




















down the Russians, conquering the Uighurs, and bring-
ing Chinese troops into Tibet, but was totally unable to
deal with his own children. A woman named Wang, in a
small Shantung village in 1672, without money and
without recourse after she tried to flee her home with a
lover, was murdered by her husband, only to achieve at
last in death her power to dominate her community.

| have been fascinated at different times by all these
stories, and see in them something that is both totally
Chinese and wholly mine. | try to let the texts tell me
where to go, not to bully them to follow some directions
already in my head or my heart. | am now totally ab-
sorbed by the struggle between emperor Yung-cheng
and the Hunanese scholar Tseng Ching, who sought to
kill his ruler. Both emperor and scholar knew they were
right, and would even justify that conviction by citing the
same texts, and invoking the same traditions from Chi-
na's past. Having proven Tseng Ching's treason bey-
ond all doubt, and forced him to write a full and abject
confession, the Ta-i chueh-mi lu, the Yung-cheng em-
peror pardoned Tseng absolutely, gave him a job, and a
stipend to go with it. The moment Yung-cheng died, his
filial son Ch'ien-lung reversed everything his father had
done, and killed Tseng.

As | have been exploring this story, | find that it
leads out in all directions across Chinese society, from
Yunnan and Szechwan to Shensi and Shansi, from
Hunan to Chekiang, Kwangtung and Taiwan. It involves
boatmen and chin-shih scholars, merchants and
doctors, bannermen, jailers and convicts, emperors,
princes, eunuchs. Its themes are loyalty and deceit,
generosity and cruelty, the highest scholarship and
popular rumor-mongering. Once again, | hope | can
catch something of China in Chinese terms, but also
something that will make non-Chinese sigh and shake
their heads -- not in disbelief, but in recognition.

Historians are often looking for the phrase that
might justify them to themselves, and perhaps to their
long-suffering families and friends. For me, one such
phrase of exhortation is that of Lieh-tzu (even though
he was scolded for it by his own teacher): "Other men
travel in order to see what there is to see, but | travel in
order to observe how things change." It is in this sense
that China has become, for me, my own particular
mirror. And yet in my heart, | fear that even as | speak
you are silently murmuring about me and my ambitions
the words that the redoubtable Hsun-tzu applied to the
Mohists: "When they talk of the Tao, they are like blind
men distinguishing between white and black, like deaf
men responding to the musical pitches, like one who in
trying to get to Ch'u heads straight up towards the
north!"
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