












about such a statement. In the first place, what China 
are we talking about? The China of Taiwan offers one 
kind of answer, with the energy of its economic engine, 
its remarkable skills in traditional scholarship and in all 
facets of current western aesthetics and culture, and its 
stunning entry into the ranks of democratic societies. 
This is a China that has adapted with flexibility to a be
wildering mass of challenges, and the world watches to 
see if the mainland government is willing to learn any
thing from the example, as it struggles with its own im
mensely complex problems, spread across an almost 
unimaginably larger scale . There is the China of Hong 
Kong, with its own searches for economic and personal 
viability under British dominance, now forced to read
just to a different set of compromises and economic 
possibilities. There is the China of the diaspora, not just 
in the United States and Canada, but world wide, from 
New Zealand to Scandinavia. What are the promises 
and possibilities here, in the series of bonds that appar
ently can transcend language, native place, cultural 
knowledge? And of course where is China on the 
Mainland, in which places or classes, in the communist 
party or in the academy, in the streets or th!'l farms or 
the factories, among the young or the old, the newly 
rich or the desperate city migrants? 

For me, if I may attempt a stab at an answer, our 
need now is for a renewed appreciation for Chinese civ
ilization that is rooted strongly in the past, and at the 
same time can be used to enrich our sense of the 
present. All the changes in economic opportunities and 
health care and speed of communication have not 
brought people any more wisdom, nor do I believe that 
they will ever do so. People may be better informed be
cause of an information revolution, but they will only 
becotne wiser by thinking more rigorously, and being 
intell igently aware of the widest possible spectrum of 
alternate views and interpretations. 

There is no better way to understand this than to 
think of the dazzling range of views about life and its 
living presented by Chinese thinkers during the Warring 
States period, and again during the Six Dynasties. In 
such periods, quite apart from the power or the reach of 
the state, one can see the human mind at work in all its 
dazzling play and intensity. Instead of seeking priority 
for this civilization or that, the rest of the world needs to 
know Confucius and Mencius, Hsun-tzu and Chuang
tzu, as well as Wang Pi and Hui-yuan, Hsi K'ang , Juan 
Chi and T'ao Yuan-ming, not as simplified slogans for a 
political point of view, but as sophisticated masters of 
enquiry, who have the power to open our horizons. 
There are few things more pointless than the argu
ments for or against Western civilization that rage in 
many American campuses. Obviously there are trea
sured components in such a civilization , and moments 
of piercing achievement. But there are no such mo
ments that can not be enriched by a sense of comple
mentarity with other seekers in other societies, and ear
lier Chinese thought is exquisitely rich in range. It is 
merely an additional bonus of our own time that the new 

archaeological finds in Hupei and Hunan (the heartland 
of the ancient state of Ch'u) have given us such a plen
itude of variant and datable texts against which to mea
sure the accepted wisdom of past versions and their 
commentaries. 

There are so many other examples of particularly 
Chinese lessons that we could use in the present. We 
could consider the mental and manual skills demanded 
by Chinese calligraphy, the value given over such long 
periods of time to collecting and collating , the roles of 
rituals in social deportment and in the search for order, 
the question of balance within a wider community , and 
of how to keep integrity in compromised situations. Our 
time today does not let us explore all of these! 
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To return to the personal thought that I mentioned at 
the beginning of my remarks , I can see my own work on 
China as always changing in focus , but with the con
stant underlying goal of trying to learn from China's past 
experiences something about the human family in 
general. Very often this has turned out to be a cross
cultural enquiry, and sometimes one with an embedded 
paradox. The paradox can spring from Christianity : 
Matteo Ricci, for all his labors with Chinese language 
and his versatility in introducing Western cultural and 
scientific concepts, created a series of compromises 
with Chinese religious concepts that ultimately under
cut the entire Chinese catholic mission; John Hu, dis
patched in 1721 from Canton to France to help the Je
suits introduce their library of Chinese books to Europe, 
was unwilling or unable to do any of the work he was 
told to do, and after attempting to literalize the idea of 
Christian service and poverty in the streets of Paris was 
consigned to an insane asylum by the French police; 
Hung Hsiu-ch'uan, small town school teacher and un
successful examination taker, was lured to Christianity 
by missionaries who refused to baptize him. The Taip
ing "heavenly kingdom" he created in response caused 
unprecedented destruction, and laid waste great areas 
of central China for a generation or more. At the level of 
personal paradox, a ruler as powerful and adaptable as 
K'ang-hsi could devote his energies in turn to suppress
ing the San-fan rebellion, conquering Taiwan , facing-



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. 

I have been fascinated at different times by all these 
stories , and see in them something that is both totally 
Chinese and wholly mine. I 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. I 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 I have been exploring this story, I 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, I hope I 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 . 
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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 I 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, I fear that even as I 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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