of Hong Kong as a site of cross-cultural convergence
between oppositional ideologies. However, the original ideological commitment would decline to
give way to cultural enlightenment and understanding. While both mainland China and Taiwan
were under total ideological control, which meant strict censorship and banning of translations
of ideologically sensitive texts, translation in Hong Kong, though almost exclusively financed by
American money for anti-Communist invective, evolved on the promotion of American literature,
and as a result, literary and cultural Americanness transcended the initial ideological function
associated with translation. As it happened, many of the literary texts to be translated in Hong
Kong were banned in mainland China, as they were labeled as “decadent” and “reactionary.”
This paper argues that translation in Hong Kong serves to prepare for the revival and reshaping of
translation practice in both mainland China and Taiwan. As a transitional period and zone, Hong
Kong in the 1950s played a key role in avoiding the initial crude ideological propaganda, and its
translation practice falls under the rubric of cultural politics that have important ramifications for
transforming the nature of literary translation and creation alike in mainland China and Taiwan.

Introduction
The 1950s were a period of hostility between the United States and the People’s Republic
of China (PRC) when the two countries were at loggerheads over ideological issues, and during
the early part of the decade, there was the Korean War raging, followed by a cold war unfolded
in the ideological realm. The context of the military and ideological conflicts generated by EastWest bipolarity lent a strong force to the turmoil that culminated in ideological adversity and
confrontation. Ideology was displayed in its crudest form and dominated the bilateral relationship
between America and China. But from an historical standpoint, it was a decade of transition in
many aspects with ideology almost imperceptibly giving way to culture. However, it is important
to be aware that culture can be politicized and depoliticized by historicizing how translation was
instrumental in fostering cultural transformation in mainland China. Significantly, this cultural
transformation was closely linked to the concept of ideology, which functioned as a site of cultural
exchange and also as a powerful means of gradually reducing and eventually discontinuing the
constraining force of ideology. After the inflamed rhetoric was gradually replaced by artistic
creativity inspired by translation and reading translation, ideological superiority was no longer
an acute concern and cultural changes were brought to the Chinese literary discourse. Despite
its relative brevity, the 1950s was instrumental in promoting translation practices that became
the source of inspiration, exemplified in the profound transformation of the cultural landscape
16
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three decades later and beyond in mainland China. Cross-cultural exchanges between America
and China have become both diverse and extensive with translation as a cultural catalytic effort
signaling an omnipresent and omnipotent power of creativity and imagination.
I
The decade starting from 1950 was particularly significant, symptomatic of a period of
vehement hostility between East and West marked by North Korea’s attack on the South in June.
The same year also witnessed the signing of the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance
and Mutual Assistance 中蘇友好同盟條約 (against attack from Japan or any of the latter’s

allies), and also British recognition of the PRC in January. From its consideration of reality,
Britain tried to avoid taking on a confrontational posture towards the mainland China, although
it joined the US in imposing an embargo on the newly founded Republic after it entered the
Korean War 韓戰 in 1951. Hong Kong was locked in the geopolitics of a cultural cold war that

soon ensured. Its cultural infrastructure during the period was fragile, since Hong Kong had long
been thought of as a cultural wasteland. The exodus of left-wing writers from mainland China
to Hong Kong during the Sino-Japanese War 抗日戰爭 to galvanize support for the war effort
helped create a cultural legacy, but after the founding of the PRC in 1949, most of these writers
returned to the mainland. And as a result, Hong Kong literary scene seemed to become desolate
once again. Yet soon afterwards, some literati of very different ideological persuasion moved to
Hong Kong. In general, Chinese literati were divided in their allegiance: some “fled” to Taiwan
with the Nationalists (the Kuomingtang 國民黨, or simply, KMT), and many more remained on
the mainland. Some others, including the much lionized literary figure, Eileen Chang 張愛玲
(1920-1995), managed to find their way to Hong Kong to animate its literary scene. However, it is
noteworthy that such writers were not necessarily anti-communist or even ideologically minded.
They were among the many refugees who swamped into the British colony and could barely
support themselves or their families.
However, Hong Kong became the ideological testing ground where the means of
manipulation of cultural materials and values were vigorously contested. In the absence of patent
communist ideology, some left-wing magazines and writer groups were still in operation “to
compete with those funded by the Americans.”1 Culturally, Hong Kong and Taiwan could never
be completely cut off from the mainland, let alone from each other. When ideology was the
main weaponry to combat the cultural power of Chinese tradition, it was largely through the use
of cultural language that ideology manifested its commitments towards the goal of countering
the spread of communism. To this end, it was important for the Americans to capitalize on the
recent trend toward disenchantment among the literati who had just fled from mainland China.
1

Shen Shuang 沈雙, “Lu Xun, Cultural Internationalism, Leftist Periodicals and Literary Translation in the
1930s,” in Elaine Ho 何漪漣 and Julia Kuehn, eds., China Abroad: Travels, Subjects, Spaces (Hong Kong 香
港: Hong Kong University Press 香港大學出版社, 2009), 99.
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According to Shan Te-hsing 單德興:
In 1952, the US government established The World Today Society and
The World Today Press in Hong Kong. […] Those intellectuals and
professionals who were unhappy with the rules of both the Communist
regime in the mainland and the KMT government in Taiwan chose
Hong Kong as their place of residence, many of whom were well versed
in both Chinese and English. (1952年，美國政府於香港設立今日世
界社和今日世界出版社。[……] 許多佈滿國、共雙方政權的知識
分子和專業人士選擇在此居留，其中不乏中英文俱佳有翻譯經驗
的作家、學者、譯者。) 2
This created an easy way to make use of such people, and although they were not necessarily
ideologically committed, yet driven by financial needs and because of their disillusionment

with both the Communist and Nationalist regimes, they could readily forfeit scruples to do any
translation work and other anti-communist writings.
As a British colony located between the two Chinese cultural communities, namely the
PRC and Taiwan, Hong Kong was chosen by the US government for cultural propaganda during
what is often referred as the cold war period, which in fact was not exactly cold given that the
Korean War was raging at the time. It was no doubt a time of tension and conflict: Sino-American
Relations swung downwards very quickly. And due to its proximity to the mainland, Hong Kong
became a site of opposition to the dominant ideology on the other side of the border. The US
government viewed the influx of refugees to Hong Kong as a sure sign of political oppression in
the PRC, and it thus made ideological sense to take advantage of the refugee crisis for propaganda
purposes. The political climate of anti-communism in the 1950s prompted translation activities.
The US Information Service (USIS) 美國新聞處 in Hong Kong played a central role in
producing anti-communist publications, including such magazines as America Today 今日美國
(1949-1952) and Four Seas, among other brochures and pamphlets. Writers from mainland who
had arrived in Hong Kong found themselves stranded, with no relatives and few friends to help
them. Impecuniousness was the main reason for at least some of them to agree to write anything
anti-communist in nature in return of financial reward. Many of such writings were produced,
including Xu Jin’s “Mao Zedong Killed My Husband”, “Can Soviet Union be Defeated?” and so
on. They no doubt counted as ideologically acceptable writings full of propaganda cliché.
However, translation production in Hong Kong, both quantitative and qualitative, was an
impressive undertaking and long in the making. Over the years, the World Today Press published
hundreds of volumes of translated works. However, as for the selection of titles for translation, the
ideological control was not as tight as one might imagine. According to Li Rutong 李如桐, who
2

Shan Te-hing 單德興, Fanyi yu mailuo 翻譯與脈絡 [Translation and Context] (Beijing 北京: Tsinghua University Press 清華大學出版社, 2007), 頁121-122.
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was responsible for book selection for translation, Chinese staff made the selections in reference
to some American catalogues.3 In truth, quite a few source texts were recommended by Chinese

scholars. Joseph Lau 劉紹銘 (1934- ), who taught at the Chinese University of Hong Kong 香
港中文大學, recommended and translated works by Jewish American writers, including Saul
Bellow (1915-2005).4 Mae Fong Soong 鄺文美 (1919-2007), the wife of Stephen Soong 宋淇
(1919-1996) who was in charge of the translation department of USIS, translated such American
literary works as Anything Can Happen (1945) by George Papashvily (1898-1978) and Helen
Papashvily (1906-1996) (published by World Today in 1953), and Henry James’s (1843-1916)
novella, Daisy Miller (1878). Evidently, there was a deliberate avoidance of the literary works
that happened to expose the dark side of American society. The translation by Mae Fong Soong
is generally of very high quality.
Among all the cultural institutions in Hong Kong in the 1950s, The World Today Press
merits special mention. It was funded by USIS to organize large-scale translation projects that
involved many mainland émigré writers. It also published World Today 今日世界 (1952-1980),
a magazine designed for Chinese readers outside of the PRC. The World Today Press was

responsible for introducing American culture by means of translation, and carefully selected
and published a series of literary works in Chinese translation to systematically introduce the
target reader to American literature and thoughts. The target reader would primarily be people
in Hong Kong and Taiwan, and possibly also a small number of mainlanders if the publications
were smuggled into the PRC. Eileen Chang’s English novel The Rice Sprout Song (1954) was
translated by herself into Chinese, which was then serialized in World Today in the first half
of 1954. Chang dedicated the English version of the novel to Richard McCarthy (1919-2008),
the Director of USIS in Hong Kong during the early 1950s; he would later become active in the
burgeoning modernist literary scene in Taiwan, which happens to be an oblique index to the
cultural tie between Hong Kong and Taiwan.
II
In a curious way, Hong Kong in the 1950s was not only a colonial enclave for Britain but
also a cultural one for the US. For more than a decade, it looks as if British colonialism gave
way to US cultural imperialism. To drive a wedge between Beijing and its claimed territories
such as Hong Kong and Taiwan, the US wasted no time in seizing the opportunity to weaken
or impair any possible communist influence in Hong Kong by bolstering American values.
As a result, oppositional ideologies represented by the US and China created a site of crosscultural convergence/divergence and became a cultural legacy of this cultural cold war. Cultural
infiltration into mainland China was part of the US ideological campaign directly orchestrated
by USIS in Hong Kong. The unrelenting promotion of American popular culture in Hong Kong
3

Ibid, 126.

4

Ibid, 127.
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to lambaste the cultural politics of the new Chinese regime and also to consolidate its position in
Asia was closely related to translation. As William Tay 鄭樹森 (1948- ) aptly points out: “With
the British indifferent toward the cultural superstructure of literature and art, Hong Kong in the
Cold War era became a target of competition and occupation by the two rivals, China and Taiwan,
as well as by foreign powers.”5 At any rate, translating carefully selected American literature was

ideologically convenient and culturally significant to offset the tightly controlled PRC translation
practices and to establish American cultural prestige. It was against this backdrop that the World
Today Press launched a series of translation projects.
Meanwhile, similar ideological warfare raged in the PRC concerning the translation of
American literary texts. And the translation of American literature was not altogether banned.
Primarily for the purpose of exposing the criminal nature of capitalism, some American writers
were identified for their animated spirit of critical realism. Predictably, the translation of American
literature in the 1950s was to be narrowly confined to a small number of “progressive” novelists
whose writings were subsumed under critical realism, such as Mark Twain (1835-1910), Jack
London (1876-1916), Howard Fast (1914-2003), Albert Maltz (1908-1985), and O. Henry (18621910). Among them, Albert Maltz is a case in point. As a member of the Communist Party of
America, he relentlessly denounced American social system. So not surprisingly, almost all of his
major works were translated into Chinese and published with no delay, including The Underground
Stream (Qianliu 潛流, 1955),6 The Cross and the Arrow (Shizi jiangzhang yu huojian 十字獎

章與箭火, 1953),7 and A Long Day in a Short Life (Duancu shengming zhong manchang de yi
tian 短促生命中漫長的一天, 1957).8 The truly remarkable thing is the Chinese translation
of A Long Day in a Short Life; it came out in December 1956, prior to the publication of the
original text in America in 1957. It is recorded that Albert Maltz sent the manuscript of the novel
to the Chinese writer Xiao San 蕭三 (Xiao Zizhang 蕭子暲, 1896-1983), asking the novel to be
published in China. In order to ensure its speedy publication, the translation task was assigned to
three translators: Wang Zhihuan 王知還, Huang Xingqi 黃星圻 and Huang Yushi黃雨石, who
simultaneously worked on the project.9 The novel is a starkly realistic account of prison life based
5

William Tay, “Colonialism, the Cold War Era, and Marginal Space: The Existential Condition of Five Decades
of Hong Kong Literature,” in Qi Bangyuan 齊邦媛 and Wang Der-wei 王德威 eds., Chinese Literature in the
Second Half of a Modern Century: A Critical Survey (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000), 34.

6

Albert Maltz, trans. Huang Xinqi 黃星圻, Qianliu 潛流 [The Underground Stream] (Beijing: Zuojia chubanshe
作家出版社, 1955).

7

Albert Maltz, trans. Wang Keyi 王科一, Shizi jiangzhang yu huojian 十字獎章與箭火 [The Cross and the
Arrow] (Shanghai 上海: Wenhua gongzuo she 文化工作社, 1941).

8

Albert Maltz, trans. Wang Zhihuan 王知還, Huang Xinqi 黃星圻, and Huang Yushi 黃雨石, Duancu shengming zhong manchang de yi tian 短促生命中漫長的一天 [A Long Day in a Short Life] (Beijing: Zuojia chubanshe, 1957).

9

Xiao Ping 蕭萍, “‘Chuban ziyou’ zai Meiguo” “出版自由”在美國 [“‘Freedom of Publishing’ in the U.S.”],
Dushu 讀書 [Reading] 2 (1956): 22.
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on the writers’ own experience, and the resonance provided, though somewhat tangential, was
thought to be ideologically pertinent. In like manner, O. Henry’s popularity in the PRC was also
linked with ideological considerations. The Chinese translation of his only novel Cabbages and
Kings (Baicai yu huangdi 白菜與皇帝) was published in 1955,10 subsequent to Selected Short

Stories by O. Henry (Ou Hengli xiaoshuo xuan 歐．亨利小說選) in 1954.11 And O. Henry’s The
Gift of the Magi (Maiqi de liwu 麥琪的禮物) in Chinese translation was published in 1958.12
Somewhat surprisingly, thanks to an unlikely tolerance of Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) by
the authorities, the revised translation of The Scarlet Letter (Hong Zi 紅字) was published in
1954,13 to great acclaim, and was reprinted in 195614 and 195915 by popular demand.
On all accounts, the translation and publication of Ernest Hemingway’s (1899-1961) The
Old Man and the Sea (1952) in the PRC came as a surprise. Hemingway had been rejected or
neglected due to ideological bias. In 1954, Hemingway won the Nobel Prize in literature largely
on the strength of The Old Man and the Sea, but it met with little response in the PRC. However,
in a dramatic twist, an article published in the Soviet Union in July 1956 praised the work. Since
everything championed by the Soviet Union was immediately enshrined in China, the Chinese
translation of The Old Man and the Sea by Hai Guan 海觀 (Zhu Haiguan 朱海觀, 1908-1985)
was published in December in the same year.16 Though Eileen Chang’s translation of the same
work was published in 1954,17 two years earlier Chang translated and published her translation in
1952 under the pseudonym of Fan Siping 范思平.18 At the time, it was still deemed necessary to
bring out a different translation as an ostentatious ideological gesture to decry a translator whose
political reputation was deeply questionable in the PRC. Hai Guan, in spite of the earlier Soviet
approbation, in his capacity as the translator, delivers a scathing critique of the bourgeois value of
the work produced by a “bourgeois writer” 資產階級作家, whose exposure of capitalist society
is “extremely incomplete” 極不徹底. The translator also castigates the “nihilistic attitude” 虛無
10

O. Henry, trans. Wang Zhongnian 王仲年, Baicai yu huangdi 白菜與皇帝 [Cabbages and Kings] (Shanghai:
Xin wenyi chubanshe 新文藝出版社, 1955).

11

O. Henry, trans. Wang Zhongnian, Ou Hengli xiaoshuo xuan 歐•亨利小說選 [Selected Short Stories by O.
Henry] (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe 人民文學出版社 [People’s Literature Publishing House], 1954).

12

O. Henry, trans. Wang Zhongnian, Maiqi de liwu 麥琪的禮物 [The Gift of the Magi] (Beijing: Renmin wenxue
chubanshe, 1958).

13

Nathaniel Hawthorne, trans. Shi Heng 侍桁, Hong Zi 紅字 [The Scarlet Letter] (Shanghai: Shanghai wenyi
lianhe chubanshe 上海文藝聯合出版社, 1954).

14

Nathaniel Hawthorne, trans. Shi Heng, Hong Zi (Shanghai: Xin wenyi chubanshe, 1956).

15

Nathaniel Hawthorne, trans. Shi Heng, Hong Zi (Shanghai: Shanghai wenyi lianhe chubanshe, 1959).

16

Ernest Hemingway, trans. Hai Guan 海觀, Laoren yu hai 老人與海 [The Old Man and the Sea] (Shanghai: Xin
wenyi chubanshe, 1956).

17

Ernest Hemingway, trans. Eileen Chang 張愛玲, Laoren yu hai (Hong Kong: World Today Press, 1954).

18

Ernest Hemingway, trans. Fan Siping 范思平, Laoren yu hai (Hong Kong: Zhongyi chubanshe 中一出版社,
1952).
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主義的態度 of the author for allowing fate to dominate everything. Hemingway’s world is thus
described as “a cruel one of mutual killing” 一個殘忍的互相殺戮的世界. The ideologically

driven or constrained translator then gives the target reader a high-minded admonition that the
novel’s “ideological content is passive” 思想內容主要是消極的 and exhorts them to “treat this
writing in a serious, critical attitude” 以嚴肅的批判態度來對待這篇作品.19 Such portentous
meaninglessness was only to be expected under the draconian political circumstances in the PRC
at the time.
In contrast to this ideologically loaded discourse, Eileen Chang’s preface is devoid of
high-sounding political platitudes, in which she simply writes that The Old Man and the Sea is
fraught with “life’s misery” 生命的辛酸 and calls it “a great literary work” 偉大的作品.20 Still,
the publication of The Old Man and the Sea in the PRC was a refreshing antidote to the usual
literature fulminating against the malign influence of capitalism. Somewhat predictably, at the
textual level of translation, Hai Guan’s version imposes an ideological filter wherever necessary
and possible. A typical example is the continuous avoidance of any references to Christ and
God, no matter how innocuous they may seem. So “Christ knows” becomes “謝天謝地” (Thank
Heaven and Earth), and “Thank God” is also “謝天謝地” (Thank Heaven and Earth). On the
other hand, Eileen Chang is in no way perturbed by such concerns and dutifully renders them as
Christ and God in Chinese. The unbridgeable ideological chasm is only too easy to detect. One
example in this category is
“Why not?” The old man said, “Between fishermen.” 21
“Between fishermen” is translated by Hai Guan as 打漁的都是一家人啊 (fishermen are of the
same family)22 and by Eileen Chang as 大家都是漁夫 (we are all fishermen).23 The two translated
versions are at variance with one another in the way in which certain ideological assumptions can
be identified. In Hai Guan’s translation, there is no question of dichotomy between people of the
same class. The translator’s attitude towards collectivism is shown to be unmistakably positive. Yet
in Eileen Chang’s translation, these people are just individual fishermen. For apparent ideological
reasons, during the cold war years and quite some time afterwards, there was no mention of
Eileen Chang’s translation of The Old Man and the Sea in the PRC, let alone Yu Kwang-chung’s
余光中 (1928- ) even earlier translation of the novella, which began to be serialized in Taiwan
19

Zhongguo renmin daxue waiyu jiaoyan shi 中國人民大學外語教研室 [Research Office of Foreign Languages, Renmin University of China], “Guanyu Haimingwei he ta de Laoren yu hai,” in Ernest Hemingway, trans.
Hai Guan, Laoren yu hai (Beijing: Shangwu yinshu guan 商務印書館 [The Commercial Press], 1963).

20

Fan Siping, “Yizhe Xu” 譯者序 (“Translator’s Preface”), Laoren yu hai (Hong Kong: Zhongyi chubanshe,
1955), no page number.

21

Ernest Hemingway, The Old Man and the Sea (New York: Bantam, 1952), 3.

22

Hai Guan, trans., Laoren yu hai, 7.

23

Fan Siping, trans., Laoren yu hai, 2.
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starting from December 1952.24
III
It is no exaggeration to say that the 1950s was a decade of cultural resurrection in Hong
Kong. USIS enticed many writers and translators to work on its many projects to promote
American cultural values. Among the galaxy of talent which went to Hong Kong were Dong
Qiao 董橋 (Dong Cunjue 董存爵, 1942- ) and Leo Lee 李歐梵 (1942- ), both of whom worked
for USIS in Hong Kong. In 1950, Xu Xing emigrated from Shanghai to Hong Kong and translated
into Chinese two important novels exposing the Stalin rule, namely Doctor Zhivago (1957) by
Boris Pasternak (1890-1960) and Not by Bread Alone (1956) by Vladimir Dimitrievich Dudintsev
(1918-1998). In the words of Leung Ping-kwan 梁秉鈞 (1949-2013), many such “migrant cultural
workers of the 1950s” poured into Hong Kong to create a vibrant cultural hub.25 The British
colony became the place of great attraction. In this regard, the experience of Ronald Mar 馬朗
(Ma Boliang 馬博良, 1933- ) is cited by Leung as a telling example:
A young writer, Ma Lang (Ronald Mar) from Shanghai, founded a
magazine, Wenyi xinchao (Literary Currents; and alternative rendition
reads New Waves in Literature and Art), in 1956 to introduce literary
modernism to the literary circle and to a general public, and regarded
modernist works to be “the forbidden fruits” that could only be plucked
in a place such as Hong Kong. 26
Moreover, eminent philosophers such as Qian Mu 錢穆 (1895-1990), Xu Fuguan 徐復觀
(1903-1982), Tang Junyi 唐君毅 (1909-1978) and Mou Zongsan 牟宗三 (1909-1995) were in
Hong Kong during the period (including the 1960s) “teach[ing] and writ[ing] about the Confucian
philosophical ideas outside of mainland China.”27 Hong Kong provided them with a safe haven
for genuine scholarly pursuit, which was becoming increasingly impossible in both the PRC and
Taiwan. Leung further reminds us, “[b]ooks banned or forbidden in Taiwan and the Mainland
were easily accessible here [in Hong Kong].”28 The uniquely free cultural setting in Hong Kong
writers and intellectuals enjoyed was truly remarkable.
24

Earnest Hemingway, trans. Yu Kwang-chung, “Laoren he dahai” 老人和大海 [“The Old Man and the Sea”],

25

Leung Ping-kwan, “Writing across Borders: Hong Kong’s 1950s and the Present,” in Andrea Riemenschnitter

Dahua wanbao 大華晚報 [The Great China Evening News], 1 December 1952 - 23 April 1953.
and Deborah L. Madsen, eds., Diasporic Histories: Cultural Archives of Chinese Transnationalism (Hong Kong:
Hong Kong University Press, 2009), 23.
26

Ibid, 27.

27

Ibid, 24.

28

Ibid, 34.
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For this reason, translation activities in Hong Kong simply flourished. Stephen Soong
was one of the key figures in promoting translation work in the 1950s. Soong moved to Hong
Kong in 1948. In his correspondence in 1991 to Fang Wanli, editor of the Crown Publishing, he
recalls his experience of working for USIS in Hong Kong; he started to work in its translation
section in 1951 initially on a one-year contract. Together with McCarthy, he re-organized its
languishing translation section, which had not published a single book in the past five years.
The fees were greatly increased up to five and six times, because of Soong’s firm conviction that
an inadequate payment would never attract good translators. Soon they were able to invite such
famous translators as Xia Ji’an 夏濟安 (1916-1925), Hsia Chih-tsing 夏志清 (1921- ), Bishop
Francis Hsu 徐誠斌 (1920-1973) and Tang Xinmei 湯新楣 (1923-2004) to translate a series
of literary works into Chinese. When it came to recruiting the translator for The Old Man and
the Sea, McCarthy and Soong were determined to find the best person for the job. Thus they
advertised for the post, and numerous people responded. They shortlisted Eileen Chang for an
interview and were greatly impressed with her English. They offered her the job right on the spot.
Meanwhile, Chang was in the middle of writing her anti-communist novel in English, The Rice
Sprout Song, commissioned by USIS. McCarthy liked the few chapters brought along by Chang
and exhorted her to complete the manuscript as soon as possible. He found her an agent in the US
and the novel was accepted by Charles Scribner’s Sons for publication.29

However, Soong’s literary vision in the 1950s was not ideologically bound as manifest in the
preparation of Meiguo shixuan 美國詩選 (Anthology of American Poetry), which was published
by World Today Press in 1961. In an article published under the nom de plume Tang Wenbing 唐
文冰 on the importance of translation, Soong expressed his abhorrence of the way translation
was “being trampled on and made use of in mainland China.”30 In a sense, this can be construed
as an oblique impugning translation to be used for an overtly propagandistic purpose. Soong was
the chief editor and a contributing translator of the anthology. Other contributors included an
impressive list of translators and writers of the time, such as Liang Shiqiu 梁實秋 (1903-1987),
Xing Guangzu 邢光祖 (1914-1993), Yu Kwang-chung, Xia Qing 夏菁 (Sheng Zhicheng 盛志
澄, 1925- ) and Eileen Chang. Soong himself also contributed to the translation work. As for the
selection of poems for the anthology, seventeen poets were included to represent the highlights of
a century of American literature. Yet ever mindful of the limited inclusion, Soong writes ruefully
that at least the poetry by four to five more poets should have been included. Due to apparent
literary untranslatability rather than ideological considerations, T. S. Eliot (1888-1965), Ezra
Pound (1885-1972) and e. e. cummings (1894-1962) had to be forsaken in favor of Ralph Waldo
Emerson (1803-1882) and Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), whose works were considered to be
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more “straightforward” 率真 primarily from the point of view of translation.31 Still, seventeen
important American poets were collected in the anthology.
By any accounts, the anthology was not an ideologically determined undertaking. Soong,
known as largely apolitical, was called “Dr. Johnson” in the Hong Kong literary circles by Yu
Kwang-chung.32 He was particularly instrumental in making it possible that the best American
literary works were translated into Chinese regardless of their ideological underpinnings,
although untranslatability at times proved insurmountable to such an extant that some works
had to be excluded. Articulating a somewhat idealistic view of translation as “the most effective
tool for breaking down any actual as well as conceptual iron curtain or bamboo curtain,” Soong
firmly believed that translation is “the best medium to promote cultural exchange between all
the countries in the world.”33 Meanwhile, it is noteworthy that despite the ideological agenda of
USIS, he was given free reign to select texts for translation. It was he who invited Eileen Chang
to contribute translations to the anthology, for which she translated five poems by Ralph Waldo
Emerson (“Brahma”, “Seashore”, “The Problem”, “Fragments” and “Days” and three poems by
Henry David Thoreau (“Memories”, “Smoke” and “Mist”). In addition, Eileen Chang translated
works by Washington Irving, Eugene O’Neill (1888-1953), as well as Ernest Hemingway. It can
be said that her translations of American literary texts are representative of some of the best
American literary works. While Eileen Chang was berated for her involvement with the US
orchestrated ideological campaign despite her claimed lack of interest in and ill-suitedness for
politics, and while she wrote anti-communist novels, she embarked on the task of translation with
considerable gusto, and in all fairness, the translation project could hardly be called ideologically
motivated, at least not predominantly.
IV
Indeed, of all the translators working for USIS during the 1950s, Eileen Chang merits
especial critical attention. She stood out as a particularly important figure. Her literary and
translation works are of far-reaching significance to the cross-cultural practice in both Chinese
and Western contexts. It must be said that although she had consciously distanced herself from
ideology, Eileen Chang was heavily involved in ideological warfare. Two of her novels in English,
The Rice Sprout Song and Naked Earth 赤地之戀 (Chidi zhi lian), were written when she
was in Hong Kong in the 1950s. They are both anti-communist novels. The Rice Sprout Song

31

Quoted by Xiang Ming 向明, Wubian guangjing zai shi zhong: Xiang Ming tan shi 無邊光景在詩中：向明
談詩 [An Endless Landscape in Poetry: Xiang Ming Talking about Poetry] (Taipei 台北: Xiuwei zixun 秀威資
訊 [Showwe], 2011), 15.

32

Quoted by Wang Guangming 王光明, “Lin Yiliang: bianyuan de zuowei” 林以亮：邊緣的作為 [“Lin
Yiliang: Action on the Periphery”], Shanhua 山花 [Mountain Flowers] 11 (1996): 68.

33

Tang Wenbing, “Lun fanyi zhi zhongyao,” 23.

25

lingnan11_6.indd 25

25/06/2013 12:41 PM

was written in English and published in the United States in 1955, 34 which strengthened her
confidence in writing in English. The novel was then translated into Chinese by the author in the
most adaptive way. The Rice Sprout Song is a powerful novel about famine in the rural China,
which prognosticated the catastrophic famine on a much larger scale in the early 1960s. The
Chinese translation of the novel was published by World Today Press in July 1954,35 following its
serialization in World Today magazine starting from January 1954. The Rice Sprout Song, though
a commissioned anti-communist novel, is supposedly her first serious full-length literary work
and has provoked considerable controversy. The publication of its Chinese translation in The
World Today in a serialized form was significant for the magazine, which was widely distributed
in Hong Kong and Taiwan, and made easily accessible to overseas Chinese readers in many parts
of the world.
Naked Earth was initially written in Chinese based on a prescribed outline by USIS in
order to “faithfully reported the situation in the PRC,”36 and in view of such clear instructions,
Chang made the protagonist experience all that there was in the PRC in the early 1950s: land
reform in the rural areas of North China, “Three-anti Campaign” 三反運動 in Shanghai in the
South,37 the Korean War near the border of the Northeast and prison camps in North Korea. Its

English translation was sponsored by USIS as well and many parts of the source text have been
expanded and added as if to be specifically for the target reader. Translation, in this case, offered
the author the opportunity to rewrite certain parts so as to allow the translated text to be adapted
to the needs of the target reader. Nevertheless, as has been pointed out by Ma Sheng-mei 馬聖
美, Eileen Chang has never felt comfortable with her English because she has “not given up
Chinese for English” in her writing and translation.38 She is no doubt a better writer in Chinese
than in English, and typically, “[...] a bilingual reader finds Chang’s novels in English on China
linguistically authentic, albeit artistically inferior. An English speaker, by contrast, would be
put off by the bizarre and frustrating mix.”39 Chang herself also laments the lack of facility for
English, which “proves so ‘pieh-niu’ [彆扭] for this great stylist in Chinese that her English is
fraught with thinly veiled Chinese expressions.”40 However, it seems that her novel published by
Charles Scribner’s Sons was reasonably well received in America, admittedly largely because of
its ideological connection to the political need of the US government.
While in Hong Kong, Chang undertook the translation of a famous anti-communist novel Di
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Cun zhuan 荻村傳 (Fool in the Reeds) by Chen Jiying 陳紀瀅 (1908-1997) based in Taiwan. The
well acclaimed novel was serialized in the magazine Ziyou Zhongguo 自由中國 [Free China]41

prior to the complete publication in book form in 1951.42 It was initially translated into English by
Ying Qianli 英千里 (1906-1969). But somehow the language of translation was viewed to be too
refined for popular apprehension. Thus, McCarthy of USIS asked Chang to re-translate it. USIS
paid her a record high fee of 10,000 US dollars. Chang’s translation was a loose one. Perhaps
it was because the ideological message was given the first priority rather than anything else.
However, she took pains to point out that it was because she liked the novel that she decided to
translate it. She did not do it for the money. The re-translated Fool in the Reeds was published by
Rainbow Press in Hong Kong in 1959. Rainbow Press was also known to be financially supported
by USIS. Like her own The Rice Sprout Song, this novel is also about famine in the rural area
in China. Unmistakably, this is another anti-communist novel, and as a relatively sophisticated
exponent of anti-communist ideology, Chen exercised considerable influence in the 1950s, and the
literary value of Fool in the Reeds was to endure. The only enigma is the fact that the translation
was published in Hong Kong, not in America.
Once again, this may have something to do with Eileen Chang’s less than idiomatic English
and a proclivity to foreignize her translation. It has been pointed out by Ma Sheng-mei that
“her awkward style” of her own English novels “reads like bad translation that clings onto the
Chinese original.”43 Jing Tsu 石靜遠 attributes Chang’s stylistic anomalies to her insistence on
reproducing Chinese features in translation:
Her intentions are clear, but the painstaking efforts to preserve the
color of Chinese expressions are largely lost in the final product. The
novel at times reads more like inefficacious English than transposed
Chinese. Some of the Chinese characters speak in a style of broken
English that is characteristic of ethnic parody in American English.
By attempting to preserve the idiomatic characteristics of her mother
tongue, Chang overly defamiliarized it. 44
General apathy on the part of the reading public in the Anglophone world was not encouraging
and might represent resistance to foreignized translation. The efficacy of cross-cultural
communication was no more than marginal and cultural exchange less than comfortable for her.
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Beneath the ideological conformity, the intrinsic cultural beliefs and values as manifestations of
ethnicization were not seen as sufficiently significant to arouse critical interest or aesthetic
response. Unresolved cultural tensions were belied by ideological conformity and acquiescence.
Apparently aware of this, Chang made repeated attempts to revise her novels: through translation
and re-translation. The purpose of such rewriting was to improve her writings by ameliorating
some of the defects, although such efforts did not seem to be notably successful.
Although Chang’s English translations including self-translations are called “the
misadventures of translation on the diasporic frontier,”45 her Chinese translations turned out to
be much more successful. Chang’s translation into Chinese is much less blatantly anti-communist
than her commissioned novels which she then translated into English, much to the neglect of the
English readership in the United States and elsewhere, with the sole exception of Naked Earth.
Yet her Chinese translations were a different story. To start with, her masterful translation of The
Old Man and the Sea was an instant success in Hong Kong and Taiwan, though not in mainland
China for obvious ideological reasons. The Rice Sprout Song was translated into Chinese by the
author and was also well acclaimed. Though ideologically inspired, the novel is a combination of

ingenuity and serendipity, and demonstrates a nuanced and unimpeded understanding of human
suffering while somehow serving the purpose of ideological indoctrination. The story is about
women narrated from a female perspective as the elegiac record of deprivation and brutality
against a horrific historical background. The strength of the novel does not, in reality, stem from
ideological convictions, but from concerns about how body and soul implicate each other under
an austere regime.
Well versed in classical Chinese, Eileen Chang had a great gift for social observation and
her subtle characterization was truly remarkable. Her repeated self-translations, though not
always successful, led to the formation of fine qualities of her writing. Her reputation as a writer
and translator rests, to some extent, on these self-translations. Due to ideological restrictions, all
first class mainland writers such as Lu Xun 魯迅 (1881-1936), Lao She 老舍 (1899-1966), Cao Yu
曹禺 (1901-1996) and Ba Jin 巴金 (1904-2005) were banned in Taiwan, but Eileen Chang was an
exception. Her supposedly ideological neutrality had made her a legendary figure as a mainland
writer and her later alignment with anti-communist ideology no doubt elicited sympathy in
Taiwan, which was also under tight ideological control. Central to understanding her literary
undertaking are the circumstances in which Chang came to write and translate novels. In this
regard, it is important to point out, in any event, Chang was a somewhat reluctant champion of the
cold-war ideology. Like many others, it was mainly under financial pressure that she embarked on
writing novels according to the prescribed outlines and translating what had been chosen for her.
Moreover, there is no doubt that she had little sympathy for the communist practice in the PRC.
The interesting thing is that what seemed to be done in a somewhat hasty and reductive manner
turned out to have a cultural transformative power in the Chinese speaking world, particularly in
mainland China, more than two decades later.
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V
The attempts to make Hong Kong a cultural powerhouse to serve the purpose of ideological
indoctrination were to have profound implications for the cultural development in Taiwan and
the mainland. Admittedly, those works directly related to ideological propaganda are generally
artistically compromised; literature produced for ideological purposes are likely to be discredited
or even repudiated due to its often dubious artistic value. The ephemeral nature of ideology finds
its embodiment in Eileen Chang’s translation and literary writings. Christopher Lee 李明皓
is correct in pointing out, “Anti-communist literature is largely dismissed today as a relic of
a repressive past, and for this reason, readers and critics have tended to downplay or ignore
Chang’s contributions as anomalies necessitated by economic need.”46 Chang was described as

an anti-communist warrior, but in truth she was not suited for the role, nor was she devoted to
it. Ideologically inspired works may seem to be more functional than aesthetic except that the
functionality becomes obsolete within a relatively short period of time. In Chang’s case, the
question is after the ideological climate changed, what was left? Harangues against communism
were, in most cases, somewhat hollow and homogeneous. When the intervention of power
diminished, the ideological interpretation of literary works became largely irrelevant.
When the ideological function was enfeebled after the cold war between the US and China
came to an end in 1972, marked by President Richard Nixon’s (1913-1994) ground-breaking visit
to China, cultural value became more salient and stronger, for the reason that, compared with
ideology, it was considered to have more bearings on reality. And the reader’s aesthetic response
to literary experiences was an important indicator. The erstwhile much marginalized Hong
Kong and Taiwan literatures were re-examined and re-evaluated in the mainland in the 1980s.
In this respect, it is necessary to point out that it was American culture rather than American
ideology that exercised a more far-reaching impact – both Hong Kong and Taiwan literatures
benefited greatly from translations of the 1950s. It is interesting that ideology and its articulations
in cultural forms seem to be ultimately discrete and separable. Ideological implications of what
could harbor deep antipathy between nations turned out to be less significant than originally
envisaged. Moreover, given the ideological constraints of the time, it was amazing that translators
still enjoyed a remarkable degree of artistic autonomy concerning what to translate, and more
importantly, how to translate. Many of the translated texts have become the common cultural
legacy of both Hong Kong and the mainland.
In the broad cultural context, literary translation into Chinese never ceased, even though
it was interrupted during politically sensitive periods in mainland China. In truth, starting from
the mid-1950s and particularly in the 1960s, there was a gradual dawning and realization that
ideological distortions and misrepresentations of the living condition of ordinary Chinese under
the communist regime seemed to partake much of the stereotyped anti-communist propaganda,
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which began to lose its readers in both Taiwan and Hong Kong. Some of the works are mere
artifacts of a particular ideologically charged era, yet some have become works of more lasting
value. The meaningful translation practices in Hong Kong in the 1950s were of great significance to
China’s ensuing cultural regeneration two decades later when it became clear that while mainland
China was locked in political strife and turmoil, the seeming void of translation production in the
Chinese speaking world was filled with a flurry of cultural activity. Although some ideological
remnants still linger: there has been deliberate avoidance of using Eileen Chang’s translation
of The Old Man and the Sea in mainland China, despite constant calls for studying the artistic
merits of her writings and translations. Nevertheless, the increasing diversification of culture in
the PRC indicates greater degrees of tolerance of the cultural products created during the period
of cold war. One major reason for PRC authorities’ willingness to allow Chang’s literary value to
be re-evaluated could be that she was enthusiastically championed in Taiwan.
Meanwhile, old forms of art and literature were deemed no longer adequate to reflect the

variety and complexity of reality, and consequently there was an increasing emphasis on the need
to find new ways to create art and literature. Significantly, since Chang’s translation, there are no
less than twenty Chinese translations of The Old Man and the Sea.
The rapid urban modernization prompted endless calls for modernization of ideas and
literary forms, thereby prompting the process of artistic experimentation inspired by reading
translated texts. In view of cross-cultural history, the 1950s began a decade of transition from
ideological warfare to cultural rebirth, giving rise to multiple forms of culture. Translation, in
the end, is a cultural practice, and a vital means of cross-cultural communication. Robin Ridless
emphatically states: “Ideology excludes contrary perspectives.”47 However, this is not strictly true
especially in a complex context of cross-cultural communication. Fortunately for cross-cultural
communication, the dominant ideology in the 1950s Hong Kong was not soul-crushingly stifling;
it after all allowed some room for translating literary works that were not strictly ideologically
confining as reflected by many of the American literary texts selected for translation. It was indeed
possible for certain things that can be shared as humans to be viewed from contrary perspectives.
It was translation that included such contrary perspectives by opening up more space for seeing
the world differently. The fact that people were engaged in doing translation of literary works
by such a variety of American writers already gave signs of significant transition as part of
cross-cultural exchange which was not necessarily of a strictly ideological nature. The resulting
convergence/divergence of cultural values has proved to be a striking catalyst for cultural change
and transformation in mainland China in its cultural re-construction after the trauma of the
Cultural Revolution 文化大革命 in the 1960s and 1970s.
This change in attitude in mainland China marked a period of renaissance, signaling the
prospect of transformation in cultural values and beliefs. The important thing to bear in mind is
that sometime in the 1950s literatures in both Hong Kong and Taiwan were influenced by literary
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translation. Though inspired by ideological concerns, literary translation made an important
contribution to culture instead of stifling literary mores. Anti-communist literature began to
lose its readers in Taiwan from the mid-1950s to the 1960s. Similarly, from the beginning of
the 1960s, ideology in Hong Kong began to wane, particularly in the literary realm. The rapid
development of industry and commerce fostered urban modernization, which then cultivated the
consciousness of modernization. There was increasing impatience with the stereotyped anticommunist propaganda. The old literary tradition and artistic mode were thought to be inadequate
to show the depth and complexity of contemporary life. And in the 1980s when ideology was
discredited as ephemeral and out of date in mainland China, many disasporic writers such as Lin
Yutang 林語堂 (1895-1976), Liang Shiqiu and Eileen Chang were rediscovered and rehabilitated
as respected literary figures.
When the control of the cultural environment became relaxed in the mainland, many
more translated texts became available. The role played by translation was instrumental to the
relative cultural liberalism in the PRC after it opened up in the late 1970s. The earliest sign
of a transition in modes of cultural transformation was the release of many previously banned
translations. The burgeoning renaissance of liberalism was attributable, to a certain extent, to the
cultural practice in the 1950s when mainland China was in a state of isolation. Energized by the
cultural production in Hong Kong and Taiwan, the freshly opened mainland demonstrated a great
readiness to consider alternative ways of thinking in terms of cultural differences and cultural
transformation. And part of the cultural practice in the 1950s in Hong Kong seems to underlie the
nascent acceptance of modernist literature in China in the 1980s. Inspired by reading modernist
literature in translation, some Hong Kong and Taiwan writers started their writing in the mode
of modernism in the late 1950s, which can be said to pave the way for its thriving development
in the mainland in the 1980s when the erstwhile marginalized Hong Kong and Taiwan literatures
were re-integrated into Chinese literature. The significance of cultural enlightenment should not
be overlooked or underestimated.
Conclusion
The 1950s in Hong Kong is a decade worth particular critical attention, the reason being
that it has played an important role in the modern Chinese cultural history. Despite the gap of
twenty years between the decade of the 1950s and the decade of the 1980s, the achievements of
one decade of transition are found to be associated with the flourishing translation activities and
literary creation in the PRC two decades later. It can even be said that as an outgrowth of the
unexpected flowering of literary activity in the 1950s, Chinese literary culture has been to some
extent enriched. Despite and also because of the conditions of the production of literary works
and translations, the literary practices in the 1950s were to exercise such profound influence on
later cultural development. The polymorphous character of cultural influence is both enigmatic
and fascinating. What transpired was that literature was increasingly culturally rather than
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ideologically defined and produced in the PRC. Cultural innovation and change ensued: what
was considered to be refreshing and novice made acceptance and mindfulness possible, followed
by noticeable and even dramatic change. Interestingly, even cultural propaganda was a potentially
positive and constructive way of creating space for cultural transformation in the long run.
The elusive relation between ideology and culture in Hong Kong in the 1950s created
opportunities for more translation practices and cultural production in both Taiwan and the PRC.
After all, ideology is relatively shallow and ephemeral, and in the long term, culture seems to
have supplanted ideology as the shaping force of how literature and translation are approached
and understood. At long last, excessive ideological commitment viewed as intellectually
debilitating and politically stifling seemed to give way to the needs and compulsions of relative
cultural freedom. And in this connection, the belatedness of the insufficient recognition of Hong
Kong translation should be duly redeemed. To be sure, the flourishing translation practices in
Hong Kong were a source of embarrassment to what happened in the PRC where due to the fact
that the selection of texts for translation was strictly confined to the ideologically acceptable,
and as a result, very little got selected and translated. China’s cultural isolationism caused by
the centrality of ideology gave way to openness to the outside world. Translation in the 1950s
fostered a sense of cosmopolitism and in turn cultivated literary production in both Hong Kong
and Taiwan. Today, Chinese writers and literary scholars alike find important resonances in the
translated texts produced in the 1950s Hong Kong, particularly those produced by Eileen Chang,
which have produced powerful cultural implications and consequences. ※
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