A FITTING MEMORIAL TO DOAK BARNETT
by Lucian W. Pye

The North Star that guided Doak Barnett throughout his professional life was his abiding love of China and his unwavering concern for improving United State-China relations. He was driven by the thought that his fellow Americans were not learning enough about China, for with greater knowledge they would certainly come to a greater appreciation of the Chinese people. But he insisted that that the knowledge had to be solid, factual knowledge -- that of the journalist and the scholar, roles that he so skillfully performed professionally. He had no patience with flabby, sentimental, romanticizing of the Chinese. Thus the decision of the National Committee on United States-China Relations to honor the memory of Doak Barnett with an essay contest on Sino-American relations was an inspired choice. The idea of parallel contests for American and Chinese students captured perfectly Doak’s vision of what young people in the two countries should be creatively thinking about. Even in the troubled 60s and 70s Doak held to his faith in the goodness of young people.

Moreover, I believe that Doak would have derived great satisfaction from the stimulating and thoughtful essays that were submitted in this the first year of the competition. I am sure that he would have found reading the essays a great pleasure, but he would not have wanted to grade them. I can say this with some certitude because during the year that Doak came to M.I.T. and we jointly taught a course, I, who had never enjoyed grading papers, plotted to get Doak to grade the term papers for our course. But he was too shrewd for that, and put the ball back in my court, saying that I knew better the appropriate standards. 

The essays this year were indeed most impressive. Any one of them would have been worthy of public recognition. Their high quality made grading them somewhat easier because one would not be manifestly wrong in voting for any one of them. It is interesting to note a striking difference between most of the American and the Chinese essays. The Americans generally selected a specific problem for analysis and then tried to devise the best possible policy solution. In contrast, the Chinese generally took as the problem the overall state of U.S.-China relations and then looked for specific measures for improving the relationship. 

Doak I believe would have taken special pleasure in each of the winning essays. The top American essay by Helen Shaw on the smuggling of Chinese migrants dealt with the kind of topic Doak found most challenging: a problem with complex details but one that can be solved with good will and common sense. The runner-up American essay, Craig Simons’s "A Walk Through Chengdu," describes precisely the art of experiencing China through first-hand observations that Doak practiced time and again in his early research years. The Chinese winners also hit upon topics that resonate with Doak’s interests and experiences. Zhu Yuelin’s "The Antipathy of Images" deals with a matter that was very much on Doak’s mind as he worried both about American views of the Chinese and what the Chinese thought about America. Indeed, he frequently spoke admiringly of Harold Isaacs’s classic study, Scratches on Our Minds. And of course the Taiwan issue, which is the subject of Li Jia’s runner-up essay, is a central foreign policy problem that Doak was never able to fully resolve to his satisfaction. 

It is not a sign of sentimentalism but a recognition of the high quality of all the essays that makes one wish that, like in the games at a child’s birthday party, all of the participants could receive a prize. Hopefully some of the writers will follow-up on their efforts and make their essays part of publishable works. No doubt some will become the bases of term papers. We certainly want to wish all of them great success in their continuing interest in U.S.-China relations.

In sum, both the idea of the essay competition and the content of the winning essays in the first year have turned out to be astonishingly appropriate memorials for Doak Barnett. They capture perfectly both the spirit and the interests of one who was our beloved leader in championing better U.S.-China relations. 

