The Chinese Experience in 19th Century America

“THE HEATHEN CHINEE"

The following poem was written by Bret Harte in 1871. Bret Harte was a writer and
journalist who was generally sympathetic towards the Chinese, at least in so far as
he saw hypocricy in their treatment at the hands of people whose own parents and
grandparents had experienced hostility upon immigrating to the United States from
Ireland, Italy, and other places. This particular poem was immensely popular and
widely circulated, costing only 25 cents. Although it was probably not Bret Harte’s
intention, this short, frivolous poem brought the term “heathen” into popular usage
to refer to Chinese and Chinese Americans. Harte did not invent the stereotypes in
this poem, but because this poem reached such a wide audience it served to deepen
and perpetuate Americans’ negative perception of the Chinese.

The poem tells the story of a card game played by an Irish man named William Nye,
a Chinese man named Ah Sin, and the narrator. As you read the poem and look at the
illustrations, keep in mind the following questions.

How are the Irish man and the Chinese man in this poem portrayed?

What stereotypic characteristics does each character have?

Which character does the narrator find most objectionable?

What does the narrator think about the actions taken by the other two par-
ticipants in the card game? Does he hold them both to the same standard?

In the last verse the poem says certain traits are “peculiar,” or unique, to the
Chinese. Does the rest of the poem support this?

Do you think the author, Bret Harte, wanted his readers to think about how
the Chinese were being judged by Americans?

What do you think people remembered most about this poem a few months
after they had read it?
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