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DERIVATION, INTERTEXTUALITY AND AUTHORITY: 

NARRATIV E AND THE PROBLEM OF HISTORICAL COHERENCE 

� Brian Moloughney 

To be able to use the wo rds of othe rs as if they we re one 's own cre ation 
Is to h ave pe rfe ct underst anding of the p ast ] 

At the beginning of his Mellon lectures, published under the title Ten 
Thousand Things: Module and Mass Production in Chinese A rt, Lothar 
Ledderose tells how as a child he was given a distinctive jigsaw puzzle, one 
quite different from all others he had seen. He states that "the pieces in this 
puzzle did not have cu rved edges or interlocking shapes," but rather were 
all simple rectangles , tall and thin, and at first sight seemed the basis for a 
rather uninteresting puzzle. But as soon as he arranged the pieces on the t able, 
Lodderose realised that there was no fixed position fo r each piece. Unlike all 
other puzzles, where the pieces can be assem bled in only one way, where 
each piece has only one place in the puzzle, what distinguished this new 
puzzle was the variety of ways in which it could be put together. 

The mount ains could go into the midd le of the l andsc ape o r  to the right ; the 
towe r would as e asily fit between the pe aks as on the pl ain, and the ride r 
could be pl aced he ading toward the hi lls o r  retu rning. A cohe rent p ano ram a  

inv ari ably eme rged . . . .  The t rick in completing this pu zzle w as th at, on eve ry 
single pie ce, the ho ri zon crossed the left and right edges ex actly at midpoint. 
The pie ces could thus be put togethe r in eve r new combin ations, thous ands 
of them, yet the continuous ho ri zon always gu aranteed an intelligible 
compositi on 2  

This in triguing jigsaw puzzle had been made in China, and Ledderose uses 
it to introduce his discussions of the modular nature of Chinese art and the 
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I would like to thank Miriam Lang and Axel 
Schneider, both of whom provided oppor­
tunities to test these ideas before different 
audiences, and the Chiang Ching-kuo 
Foundation for financial support during the 
research and writing of this essay. 

1 Liu Xie WJmI!" Wenxin diaolong ::X>G\. 
� [The literary mind and the carving of 

dragons], shilei $� [Factual allusion and 

textual refeencel: see Vincent Yu-chang 
Shih, trans. and annot. ,  The literary mind 
and the carving oj dragons, bilingual edition 
(Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 1983), 
pp.400-I. 

2 Lothar Ledderose, Ten thousand things: 
module and mass production in Chinese art 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2000), p.vi. 
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3 Similar concerns about narrative coherence 
had also influenced developments in Chinese 
fiction from the late-Ming period onwards. 
There is a large literature on this but see, for 
instance, David Roy's translation of Mao 
Zonggang's ::§*Iii'il guide to reading 

Sanguoyanyi =��� [The romance of 

the Three Kingdoms] in How to read the 
Chinese novel, ed. David L. Rolston (Prince­
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990), 
pp. 1 46-95; Duncan M. Campbell, "The 
techniques of narrative: Mao Tsung-kang 
(f1.166 1)  and The romance oj the Three 
Kingdoms," Tamkang Review 16 .2 (Winter 
1 985) :  1 39-6 1; and Andrew H. Plaks, 
"Towards a critical theory of Chinese narra­
tive," in Chinese narrative: critical and theor­
etical essays, ed. Andrew H. Plaks (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977), pp.329-
39 

BRIAN MOLOUGHNEY 

Chin es e  a esth etic. I would lik e  to bo rrow it and us e it as a way to h elp 
conc eptualiz e th e distinctiv e fo rmal st ructu res of som e Chin es e  historical 
na rrativ es. 

Fo r th e sak e of a rgum ent, I want to sugg est that th e contrast between 
th es e  two typ es of jigsaw is simila r to th e contrast b etween two fo rms of 
histo rical na rrativ e Chin es e  histo rians wer e fac ed with at th e tu rn of th e 
twenti eth c entu ry. On th e on e hand th ere was th e modula r, fl exibl e natur e 
of th e standa rd dynastic histori es (zhengshi :iE5t:), which wer e compos ed of 
a mu ltitud e of essays that a r ead er cou ld app roach in any particula r o rd er. 
Th er e  was no p resc ribed rout e through th e t ext and , just as th e Chin es e  jigsaw 
al lowed o r  encou rag ed a va ri ety of readings, so too did th e fo rmat of th e 
standa rd histori es.  On th e oth er hand th ere was th e mod el of W est ern 
histo rical na rrativ e, with an emphasis on s equ enc e and cons equ enc e. In such 
na rrativ es th ere was to be a cl ea r  s ens e of beginning, middl e and end, and 
th e latt er pa rts of th e t ext only mad e s ens e if approach ed in th e app rop riat e 
o rd er. Th e conc ern with establishing causal relationships m eant th e compon ent 
pa rts of such t exts could fit tog eth er in only on e way, just as th e pi ec es in th e 
W est ern jigsaw did. 

This is obvi ously a simp listic cont rast which igno res the div ersity of fo rms 
in both Chin es e  and W est ern h isto rical p ractic e, but non eth el ess I think it a 
us efu l contrast in that it h elps us und erstand th e kind of chall eng es Chin es e  
histo rians were fac ed with at th e tu rn of th e twenti eth c entu ry. Th e spatia l 
advanc e of mod ernity, with histo ry enlist ed to s erv e th e n eeds of th e nat ion 
stat e, encou rag ed som e Chin es e  histo rians to qu estion th e foundations of 
inh erit ed histo rical p ractic e. Th es e  advocat es of chang e call ed fo r a 'n ew 
histo ry' , o r  th e ' ren ewal of histo ry' (xin shixue *fT:;e�), and a lthough th ere 
was no cons ensus about what th is n ew histo ry should be, in cont esting 
inh erit ed practic e th ey wer e not just c riticising th e standa rd histo ri es b ecaus e 
th ey focus ed only on th e affai rs of th e administ rativ e elit e of soci ety. Th ey 
were also conc ern ed that th e fo rmat of th es e  histo ri es und ermin ed th e 
achi ev em ent of th e kind of na rrativ e coh er enc e appa rent in both th e W est ern 
histo ri es th ey were read ing and th e n ew Japan es e  histo ri es mod el ed upon 
th em. 3 

This conc ern with coh erenc e was c ent ral to th e refo rmulation of historical 
p ractic e th roughout th e wo rld in th e nin et eenth and twenti eth c enturi es as 
h isto rians g rappl ed with th e p robl ems associat ed with a h eight en ed 
app reciation o f  th e div ersity o f  th e wo rld, its many cultu res and diff erent 
histo rical p eriods. How do you giv e shap e to this div ers ity in ord er to provid e 
a coh erent account of th e past that is t ruthful y et also has m eaning fo r p eop le 
in th e p res ent, and how do you do this in a wo rld that is changing so v ery 
quickly ? Th ere were div erg ent vi ews about how to respond to th es e  issu es, 
but it is impo rtant to rem ember that much of what th e n ew histo ry involv ed 
in China was similar to d ev elopm ents occu rring th roughout th e wo rld as 
histo rians ev erywh er e were conf ront ed by th e sam e issu es: by th e 
prof essionalization of th e diS Cip lin e, th e att empt to establish n ew, mo re 
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scientific methodologies, and by debates ove r the ve racity of histo rical 
knowledge 4 The o rigins of these develo pments lay in nineteenth centu ry 
Ge rmany, but they soon s pread to the rest of Eu ro pe, No rth Ame rica, Ja pan 
and China 5 Fundamental to all these develo pments was the question of 
histo rical meaning, o r  what also might be called the problem of coherence 6 

Chinese histo rians thus sha red much with histo rians elsewhe re, but the 
distinctive pa rticula rities of the Chinese context and the natu re of the 
inhe rited histo riog ra phical t radition sha ped thei r res ponses to these issues. 
It was the f ractu ring of the institutions of state and society in the wake of 
the Sino-Ja panese Wa r of 1894-5, and the f rust rating attem pts to build new 
viable institutions following the 1911 revolution, that provided the im petus 
fo r the new histo ry. The ve ry f ramewo rk that had provided cohe rence was 
shatte red and requi red rebuilding. And while Chinese histo rians undoubtedly 
d rew much stimulus f rom what Meiji histo rians we re doing, in Ja pan new 
fo rms of histo rical practice eme rged in conjunction with a st rengthening of 
the state, whe reas in China the o pposite occu rred ; new histo rical practice 
eme rged in a context of state b reakdown and revolution 7 Thus, the 
problem of cohe rence was pa rticula rly acute fo r Chinese histo rians and 

they would s pend much of the centu ry g ra ppling with it. 
The sea rch fo r new na rrative st ructu res with which to present histo rical 

knowledge was a consequence of this conce rn with cohe rence. Advocates 
of the new histo ry believed that not only was it necessa ry to c reate a new 
histo rical 'subject' ,  the nation, but that the re needed to be a new way of 
presenting this subject. Behind these a rguments also lay the inc reasing 

in fluence of theo ries about evolutiona ry change that played such an 
im po rtant pa rt in unde rmining the autho rity of Confucianism. These ideas 
led to a questioning of the notion of histo rical at ro phy (lishi tuihua 
M9:�.!H�, the falling away f rom a Golden Age in the past, and of the 
cyclical view of dynastic change (zhiluan xunhuan tEl �L1J§J'I) 8 If histo ry 
was to be conce rned with the evolution of a society then histo rians must 
em ploy na rrative techniques that facilitated such a project. Inhe rited 
histo rical practice was thus called into question, pa rticula rly the standa rd 
o r  dynastic histo ries. These we re inc reasingly seen as little mo re than 
com pilations of benji ::zjs;:#.l2 ('basic annals') and liezhuan JU 1$ ('catego ri zed 
biog ra phies'), all "scatte red and confused like stones u pon a beach ."9 The re 
was, c ritics a rgued, no patte rn o r  pu rpose to it all. The problem he re was 
the segmented natu re of this histo rical w riting. Texts such as the standa rd 
histo ries we re collections of inte rrelated yet inde pendent essays, each 
ex plo ring a pa rticula r as pect of a to pic, whethe r it be the reign of an 
em pe ro r, the o pe ration of a pa rticula r institution o r  the biog ra phy of an 
individual. 10 

In a discu ssion of Chinese histo rical na rrative, And rew Plaks notes that 
not only does the jizhuan ('annals and biog ra phies') "fo rmat of the dynastic 
histo ries se rve to militate against any sense of continuous na rration of 
disc rete units , "  but even in biannian m1f. ('ch ronological') texts like Sima 
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Yu Danchu, Aiguo zhuyi yu Zhongguo jindai 
shixue [Patriotism and modern Chinese 
historiography] (Beijing: Zhongguo Shehui Kexue, 
1996); Zhou Yutong, "Wushi nian lai Zhongguo 
zhi xinshixue" [Fifty years of China's new historical 
studies], Xuelin yuekan (Feb. 1941): 1-36; and Q. 
Edward Wang Inventing China through history: 
the May Fourlh approach to historiography (New 
York: SUNY, 2001). 

5 On the German origins of these developments 
see George Iggers, The German conception of 
history: the national tradition of his lori cal thought 
from Herder to the present (Middletown, Conn.: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1968). 

6 Excellent discussions of these issues can be 
found in both Jeffery Barash, Martin Heidegger 
and the problem of historical meaning (Dordrecht, 
Holland: Martinus Nijhoff, 1988) and Charles R .  
Bambach, Heidegger, Dilthey, and the crisis of 
historicism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1995), But see also Thijs Pollman, "Coherence and 
ambiguity in history," !-listory and Theory 39.2 
(May 2000): 1 67--80. 

7 On Meiji historiography see Okubo Toshiaki, 
Nihon kindai shigaku no seiritsu [The 
establishment of modern Japanese historiography] 
(Tokyo: Yoshikawa K6bunkan, 1986), and 
Margaret Mehl, Historyand the stale in nineteenth­
century Japan (London: McMillan, 1998). 

8 Du Weiyun, "Xifang shixue shuru Zhongguo 
kao" [A study of the introduction of Western 
historiography to China], in Yu Xifang shijia lun 
Zhongguoshixue[Western historians and Chinese 
historiography], reprint ed. (Taipei: Dongda Tushu 
Gufen Youxian Gongsi, 1988), pp.287-335; Sat6 
Shin'ichi, "Ten'en ron izen ni shinkaron: shinmatsu 
chishikilin no rekishi ishiki 0 megutte" [Views on 
evolution before Tianyan lun: historical 
consciousness among intellectuals in the late 
Qing], Shiso 6 (990): 241-54; and Hao Chang, 
Chinese intellectuals in crisis: search for order 
and meaning (1890-1911) (Berkeley, Calif.: 
University of California Press, 1987), pp.50-3. 

9 Liang Qichao, "Xin shixue" [New historical 
studies] (1902), in Yinbingshi heji �i7J<�ft 
� [The complete works from the lce-Drinker's 
Studio], reprint ed. (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 
1989), voll, p.3. 

10 For the use of the term 'segmented' histories to 
describe the narrative structure of the zhenfishi see 
Jaroslav Prusek, "History and epics in China and 
the West," Diogenes 42 (Summer 1963): 20-43. 
This issue is also discussed by David Der-wei 
Wang in "Fictional history /historical fiction," Studies 
in language and literature 1 (March 1985): 64-76. 



132 

1 1  Plaks, "Towards a critical theory of Chinese 
narrative," pp.315-16. 

12  See Kenneth]. Gergen, "Narrative, moral 
identity and historical consciousness: a social 
constructivist account" (2000), <http://www. 
s warth more . ed u /SocSci/kgergen 1 Itext3. 
html>. See also Frank Kermode, The sense of 
an ending: studies in the theory of fiction 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), 
especially pp.35-64. 

13 While a draft Qing history was first 
published in 1928, the project has never 
been brought to completion. See Zhao Erxun 
j!:lrm!J'll et ai, Qing shigao [Draft history of 
the Qing dynasty], reprint ed., 4 vols (Beijing: 
Xinhua Shuju, 1998). 

BRIAN MOLOUGHNEY 

Guang's P] �7\:; 0019-86) Zizhi tongjian �m�m (Comprehensiv e 
Mirror for Aid in GOVernment) the "listing of items may mask a greater 
emphasis on doc umentalY Jnclusiveness than selective seq uentiality, thus 
reducing actual narrative presentation to a relative inconspic uousness.,, 1 1 
From the perspective of the advocates of a new history it was clear that this 
segmented narrative was not s uitable for emplotting, in terms of continuo us, 
linear development, the st OIY of the Chinese nation. They argued the 
segmented struct ure needed to be a bandoned in favour of narrative forms 
that would allow a more uni fied and cohesive account of the Chinese past. 

This is, of co urse, a very partic ular way to read the format of the standard 
histories. There is a tendency to reduce understandings of narrative to an 
overriding emphasis on linear sequentiality, but narratives can take many 
forms. If we accept Kenneth Gergen's arg ument that the primary criterion for 
establishing an intelligible narrative is the formulation of a val ued endpoint, 
which introduces a strong cultural component into any story, and where the 
selection and ordering of material relates to that endpoint, then the individual 
essays that make up a standard history were coherent narratives. 1 2 They may 
have been more exempla lY or bureaucratic in character than sequential, yet 
they were nonetheless good narratives. However, each essay was only one 
small part of the overall text, and the diversity that resulted from the collation 
of all these essays troubled those Chinese historians who, at the turn of the 
twentieth century, were looking for a narrative vehicle which wo uld give 
their accounts of the Chinese past the same degree of overall coherence as 
they obser ved in Western historical writing. 

Thus while the standard dynastic histories might have been an appropriate 
vehicle for accounts of a multifarious, multi-ethnic empire, they were called 
into question once people began imagining China not as an empire but as 
a nation state. The format of the dynastic histories certainly had its own 
particular attractions and sophistication, something we are prone to forget 
nowadays, but the prod uction of these histories was an integral part of the 
institutional fabric of the imperial state and with the collapse of that state so 
too went the dynastic histories. We know, of course, that the jizhuan form 
of historical writing did not completely disappear, remaining f undamental to 
the Qing history project, for instance, b ut it was soon overshadowed by 
attempts to find new forms of historical writing. 13 In other words, to return 
to the analogy I have borrowed from Ledderose, driven by a heightened 
concern with narrative coherence, the wonderful flexibility of the Chinese 
jigsaw was becoming less appealing to Chinese historians than the integrated 
nature of the Western one. 

If the jizhuan and biannian forms were unsuitable for the new history, 
what of the other types of Chinese historical writing ? Did the jishi benmo 
#'2*** ('record of events from beginning-to-end') texts come closer to the 
demand for an integrated narrative ? In the various essays that comprised a 
benmo text, particular S OCial, polit ical and econom ic developments were 
traced over time, each essay displaying a greater narrative coherence than 
was usually possible with the jizhuan or biannian histories. And this form 
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had c erta inly b ecom e mor e po pular in the late im per ial per iod. As Edward 
Wang not es, W ei Yuan �� was on e of thos e who sought to d ev elo p th is 
form of h isto rical wr it ing in th e n in et eenth c entury. Oth ers, l ik e  Wang Tao 
I�, ex plor ed alt ernat iv e  m ethodolog ies to h el p  ach iev e gr eat er narrat iv e  
coh er enc e. 1 4 N ev erth el ess, th e perc eiv ed probl ems w ith lack of s equ ent ial ity 
and inad equat e focus on causal ity r ema in ed. For instanc e, L iang Q ichao 
�$(il11 argu ed that wh il e  th e benmo t exts cam e clos est to W est ern narrat iv e, 
"th er e  was no cl ear att em pt to establ ish r elat ionsh ips b etw een th e ev ents 
d escr ib ed no r to inqu ir e  into th e r easons for th ings. " 15 

It was anoth er form of h istor ical wr it ing, th e cat egory of tongshi (w5!::, 
'g en eral' or 'com pr eh ens iv e' h istor ies) wh ich off er ed th e most pot ent ial for 
d ev elo ping th e n ew h istory. Th e form was far from n ew and its valu e had long 
b een r ecogn is ed. For instanc e, in th e pr efac e  to th e Tongzhi w� 
(Com pr eh ens iv e  Tr eat is es) th e Song h istor ian Zh eng Q iao �� (1104-62) 

argu ed for th e s ign ificanc e of huitong i{w, or synth es is, as th e pr inc ipl e  
cr it er ion for all good h istor ical wr it ing. 16 Sim ilarly, th e gr eat eight eenth­
c ent ury h istor iogra ph er Zhang Xu ech eng jj[�� (1738-1801) ind icat ed th e 
var ious m er its of th is form of h istor ical wr it ing in h is essay " Sh itong" *'W 
(Und erstand ing 'Com pr ehens ive' ) 

The advantages of the tongshi format are sixfold: first, the avoidance of 
duplication and repetition; second, the balancing of general categories and 
specific examples; third, the facilitation of evaluation and order ing [of 
records); fourth, the assessment of right and wrong; fifth, the elimination of 
inconsistencies and contradictions; and sixth, the detailing of the affairs of 
neighbouring states. [The format) has two additional benefits: firstly, the 
eradication of the extraneous and, secondly, the establishment of the 
author's own style.17 

Contrast ing th e tongshi format w ith that of th e zhengshi, or standard h istor ies,  
Zhang Xu ech eng em phas is ed its gr eat advantag e was that it allow ed th e 
tr eatm ent of a subj ect as "an int egrat ed whol e rath er than as a coll ect ion of 
d iscr et e  pa rts .,, 1 8  Unfortunat ely, Zhang argu ed, som e h istor ians had us ed th e 
format to prod uc e  t exts that w er e  s im ply coll ect ions of data, w itho ut show ing 
any synth et ic und erstand ing of th e mat er ial coll ect ed. But th e pot ent ial 
r ema in ed to r ev iv e  th e synth et ic as pect of th e tongshi format and th is is what 
th e pro pon ents of th e n ew h istory sought to do. 19 

Th e val ue of th e tongshi form of h istor ical wr it ing was r einforc ed through 
th e lat e Q ing r eforms. Und er th es e  r eforms, pr imary and s econdary schools 
w er e  r equ ir ed to prov id e stud ents w ith an int egrat ed account of th e whol e 
of th e Ch in es e  past and not just focus att ent ion on on e part icular dynast ic 
per iod. Th e trans it ion from th e s egm ent ed narrat iv es of trad it ional h istor io ­

gra phy towards th e mor e un ifi ed h istor ical monogra phs that gradually cam e 
to dom inat e tw ent ieth -c entury h istor ical wr it ing can th us b e  s een most cl early 
in th e g en eral h istor ies of Ch in es e  c iv il isat ion, th e n ew 'nat ional ' h istor ies, 

wh ich b egan to a ppear as th e n ew h istory took hold around th e turn of th e 
c entury and wh ich w er e  wr itt en s pec ifically for us e in th e n ew schools and 

14 Wang, Inventing China, pp.31-40. 

15 Liang, "Xin shixue," p.6. 
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16 Zheng Qiao and Wang Shu min .:EW R, 
Tongzhi ershi lue � it-= + me [The twenty 

summaries of the Comprehensive Treatises], 
reprint ed. (Beijing: Zhonghu3 Shuju, 1995), 
zongxu �;:r; [preface], p.l .  

17 Zhang Xuecheng and Y e  Ying ��, 
Wen shi tongyijiaozhu [An annotated edition 
of General principles of literature and 
history], reprint ed. (Beijing: Gujie Chuban­
she, 1985), p .375 . 

18 David Nivison, The life and thought of 
Chang Hsueh-cheng (J 738-1801) (Stanford, 
Calif. : Stanford University Press, 1966) , p.219 . 

19 For a later attempt to recast understandings 
of tongshi within the framework of Western 
social science see He Bingsong f5Jmf'$, 
Tongshi xinyi [New principles for general 
history] (Shanghai: Commercial Press, 1930). 
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20 Wong Kam Cheong, "Chinese history 
textbook writing in late Ch'ing China," M.Phil. 
diss. (Universily ofHong Kong, 1986), pp.35-
6. 

2 1  For discussion of this, see Brian Molough­
ney, "Nation, narrative and China's New 
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un ivers it ies.2o But when we exam ine these texts it is clear that th is trans it ion 
was ne ither as immed iate nor as extens ive as is somet imes imag ined. 

The a ppend ix to th is essay conta ins a l ist of some of these new general 
h istor ies (see pp. 1 3 9- 40). The l ist is not exhaust ive. It s im ply re presents 
some of the prom inent h istor ies produced dur ing th is per iod wh ich I have 
been able to locate and exam ine. What is immed iately obv ious from th is l ist 
is that the trans it ion to th is form of general h istory really began in Ja pan. The 

h istor ies by Naka M ich iyo Jj�:fijHmtlt and Kuwabara Jitsuzo �)JjH�JIl mark 
the emergence of the new form of tongshi wr it ing. Naka M ich iyo d iv ided each 
volume of h is h istory into pian., ' pa rts', and zhang 1j[, 'cha pters', w ith the 
cha pters further sub-d iv ided into jie 1m 'sect ions'. Th is is the zhangjie 1j[1m 
('cha pter /sect ion') narrat ive structure that was to become standard in 
Ch inese h istor ical texts in the twent ieth cent ury. 21 These Ja panese h istor ies 
prov ided the models wh ich Ch inese h istor ians e ither translated or im itated 
in the first decade of the twent ieth century. In 1 901 the M in ist Iy of Educat ion 

sent a delegat ion to Ja pan to st udy the com pilat ion of h istor ical textbooks and 
then in 1 903 publ ished a l ist of texts deemed su itable for use in schools. Of 
the ten books l isted, e ight were translat ions of Ja panese works, and wh ile the 
translators often ada pted the Ja panese text, the powerful influence of the 
Ja panese models in the reform ulat ion of the tongshi format is clear 22 

X ia Zengyou J[ � ffi was the first Ch inese h istor ian to ado pt the 
'cha pter /sect ion' format pioneered by Naka M ich iyo and, l ike other h istor ians 
at the t ime, he was drawn to th is form of h istor ical wr it ing because it seemed 
to offer the best veh icle for the k ind of integrated narrat ive he sought. 23 The 
increas ing po pular ity of th is form of h istor ical wr it ing in the early twent ieth 

century was, in part, a consequence of a w ides pread bel ief that th is new form 
of tongshi prov ided the best means to ach ieve greater narrat ive coherence. 
Not a ll of the h istor ies l isted in the a ppend ix follow th is format closely and 
they vary cons iderably in the degree to wh ich they can be sa id to ach ieve 
coherence. Perha ps the most s uccessful in th is regard were the h istor ies by 
Zhang Y inl in ��. and Q ian M u  �f�, both of whom had g iven caref ul 
attent ion to the process of wr it ing tongshi24 But most of these general 
h istor ies d id not ach ieve a s im ilar degree of narrat ive coherence. For 
instance, L li  Sim ian's g,lG',*lJ. text, Baihua benguo shi B�:zts:�5i: (A 

Vernacular H istory of Ch ina) (1 923), was one of the first to use vernacular 
Ch inese and he arg ues strongly that a s uccessful general h istory sho uld 
develo p sequent ially, based upon clearly establ ished causal relat ionsh ips 25 
To some ex tent he ach ieves th is,  but the narrat ive flow of h is ve rnacular is 
constantly interru pted by extens ive q uotat ions from source mater ials, all of 
wh ich are in class ical Ch inese. Th is is common to many of the general 
h istor ies prod uced dur ing the early twent ieth cent ury, where the text of the 
h istory is largely or part ially com posed through source quotat ion. Zhang 
Y inl in's refusal to quote from so urce mater ials marks h is h isto ry, Zhongguo 
shigang cp �5i:jjJ (An Outl ine H isto ry of Ch ina) (1 940) ,  as d ist inct ive in th is 
regard. All the other h istor ies l isted quote from source mater ials, and some 
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do so ext ensiv ely. Wh er eas in most mod ern W est ern historical writing th e 
evid ential basis for th e narrativ e is larg ely con fin ed to th e footnot es, 

distinguish ed from th e narrativ e its elf by th e slash in th e pag e that s eparat es 
not es from t ext, in many of th es e  Chin es e  t exts th e evid ent ial bas is b ecom es 
th e t ext. 26 Th e quotation from sourc e mat erials is oft en so ext ensiv e that it 
dominat es ;  th e evid enc e b ecom es th e foundation of th e narrativ e. H er e  
authority is establish ed not by originality and argum ent but through 
d erivation and int ert extuality. In oth er words, whil e th e format of th es e  
g en eral histori es is partially n ew ,  much of th e compos itional t echniqu e 
within th e t exts r eflects past practic e. It is th e t ension b etw een th e d esir e for 
coh er enc e and th e r elianc e upon ext ensiv e quotation from sourc e mat erials 
that I wish to explor e in th e r emaind er of this essay. 

* * * 

To writ e history thus means to cite histo ry. 27 

Int ert extuality (wen ben hushe X;;$: !i.i'&) has always play ed an important 
part in Chin es e  historiography. L et m e  giv e on e exampl e to illustrat e this . It 
do esn't com e from a dynastic history, but is r eflectiv e of a g en eral compositional 
t echniqu e us ed in pr e-tw enti eth c entu ry Chin es e  historical narrativ es.  I cam e 
across it wh en examining th e post -1949 d ebat es ov er th e rol e of th e 
individual in history and, in particular, th e r e-evaluation of th e gr eat lat e­
Han -Thr ee Kingdoms figur e Cao Cao W� (155-220), which took plac e in 
1959. Along with Sima Qian's R],�� (c.100 BCE) history, th e Thr ee 

Kingdoms p eriod is on e of th e gr eat s eedb eds for Chin es e  lit eratur e. And P ei 
Songzhi's �r,t}z (372--451) comm entary to th e Thr ee Kingdoms histo ry, 
Sanguo zhi � ��, is a wond erfully rich sourc e for variant int erpr etations 
of particular ev ents and particular individuals. Th e d ebat e its elf was, o f  
cours e, mor e about cont emporary politics than any att empt to r e-evaluat e a 
particular historical figur e. 28 But onc e I b egan looking at th e 1959 d ebat e I 
quickly r ealis ed I had to b ecom e familiar with th e sourc e of th e mat erials th e 
participants in th e d ebat e w er e  quoting in ord er to advanc e th eir vi ews 
(although th ey rar ely indicat ed th e exact sourc e of th e mat erial quot ed). This 
involv ed looking at a vari ety of histori es and lit eratur es about th e Thr ee 
Kingdoms p eriod, and I was particularly looking for idiosyncratic int erpr etations 
of Cao Cao that participants in th e d ebat e might hav e drawn upon. 

This l ed m e  to th e biography of Cao Cao by th e famous lat e-Ming 
iconoclast Li Zhi *_ (1527-1602) in his Cangshu �. (A Book to b e  
Hidd en Away) 29 I thought that if anyon e would provid e a radical, distinctiv e 
vi ew of Cao Cao, th en it would b e  Li Zhi,  a man famous for his individuality 
and iconoclasm. But as soon as I b egan to r ead this biography I had th e 
f eeling I had s een it all b efor e. And ind eed I had. Aft er ch ecking I found that 
not on e column of charact ers, ind eed, not on e charact er, was origina l. It was 
all cut and past e, mostly from diff er ent t exts in P ei Songzhi's comm entaly. 
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26 For discussion of this aspect of Western 
historical practice, see Michel de Certeau 
The writing oj history, translated by Tom 
Conley (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1988), pp.94-5, and Roger Chartier, 
On the edge oj a cliff history, language, and 
practices, trans. Lydia G .  Cochrane (Baltimore 
and London:Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1997), p . 17.  And for an extended discussion 
of the use of the footnote in the Western 
tradition see Anthony Grafton, The Jootnote: 
a curious history (London: Faber & Faber, 
1997) 

27 Walter Benjamin The arcades project, 
trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLuaghlin 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1999), convolute N 11-3, p.476. 

28 For more on this, see Brian Moloughney, 
"Redefining the past: Chinese perceptions 
of the role of the individual in history," New 
Zealand Journal oj East Asian Studies 4 . 1  
(June 1996) 81-103. 

29 Li Zhi, Cangshu, reprint ed. (Taipei: 
Xuesheng Shuju, 1974), pp.56-63. 
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Yale University Press, 1998). 
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P erhaps if I had had mor e exposur e to th e natur e of Chin es e  historical t exts 
this would not hav e surpris ed m e. But at th e tim e I was surpris ed ;  and th e 
r eason was that my training in history had taught m e  to b eli ev e  that this kind 
of cut and past e m ethodology was exactly what a historian should not do. 

For instanc e, R.  G. Collingwood argu es that this practic e is antith etical to 
acc eptabl e mod ern historical practic e: "Th er e  is a kind of history which 
d ep ends altog eth er upon th e t estimony of authoriti es.  As I hav e alr eady said, 
it is not r eally history at all, but w e  hav e no oth er nam e for it. "3 0 In his attack 
on this m ethodology Collingwood argu es that historical t exts of this kind, 
construct ed by "exc erpting and combining th e t estimony of diff er ent 
authoriti es," cannot b e  consid er ed "tru e" history b ecaus e th ey do "not satisfy 
th e n ec essary conditions of sci enc e."3 1 This und erstanding of historical 
m ethodology is fundam ental to mod ern W est ern historical practic e. For 
Collingwood, as for L eopold von Rank e, th e aim of mod ern 'sci enti fic' 
historical m ethodology was originality and argum ent. Rank e's criticism of th e 
r esort to rh etorical d evic es, such as th e us e of fabricat ed dialogu e to enliv en 
historical pros e, a practic e wid ely employ ed sinc e th e tim e of Thucydid es, 
was similar to Collingwood's conc ern with an app eal to authority construct ed 
through th e t extual tradition Y Whil e The Idea of History is a strongly 
philosophical exploration of th e foundations of this ent erpris e, th e sam e vi ew 
can b e  found in a multitud e of oth er works.33 Collingwood was primarily 
conc ern ed to distinguish th e mod ern prof ession of history form earli er forms 
of W est ern historiography, but oth ers sought to draw th e distinction b etw een 
W est ern and non-W est ern practic e. For instanc e, Jack Plumb argu es in his 
book, The Death of the Past, that whil e many soci eti es,  such as th e Chin es e, 
had a strongly d ev elop ed conc ern with th e past, this was not th e sam e thing 
as history. Th e t erm 'History' should b e  r es erv ed only for th e mod ern W est ern 
practic e, with its emphasis on originality and argum ent. 3 4  And, of cours e, 
whil e 'scissors and past e' might b e  an appropriat e m ethodology for thos e just 
conc ern ed with th e past, it cannot b e  for th e mod ern historian. H enc e, how 
can Li Zhi b e  consid er ed a historian, l et alon e an original and iconoclastic 
think er, if h e  employs a m ethodology such as this ? Of cours e, th e cut and 
past e m ethodology do es not pr eclud e a critical p ersp ectiv e, and what is l eft 
out from th e pr ecursor t ext is oft en as r ev ealing as what is extract ed, but w e  
would not normally consid er it th e m ethodology of an iconoclast. 

But this was a m ethodology that surviv ed th e ris e of th e 'n ew history' in 
early tw enti eth c entury China. If w e  look at anoth er of th e n ew g en eral 

h istori es,  this tim e Liu Yizh eng's WD�� Zhongguowenhuashi CP�)( 1t� 
(A Cultural History of China) (1932), what w e  find is that Liu builds his t ext 
through ext ensiv e quotation from oth er t exts, n early nin ety of th em al l told 
(s ee Figur e 1) . Ar e w e  again d ealing with this sam e so-call ed 'scissors and 
past e' m ethodology ? W e  know that Liu was consid er ed a cons ervativ e who 
consciously r esist ed many of th e new historiographical d ev elopm ents of th e 
tim e. H e  was on e of th e c entral figur es b ehind th e journal Xueheng �� 
(Critical R evi ew), which cam e out of th e Nanjing-bas ed South east ern 



DERIVATION, INTEXTUALlTY AND AUTHORITY 

B��A��.�L a����, 

«;k;'Ulf!iiltfi<pi'l!l!l\l»(J!!f!.l:W!i'tt) ,·.:::-�!j.%5i;;JI;:£. IiJ!1Ij;J, 

�tl+ * �JlEl!!I1i ,aj1;}ill.ifij!E="t."·JiIo7':1!!:JJ;;. 1!r:idlf¥:'f;k�. �$ 
1'fl-f,�lOillt.W�,1Jt.·"*l!1l!l1L.tilSIiJ!1I*, Jlt�:I1.*e. :¥'f¥::t<. 
'oi'iJ;!*1i!9rtttjHl!A.rI'I,III�'1SI!t,fiililt�firo,ir.uillEA,\',j�W�. JIl 
�.!I!+:ioJ·=��tJl . iB i3 .*;«m;kif!IiJJI*.�:m��*�J:Jli:· ff:l't 

f( � ,  t�;l;Y, .l!itiJ'ftlA,Xfi7':T . 1i'ii'1JJlII'f�.'i(lTWift*;«"-i-FJi, 
!!l:f�=+-A." .�**'oi'i, 'fiiffl��fi�, iJ3*IiJ�*13I1il!i1;ki* 

:£."·�*7C3I:=:",;k;«&Hf{!lffl�.lItll!,",1t. 1!lEl�$. iIlf'li��, 
ltHI'ie�-tA, -'3/a�'f�lJtg.l'b1lll." "m�t::I.'oi'i'Hl.itl.'Hlll3!:ll: 
:l';l�.*mJl<!c�,�:t£I'F]I:t�Jl t El ;k.�)(EI /lSl.· ·····l1tit:£ 
fftl7�.Jli*;/jz�A-&."«:t:EiH�» (Ilj-�§). ";S'liI\!T1H,j!!j=:l!ii . 

I1171JibtOO*-.\;. *1O';£$f,!I\I�if-&. ttllll7'::£tlliAopll!l, 11l1li&�, 
;tf(i§7':T�.·«*iI!i �E�» (*I<filJ."liJBI'illfii), j!!j$;;rfi!l$�. 
H�#.JT'f¥:"":;IH:::�zm ,tllfl:R,iIJ-:ti, JH�!!!i:�fi'!l\l-&. �tEj!!j 
""lJ£i!!i:t:Il't�Pl<D"" «J;t!!!i:"»(�*lIi'>'·Jj'1Jj IllJ. ¥:""!i!�JI!!, �1!.!1i! 
<P=if'�t!clil\!. ±AA3Ji!!i:¥-11;',:fIl�iIH'r.r.!fz1!!:,�®:e.mfi''I'm.· 

tE*;J,-Il.IHfdl:t\:, 

J1 «7fmn'l!!'II1J;,fic», ";I;:-l!lR)]kSLt!ctlllfitii!'J;l;JII' iX, lJJlttiliJtt 
+JLlt#tIl ... . . . .  �ilffl��11::fI I1l*�. III i1I9C!!. *irtiffi*, 'ffl', 

1It,x,�,�.jl.1it.�,!l<,E .1<.*.li,�,!l<,;£. sti'=�IIf, i! 
!:lj!!j�l\i'f*. *i3, 'jI3�<Plil:. ;t;rtll}il" 1i�ltll�. '***lit�ji; 
&f.�*, �J.Ul1;�.�t!c ,fUI!�lO'lflll�li. ji;?lji;+:t;�BW, 1i. 
.Il.'.i!.iIi.ti�iIIt:1(�.···· .. * IJj;l;tlIJ:.l:ll��PJ'��;r'ot,jjIj*Ij!.*;l<, 

.Slf 

1It'l'lit,xllll.*:lIt.$'lY.*tI-.*!jiJ.x:e!t.}Iij$;.*�. *�. "'�. 31< 
1!�.:iEG!lal\, �Ajg*, "'J;r�IlII ....... 'st,1€l=if'; �Jt/Et.A'T.l!:::£ 
•• f.f�U:l!.*SL>«*!f-.lR'ltt!c�»(,*Jjl.l,·�lR:lI:, .. 111,)&711 
(lsrael)!!t:t:li\lit-&. llt��.!o\!llt!c�f,;}� , mt;l;r.iffi�FJEl1!r. ii�. 
«*�.n:�»tIl ....... t+jt, JJUt13+tjtzi1!:, fll!l\l<pJYi7lJi11+t�. 
iffillcAz��'i!f ,:>(;;t;tE+tli'tz*i!!..··· · . . �$m,:fI!!!i:±l!J l!}}fmt 
;l;AH-*, op:fi�HiI*� . ::IJ;:fiiX�. iJl.lilli1\!iJ!l$, 1/t, x"J,ti1!'i!!i 
�:;!iT*,/1i.*'lM!>f�t',!Q$ifttJYTf'i.l;i:ft�'!Iz'lliM. l!l �M;?l, i\\'i 
m�*Ii\I6<,!1jji;�IJl ,lJi&iXjt." 

. . . 

ajC:jgll1.1I!11!iIU!:, 

«5i;J!!·t!l:tlIfC». "3[ji;t�:lLJ'J , �fllii-&lI!.I1i1.:g:l(��t!jjjJ<<I! 

11;' ,.!;.13Ii!. ... «lfytfC», 'lfytji;�J'J ,1i:Wl-&1I!PJ'!i.�!al�U!(J1.� •• 

«t!l:j/lfC», "�5i;+:IL�JL}j ,:I5l!'l!EttllJ��mli, j\'ll\ilim. -&lllPTi:. 

.:£:rco/J')LlIt1l!l?J.::IJ;JtJt$�,i!t�J:li�-.J!itiJ:::!:lf1i."«3!MimlI;;!;;». 
":k;><Ilil¢ttE:Jtilt41i, 3[5i;+J\.if', *Jlfllli!.it-{.t�lWlItE'.!!!..It , tt,..,� 
��lIIiG�,*s, i!¥il.lf,�tE<PIiJ(j!!j;lt+n:hi!I!.. " tIlll!PT�fi'1'l:zl!!! . 

JifOJ�m1'l:'Il. �7':lt!!;ti+*�+=, �-��II!J!]tti9iI!!l+R, l1i1'i 
*,-tt:tl:�R:hi.tlI�J!J)LtIl!l"f�i!l;T1iSff<;II , 4-l?J1W1I!E' ll!.;IU� 
�tIl;t!c'J�L*:t.i13±, �7':!!��±t!c�/Ol."«3!liiitJiiL�t(WJ ic» (j(lJ 
.:il:iJtll3. "J!t;;!;;itV'flilzp t:l ,1i'i1l1t1l!I!.PJ'lI.11;' ,i!!i/FA -&. $:11. '*�OO 
!#'*,t1.l\'Hllic��. �jUIJl!¥i!!.lfj.l'JllJN/Fzlt!!iIii-& ,  ifii-&lItPJ'lJI.JlII 

9C:£tt�." «ji;J!!�)(ii£:;�';c!!t�t!c�"» (i!tit!J)S. "i!!.lI!PTtlIz13 
7':1:tt,1'JlalI;ltUMwT&liI\!PJ'iiE. I1lJi!fI1t:h'<!!!i:A.<PlliI,">i:i!!!i!tW. UjA 
*!l!I,-&!I!.PTllI.�apfl1'l:zi!!IlQ).· 

�wa�OO4UIHlJl&, ff!ii!iilJ'tiE�. M-.lI!ttjCftJ!ll�A�A'1>1i!f 
�1t.;t • 

«lE1'l:$!M»C.fl'lf�) . ·yt*l1t, m�}!f2�:fI$1'l:� . ytm.z.JltJlll 
�;I;.fi1s1'l:��,II!jji'j1!1U1lt, $(lt!c'l'*LJIIl , IllUU:.fi !f$t!c��7. 
Ill ; ili"Ut)L. t!c±li'iMJI;'<» JElj!!j�.ttm, ;I;/EtJ"U!il&IIi'jg.Jj±fi 
1!. 3\;m:t;�"', 7i.<�NIlil��.�, jftllc±!!'Ili'l." $OO '1S**iilriiJ,J! 
.li\lftt-1JI!,"J:!1\��OP�/C!. Jll'li'l�ut� .. t!c.��l!l!E.�if. iil'� 

651 

137 

Figure 1 
A page from Liu 
Yizheng 's Zhongguo 
w enhua shi (A 
Cultural History of 
China), reprint ed. 
(Shanghai: Dongfang 
Chubanshe, 1996). 
Apart from the 
chapter title and the 
one-line intro­
ductions to each 
quotation, the bulk 
of the text comprises 
extracts from source 
materials 

Univ ersity (lat er, 1927 , th e National C entral Univ ersity). This journal s erv ed 
as a major count er to th e pr edominantly B eijing-bas ed N ew Cultur e Mov em ent 
and most of th e articl es that w er e  publish ed in Xueheng w er e  writt en in 
classical Chin es e. Lik e oth ers involv ed in th e journal, Liu Yizh eng oppos ed th e 
v ernacular lit eratur e mov em ent, arguing that th e cons equ enc e of this would 
b e  to cut th e conn ection with China's past and it was that past which provid ed 
th e most important foundation for th e futur e. Thus, th er e  was c ertainly a 
political asp ect to a m ethodology that involv ed ext ensiv e quotation from 
sourc e mat erials in classical Chin es e. But at th e sam e tim e Liu's book was v ery 
much a product of th e p eriod. in which it was produc ed, r efl ecting many of th e 
d ev elopm ents of th e n ew history. In its ov erall structur e and in many of th e 
topics discuss ed it r epr es ents a significant br eak with past practic e. 35 N ev eth el ess, 
th e narrativ e m ethodology employ ed by Liu is r emarkably similar to that us ed 
by Li Zhi in his biography of Cao Cao. Liu Yizh eng do es at l east giv e th e titl e 
of th e works from which h e  quot es, but littl e mor e than that. Lik e Li Zhi h e  
builds his t ext from oth er t exts. 

35 Ni Lai'en 17l*)gl (Brian Moloughney), 
"Liu Yizheng shixue zhuzuo zhong de 
wenhu3 yu rentong" [Culture and identity in 
the historical writing ofLiu Yizhengl, Renwen 
luncong (2000): 1 1 4-19. 
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36 Hu Shi, "Review of Zhongguo wenhua 
shi, " in Qinghua xuehao 8.2 Qune 1933), 
shujipinglun IUi�Mli (Book reviews), 

pp.1-5. 

37 Feng You lan, Sansongtang zixu ::: r�1lt 
§ yr;, reprint ed. (Beijing: Sanlian Shudian, 

1984), pp.215-16; and The Hall of Three 
Pines: an account of my life, trans. Denis C. 
Mair (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 
2000), p.224. 

38 lbid. 

39 For a wide-ranging discussion of the 
broader context for this development, see 
the final chapter in John B. Henderson, 
Scripture, canon, and commentary: a com­
parison of Confucian and Western exegesis 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1991) 

40 Chen Yinque, "Feng Youlan Zhongguo 
zhexue shi shangce shencha baogao" [A 
report on the first volume of Feng Youlan's 
His/ory 0/ Chinese philosophy ] ,  in 
jinmingguan conggao erhian [Collectged 
drafts from Jinming Hall, 2nd volume] 
(Shanghai: Shanghai Guji Chubanshe, 1980), 
pp.247-8. 
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Do w e  simply follow Collingwood and Plumb and dismiss this kind of 
historical writing as bad history, as nothing mor e than plagiarism and th er efor e 
of no significanc e? To do so r equir es that w e  ignor e th e fact that Liu's work 
was not r ec eiv ed in this way at th e tim e it was publish ed.  It was wid ely r ead 
and highly valu ed as th e first significant mod ern cultural histOlY of China. 
Ev en thos e who w er e  critical of th e p ersp ectiv e tak en in th e book, such as 
Hu Shi 413�, r ecognis ed it as a work o f  gr eat significanc e. 36 Nobody criticis ed 
its m ethodology. And th e r eason for this, of cours e, was that it r emain ed a 
wid espr ead practic e at th e tim e. 

For instanc e, Feng Youlan {,�:N� argu ed that on e of th e things that 
mark ed Hu Shi's History oj Chinese Philosophy CZhongguo gudai zh exu e shi 
cp �i;1�m-�se., 1919) out as distinctiv e was that "Hu Shi's words wer e  th e 
main t ext. "37 Wh er eas in th e past writ ers had expr ess ed th eir thoughts 
through comm entari es on th e classics, and it was thos e classical t exts that 
f eatur ed promin ently whil e th e author's own words w er e  pr es ent ed in 
small er charact ers, with Hu Shi's book his own words dominat ed: "Th ey w er e  
print ed in larg e charact ers going all th e way up to th e top of th e pag e, whil e 
his quotations of anci ent authors w er e  ind ent ed and in small er charact ers."38 
In oth er words, this r ev ers ed what Feng Youlan b eli ev ed to b e  th e normal 
ord er of things. Feng was not n ec essari ly oppos ed to this m ethodology and 
would lat er adopt it hims elf, but h e  did s ee it as a significant d epartur e from 
past practic e.39 

Similarly, wh en Feng publish ed th e first part of his own magnum opus, 
th e History oj Chinese Philosophy CZhongguo zh exu e shi cp �m-�se., 
1931), Ch en Yinqu e �*�'I!fr prais ed th e book for th e opposit e r eason. H e  
argu ed that th e histori es of Chin es e  philosophy writt en in r ec ent y ears, such 
as Hu Shi's, w er e  r eally nothing mor e than histori es of th e author'S own 
thoughts and opinions. Ch en b eli ev ed Feng You lan's book was valuabl e 
pr ecis ely b ecaus e h e  did not fall into this trap of thinking that his own 
opinions w er e  mor e important than th e int ell ectual tradition its elf nor that 
coh er enc e should tak e pr ec ed enc e ov er continuity: "Th e mor e ord erly th e 
pr es entation of th eir argum ents, th e furth er th ey d epart from th e anci ents . . .  
I f  w e  ar e looking for a history of Chin es e  philosophy which can corr ect th es e  
failings, and which poss ess es sympath etic und erstanding, this work of Mr. 
Feng's com es fairly clos e. ,,40 In oth er words, Feng Youlan d ev elop ed his id eas 
through th e t extual tradition, not in opposition to it, and in doing so h e  r eli ed 
h eavily upon th e t extual l egacy of th e past in constructing his narrativ e. 

* • * 

r B  0 �mFffF 0 115ffiiHi; 
The Master said: "I transmit, I invent nothing. I trust and love the past. 41 

4 1 Simon Leys, The Analects of ConfUCius What both Feng Youlan and Ch en Yinqu e obs erv e b eing chal leng ed h er e  
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1997), p.29. is th e commitm ent to transmission rath er than inv ention, that commitm ent 
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enshrin ed in th e notion 'shu er buzuo' Ozttrm/f1t,  Analects 7. 1).42 This 
commitm ent was continually r eit erat ed throughout th e tradition. As Martin 
Huang not es, both Sima Qian and Zhu Xi (*�, 1130- 1200) r estat ed th e 
notion, but th eirs ar e only two of th e mor e famous expr essions of an id ea that 
lay at th e h ealt of th e Confucian t extual tradition. 43 Mor e r ec ently, Tu W eiming 
has giv en a lat e-twenti eth -c entury r eformulation of it: 

My narrative is only a classification of the materials that have been preserved. 
Thus it is not an innovation and it is a mistake to compare my work with 
Chunqiu [Spring and Autumn Annalsl.44 

Therefore the master achieved a great synthesis of what various sages had 
done and struck a mean. Thus his work is twice as valuable as that of a 
creator, even though it is transmission.45 

Profundity in thought is thus understood in terms of one's ability to penetrate 
the bedrock of one's given tradition, which necessarily involves a strong 
sense of history. However, far from being bound to the past as a fix ed entity, 
to have a historical consciousness is to develop the power of creativity not 
in isolation but in a dialogue with those great historical personalities by 
whom one's own work is meaningfully judg ed and properly appreciated . . . . 
The success of a creative act does not signify a departure from the past. 
Rather, it is a n ew realization of what has long been int ended . . .  46 

Th er e  is, of cours e, a d ec eptiv en ess about this. As Fr ed erick Mot e has argu ed, 
th e disclaim er of originality turns out to b e  a sp ecial rh etorical m eans to claim 
originality: "th e gr eat er th e a esth etic and t echnical achi ev em ent, th e mor e th e 
cr eativ e individual was thought to b e  in command of th e past, or und er 
command of th e past-for th ey wer e th e sam e thing.

,,
47  This is th e thrust of 

Liu Xi e's (c.46 5- 522) chapt er on factual allusion and t extual r ef er enc e, shilei, 
in th e Wenxin diaolong from which th e quotation at th e b eginning of this 
essay is tak en. But this particular conc eption of cr eativity, a cr eativity bas ed 

on th e notion of transmission and mod elling, m eans Chin es e  t exts, historical 
as well as lit erary, ar e charact eris ed by a distinct kind of int ert extuality. N ew 
t exts f eed off and build upon old er t exts. Much of th eir substanc e is 
d erivativ e, produc ed through a dialogu e with pr ecursor t exts that provid e th e 
foundations for th e n ew t ext. But, as Karl Kao has not ed, th e Chin es e  practic e 
of int ert extuality is distinctiv e. It involv es:  

a reference to some, often canonical, texts with a spirit of modelling and 
emulation; it is a continuous activity in which the new t ext transmits a living 
tradition and maintains its vitality by transformation and renovation. In this 
activity, a n ew text finds its own identity only by assimilating and identifying 
with the model before transmitting it. 48 

1 3 9 

42 In challenging this practice, perhaps Hu 
Shi would have liked to see the expression 
reversed, so that it read "zuo er bushu" it 
ffifl'M!: "I create, [ do not transmit. "  

43 See Martin Weizong Huang's discussion 
of ' the anxiety of precedents' in "Dehistoriciz­
ation and intertextualization: the anxiety of 
precedents in the evolution of the traditional 
Chinese novel," Chinese Literature: Essays, 
A rticles, Reviews 1 6  (994): 46-9. 

44 Sima Qian, Shiji ;e � [Historical records] 
reprint ed., 10 vols(Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 
1959): 10, pp.3299-300. 

45 Zhu Xi, Sishijizhu [9if�tt [Collected 

commentaries to the Four Books J, reprint 
ed. (Hong Kong: Taiping Shuju, 1964), p.4l .  

46 Tu Weiming, "'Inner experience': the basis 
of creativity in Neo-Confucian thinking,"  in 
Uses 0/ the past in Chinese culture: artists 
and traditions, ed. Christian F .  Murck 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1976), pp. 14-15. 

47 Frederick W. Mote, "The arts and the 
'theorizing mode' of the civilization," in 
ibid., p.7. See also the discussion of these 
issues in James Cahill, 7becompelling image: 
nature and style in seventeenth-century 
Chinese painting (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1982), pp.47-62. 

48 Karl S. Y. Kao, "Aspects of derivation in 
Chinese narrative," Chinese Literature: Essays, 
Articles, Reviews 7 (985): 1. See also the 
essays in Stephen Owen, Remembrances: 
the experience o/the past in classical Chinese 
literature (Cambrige, Mass.: Harvard Univer­
sity Press, 1986). 
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49 Laurent Jenny, "The strategy of form," in 
French literary theory today, ed. Tzvetan 
Todorov ( Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1982), pp.34-63. 

50 As well as the above-mentioned article 
by Karl Kao, see David Palumbo-Liu, The 
poetics of appropriation: the literary theory 
and practice of Huang Tingjian (Stanford, 
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1993); Martin 
Weizong Huang, "Dehistoricization and 
intertextualization," and "AuthorCity) and 
reader in traditional Chinese xiaoshuo 
commentary," Chinese Literature: Essays, 
Articles, Reviews 1 2  ( 1990): 41-67; Anthony 
C. Yu, "History, fiction and the reading of 
Chinese narrative," Chinese Literature: 
Essays, Articles, Reviews 10 ( 1988): 1-19, 
and Rereading the stone: desire and the 
making olfiction in the Dream of the Red 
Chamber (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Prtess, 1997); and Chen Anfeng, "Li Bihua 
"Qingshe" zhong de 'wen ben hushe'" 
[Intertextuality in Lillian Lee's Green Snake], 
Ershiyi shiji 65 Oune 2001): 74-81. 

5 1 Grant Hardy, Worlds of bronze and 
bamboo. Sima Qian 's conquest of history 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 
1999). E. G. Pulleybank briefly mentions this 
aspect of Chinese historical narrative but 
does not explore it in any depth: see 'The 
historiographical tradition', in Raymond 
Dawson ed. , The legacy of China (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1964), p .150 . 

52 Sheldon Hsiao-Peng Lu, From historicity 
to fictionality: the Chinese poetics a/narrative 
(Stanford, Calif. : Stanford University Press, 
1994), p.6. 

53 Zhang Xuecheng, "Yu Chen Guanmin 
gongbu lun shixue" [Discussing historical 
questions with Chen Guanmin of the Ministry 
of Worksl, in Zhang Xuecheng yishu [The 
remaining writings of Zhang Xuecheng], 
reprint ed. (Beijing: Wenwu Chubanshe, 
1985), juan 14, p. 1 26. This translation is by 
Anthony Yu: see "History, fiction and the 
reading of Chinese narrative," p.8. 
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Whil e this kind of int ert extua lity can take many forms, such as allusion, 
adaptation, montag e, parody and pastich e, in historical t exts it primarily 
involv ed quotation and could incorporat e both archiva l or publish ed 
mat eria1 .49 Som e lit erary scholars hav e b egun to explor e this asp ect of 
Chin es e  narrativ e, but until r ec ently it has larg ely b een ignor ed by stud ents 
of Chin es e  historiography 50 On e of th e r easons that Grant Hardy's r ec ent 
book on Sima Qian is significant is that it b egins to explor e this asp ect of 
Chin es e  historical narrativ e. 5 1  

Th er e  is also a pow erful notion of authority at work in this practic e of 
int ert extuality. Th e incorporation of s eeming ly unproc ess ed data and docu­
m ents into historical t exts giv es an impr ession of auth enticity and factuality: 
a 'r eality eff ect ' .  As Sh eldon Lu not es, "R ead ers of such histori es ar e l eft with 
an impr ession of th e auth enticity of th e historical mat erials and th e factuality 
of th e r ecord ed ev ents. Official historiography is mad e to app ear to b e  a 
r ecord and transcription of th e r eal. "52 Rath er than authority coming from 
int erpr etation and argum ent, as is th e cas e in mod ern W est ern historiography, 
it is associat ed with r ef er enc e to th e t extual tradition . It was b eli ev ed that a 
tru e account of th e past could b e  r each ed through th e t extual tradition . Ev en 
wh en that t extual tradition was ca ll ed into question, as it was in th e early 
tw enti eth c entury, historians stil l engag ed with it in an activ e and productiv e 
way. Th ey did so b ecaus e int ert extuality was associat ed with an authoritativ e 
account of th e past. This do es not m ean that th er e  is no originality, no 
innovation, in Chin es e  historical writing, just that it tak es a particular form. 
And th e form it tak es is esp ecially d emanding of mod ern r ead ers. As w e  all 
know, w e  do not hav e th e sam e familiarity with th e t extual tradition that was 
onc e common for a w ell- educat ed Chin es e  r ead er. Zhang Xu ech eng draws 
a distinction b etw een plagiarism and cr eativ e usag e w�ich is quit e us eful 
h er e: 

�±�.��w�*.mz�mw®.m�� 

���.�A��M*mm � .�A���m* 

The flaw o f  plagiarism i n  the literati and the merit o f  the creative usage in 
the historian rna y appear similar, but they are, in fact, irreconcilably different. 
The plagiarist fears only that people would know of his source; the creative 
us er, that they would be ignorant of it 53 

Wh er eas th e plagiarist tri es to disguis e th e d ebt to th e past, th e cr eativ e us er 
exp ects of th e r ead er an intimat e familiarity with it. Th er e  is no att empt to 

disguis e th e d ebt. Liu Yizh eng, lik e Li Zhi b efor e him, exp ect ed of r ead ers this 
intimat e familiarity with th e t extual tradition. And whil e Hu Shi may hav e 
wish ed to s ee mor e emphasis on 'cr eation' rath er than 'transmission' ,  th e 
transformation from 'shu er buzuo' to 'zuo er bushu' was not as wid espr ead 
as might b e  imagin ed. Th e p ersist enc e of th e app eal to authority through 
int ert extuality in th e n ew tongshi is cl ear evid enc e of this . 
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. . .  

X:t:/f:5t 
Literature and history are ihseparable54 

The ancients illustrated events through words and considered words through 
events, never separating words and events into two things. 5 5  

With the emergence of  the new history in  the early twentieth century 
methodological practices such as a reliance on intertextuality were called into 
question, yet they did not disappear. Similarly, the new history also 
challenged received understandings about the relationship between literature 
and history. The professionalization of historical practice, and the concentration 
of that practice in the new universities, encouraged many historians to see 
their activity as distinct from literature. The attempt to separate history from 
biography was one manifestation of this. 56 A similar attempt to separate 
historical practice from literary endeavour was part of the professionalization 
of the historical discipline in the West and one product of this was an 
increasing concern with plagiarism. As Thomas Mallon has argued, "Origin ­
ality-not just innocence of plagiarism but the making of something really 
and truly new-set itself down as a cardinal literary virtue sometime in the 
middle of the eighteenth century and has never gotten up."57 Thus, this 
concern with plagiarism is only of fairly recent origin. It didn't really become 
an issue in Western scholarship until writers increasingly began to earn their 
living from writing. In other words, once writers thought of writing as their 
trade they began to take a dim view of others using or appropriating their 
words. Concern over plagiarism thus emerges in the wake of professionalism, 
and presupposes a common ideological foundation in the Enlightenment 
idea l of the creative, original, individual as the source of all communication. 58 
Similarly, it was also around the same time that plagiarism emerges as an 
issue, that the author(ity) of an author, to use Martin Huang's formulation, 
begins to be drawn less from cultural precedents and religious institutions 
and to depend more on "verbal inventiveness."59 And, of course, this was the 
period when historians began to see themselves as professionally distinct 

54 While this is a common saying, I have been 
unable to locate the source of it. I thank Y eh 
Wen-hsin for suggesting its relevance. Qian 
Zhongshu �iiif addresses the inter­
relationship between historical and literalY 
composition, albeit briefly, in Tanyilu��� 
[On the art of poetry!, revised ed. (Beijing: 
Zhonghua Shuju, 1 984), pp.38--9, although the 
nature of this relationship is also fundamental 
to many of the essays in his Guanzhui bian 

/��t.$i [Limited views: essays on ideas and 
letters] (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1979-80). 

55 Zhang Xuecheng, Wen shi tongyi jiaozhu, 
p.31 

56 Brian Moloughney, "From biographical 
history to historical biography: a transform­
ation in Chinese historical writing,' EastAsian 
History 4 (1992): 1-30. 
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57 Thomas Mallon, Stolen words: forays into 
the origins and ravages of plagiarism (New 
York: Ticknor Fields, 1 989), p.24. For a superb 
send-up of the obsession with originality, see 
Roland de Chaudenay's Dictionnaire des 
plagiares (Paris: Perrin, 1990), which has the 
following as a subtitle: "a dictionary where 
one finds classed in alphabetical order writers 
in French who, by means of borrowings 
which they appear to have made from the 
works of other authors, are, or could be con­
sidered to be systematic or occasional pillagers, 
sly copiers, labourious compilers, shameless 
imitators, conceited literaty pretenders, in a 
word, plagiarists . "  I came to Chaudenay 
through Marilyn Randell, Pragmatic plagiarism: 
authorship, profit, and power (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2001) .  For a 
related discussion of these issues in the Chinese 
context, but from the perspective of intellectual 
property law, see William P. Alford, To steal a 
book is an elegant ojJense: intellectual property 
law in Chinese civilization (Stanford, Calif.: 
Stanford University Press, 1995). 

58 Ron Scollon, "Plagiarism and ideology: 
identity in intercultural discourse," Language 
in Society 24 (1995): 1-28. Scollon argues that 
the concept of plagiarism is based on an 
"oversimplified model of communication" 
which assumes that all discourse is conducted 
by "autonomous, rational, individuals who 
behave as originators of their own discourses" 
(p.l) .  It is worth noting also that plagiarim's 
inversion, forgery, does not rest on such an 
ideological foundation and has been around 
for a much longer time. See, for instance, 
Giles Constable, "Forgery and plagiarism in 
the Middle Ages," Archiv fur Diplomatik 29 
( 1983): 1-14, and the five volumes of conference 
papers on this topic published as Fdlschungen 
im Mittelalter (Hannover: M.G.H.  Schriften, 
1988). I would like to thank Paul Hayward for 
bringing these works on forgery to my 
attention. 

59 Huang, "AuthorCity) and reader," p.42. For 
a sociological analysis of the community, both 
artistic and academic, that came to depend on 
the virtues of inventiveness and originality, in 
other words, you and me, see Pierre Bourdieu, 
The rules of art, trans. by Susan Emanuel 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996). As Bourdieu 
notes: "God is dead, but the uncreated creator 
has taken his place. The same person who 
announced the death of God seizes all his 
properties" (p. 189). 
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60 For a good discussion of this, see Hans 
Kellner, Language and historical represent­
ation: getting the story crooked (Madison, 
Wis.: University of Wisconsin Press, 1 989), 

6 1 Liang Qichao, "Xin shixue," but see also 
the earlier essay "Zhongguo shi xulun" 
� �;!::�� [Introduction to Chinese 
history] (1901) in Yinbingshi heji, voU, 
pp. 1-12.  

62 Axel Schneider, Wahrheitund Geschichte: 
zwei chinesische Historiker auJ der Suche 
nach einer modernen Identitiit Jur China 
(Weisbaden: Harassowitz Verlag, 1997), 
pp.68-73, 100-8, and Tang Xiaobing, Global 
space and the nationalist discourse oj 
modernity: the historical thinking oj Liang 
Qichao (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 
Press, 1996), pp.20S-33. 

63 Anthony Grafton, "A passion for the past," 
New York Review oJBooks 48.4 (2001) ,  p.47. 

64 Prasenjit Duara, Rescuing history Jrom 
the nation: questioning narratives oJmodern 
China (Chicago, Ill . :  University of Chicago 
Press, 1995). 
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from writ ers. With this w ent th e r e-fashioning of th e historical disciplin e and 
an incr easing emphasis on m ethodological approach es to evid enc e rath er 
than on th e rh etorical asp ects of writing and literary pr es entation.6 0 

It was this n ew, mor e m ethodological, mor e 'sci entific' notion of history 
that gain ed incr easing influ enc e in China during the early twenti eth c entury, 
alt ering not only the way historians w ent about th eir work but also th e way 
th ey vi ew ed inh erited practic e. But as th e evid enc e of th e n ew g en eral 
histori es shows, th e transition away from past practic e was n eith er as 
imm ediat e nor as far r eaching as th e pol emical argum ents for the n ew history 
put forward by th e lik es of Liang Qichao in his famous 1902 essay "Th e N ew 
History" might sugg est 6 1 Too oft en the n ew history is consid er ed simply an 
enactm ent by historians of Liang Qichao's ag enda. W e  cannot ignor e Liang's 

ag enda for radical chang e, but w e  must plac e it in context. Even mor e 
importantly, w e  n eed to consid er what historians w er e  actually doing as th ey 
att empt ed to establish n ew forms of practic e, not just th eir proclamations 
r egarding th e n eed for chang e. 

It is also important to r em emb er that th e on e of th e c entral characteristics 
of th e n ew history was its gr eat div ersity. Liang Qichao hims elf produc ed a 
rang e of vi ews on what it should b e, his lat er id eas diff ering mark edly from 
thos e h e  had expr ess ed in 1902 62 This change is indicativ e, in part, of th e 
wid e rang e of historiographical d ev elopm ents influ encing Chin es e  historians 
in th e early tw enti eth c entury and th e div ersity of r espons es to thos e d ev elop ­
m ents. Anthony Grafton has not ed r ec ently that "Th e G erman world's 
p ervasiv e passion for th e past did not cr eat e anything lik e a cons ensus about 
its m eaning.,,63 This is as tru e of th e historiography of early tw enti eth c entury 
China as it is of nin et eenth c entury G ermany. Th e chaotic and cont est ed 
natur e of th e R epublican era was r efl ect ed in its historical writing, which 
cannot b e  r educ ed, as Pras enjit Duara would hav e us b eli ev e, to th e singl e 
strand of 'Enlight enm ent History'. Duara is undoubt edly corr ect to emphasis e 
th e pow erful ways history was brought into th e s ervic e of th e nation-stat e, 
but th er e  was n ev er any singular vi ew of what th e nation should b e  nor of 
how history should s erv e it 64 Just as w e  should r esist att empts to ass ess 
Chin es e  historiography sol ely from th e pr esp ectiv e of a W est ern epist emology 
and m ethodology, ascribing to that an imagin ed coh er enc e and singularity, 
so w e  also should b e  wary of att empts to r educ e th e div ersity of early 
tw enti eth c entury Chin es e  historiography to a singl e, dominant strand. 

As in so much els e, th er e  is a t el eology of W est ernisation that t ends to 
gov ern assessm ents of mod ern Chin es e  historiography. Importanc e is attach ed 
to a rising rationalism and obj ectivity, whil e thos e things that do not fit this 
narrativ e of transformation ar e seen as probl ematic. Th es e  ar e things that ar e 
most visibly non-W est ern, and th ey ar e simply ignored or dismiss ed with th e 
label 'cons ervativ e'-things such as a historiographical m ethodology that 
privileges intertextuality and tradition rath er than argum ent and originality. But 
inst ead of conc eiving of this in t erms of flaw ed m ethodology, of plagiarism, 
producing s econd-rat e t exts of no significanc e, it might be mor e us eful to 
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understand intertextuality as a sophisticated method by which readers can 
engage with an inherited archival and textual tradition. Thus readers of Liu 
Yizheng's cultural histolY are able to experience not just Liu's own view of the 
past, but also a network of textual fragments that are used to construct that 
view. This is celtainly not simple -minded didactic history. In fact, such a 
methodology allows readers to engage with and interpret directly the materials 
of the past in a way that is not the case with historical writing which is 
dominated by the prescriptive interpretation of the author, with the evidential 
basis for that interpretation hidden away beyond the coded world of footnotes. 

As Harry Harootunian and Dipesh Chakrabarty have argued, we live stil l 
in a world largely shaped by the dominance of a particular locality ; the Euro ­
American, or Western, world-view provides the lens through which we look 
not only at the present but also the past. And the marginalization of 
alternative world-views is especially prominent in "the way in which histori ­
ans have envisioned their discipline and its modes of knowing. ,,65 Historians 
of South Asia have been to the fore in cha llenging this parochialism, but often 
with the result that it is Bengal, rather than Euro -America, that becomes the 
lens through which the rest of the world is viewed. There are substantial 
problems with this for historians of China, particularly if, as Vinay Lal argues, 
much of the recent work by South Asian historians suggests that the various 
attempts "to furnish India with historical narratives of its own kind are 
pointers to the increasing encroachment of history upon the fundamental and 
deliberate ahistoricity of the Indian sensibility .,,66 The contrast with China 
could not be greater. Here, historians are faced not with an absence of 
historical writing before the intrusion of modern Western practice, but with 
a surfeit. Indeed, in terms of volume and diversity, Chinese historical writing 
is second to none. The challenge, then, is not to see how a modern historical 
world-view was imposed over non -historical modes of thought and being, 
but to be attentive to the ways in which past practice shaped the reception 
of imported methodo logies. Too often the introduction of the new history is 
portrayed as little more than a new set of clothes which Chinese took to with 
alacrity, the old garments being abandoned and the new taken up 
immediate ly.67 But if the narrative techniques employed in the new tongshi 
are any indication, this was far from the case. When we move beyond the 
polarisations of the polemical arguments about what a new history should be 
and examine the kinds of history historians actually wrote what we find is 
a rich amalgam of past practice and new methodologies. 

* * * 

Historians are the professional custodians of pattern, and our wntmg 
expresses more single -mindedly than any other use of prose the relentless 
human demand, in the face of all contrary evidence induding our strongest 
fears, that time have form so that life have meaning. Story is our essential 
mode of explanation because it turns the unmeaning 'and next, and next, and 
next . .. ' of reality into Significant sequence 68 
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65 Hany Harootunian, History'S disquiet: 
modernity, cultural practice, and the question 
oj everyday life (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2000), p.7, and Chakrabarty, 
Provincializing Europe. See also Naoki Sakai, 
"Modernity and its critique: the problem of 
u niversalism and particularism," South 
Atlantic Quarterly (1988): 475-504. 
66 Vi nay Lal, "Subaltern studies and its critics: 
debates over Indian history," History and 
7beory 40 (Feb. 2001): 148. See also Roy W. 
Perrett, "History, time and knowledge in 
ancient India," History and Theory 38.3 
(Oct. 1999): 307-2l .  And for an interesting 
discussion of the way South Asian historians 
are contributing to the formation of new 
modes of historical practice, see Tony 
Ballantyne, "Archive, diSCipline and state: 
power and knowledge in South Asian 
historiography," New Zealand Journal oj 
Asian Studies 3.1 aune 2001): 87-105 .  

67 I n  1928 Zhou Zuoren }j!fj 1'1=.A remarked 
that "Those of shallow learning are reckless 
with distinctions, [arguing] that the twentieth 
century, or the success of the Northern 
Expedition, or the rise of the peasant army 
marks a new period, a new world, which 
brings forth enormous change and is  
completely different from what went before. 
It is as if the people of old die in the blink 
of an eye, while new people drop from the 
heavens, rise up out of the ground and leap 
from hollow mulberry trees, [people as 
distinct from those who went before] as two 
completely different types of animal. This 
really is the consequence of a lack of 
understanding." See Zhou Zuoren, "Bihu 
dushu lun" [Reading behind closed doors], 
in Zhou Zuoren wenxuan [Selected works 
of Zhou Zuoren] (Guangzhou: Guangzhou 
Chubanshe, 1996), yoU, p.562. 

68 Nancy F. Partner, "Making up lost time: 
writing on the writing of history," Speculum 
61.1 (986): 93-4. 
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69 This association of language and hermen­
eutics is central to the argument developed 
by Hans-Georg Gadamer in Truth and 
method, 2nd rev. ed. (New York: Continuum, 
1 998). But see also the recent collection of 
essays in Frank Ankersmit and Hans Kellner 
eds, A new philosophy of history (Chicago, 
III.: University of Chicago Press, 1995). 

70 Excellent discussions of Dilthey's contrib­
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pp.218-42; Barash, Martin Heidegger and 
the problem of historical meaning, pp.54-
72; Bambach, Heidegger, Dilthey, and the 
crisis of historicism, pp.127--85; and Jacob 
Owensby, Dilthey and the narrative of 
history (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1994). 

7 1 David Carr, "Narrative and the real world: 
an argument for continuity," History and 
Theory 25 (986): 117. See also his Time, 
narrative and history (Bloomington, Ind.: 
Indiana University Press, 1986). 

72 Owensby, Dilthey and the narrative of 
history, p.6. Some social scientists have 
been developing this concept in recent years, 
arguing that narrative is not representational 
but an ontological condition of social life. 
See, for instance, Margaret R. Somers, "The 
narrative constitution of identity: a relational 
and network approach," Theory and Society 
23 (994): 605-49 

73 Louis O. Mink, "History and fiction as 
modes of comprehension," New Literary 
History 1 (970): 541--8, and Hayden White, 
Metahistory: the historical imagination in 
nineteenth-century Europe (Baltimore, Md.: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973). For 
a condensed version of White's argument, 
including a response to criticisms of 
Metahistory, see his essay "Literary theory 
and historical writing," in Figural realism: 
studies in the mimesis effect (Baltimore, 
Md. : Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 
pp. 1-26. 

74 Mink, "History and fiction as modes of 
comprehension," p.557. 
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What, th en, might th es e  r efl ections on the narrativ e stmctur es employ ed 
in Chin es e  historiography contribut e to our und erstanding of th e natur e of 
narration and h erm en eutics?69 This is a major issu e, w ell b eyond th e scop e 
of this essay, and I will confin e mys elf to sugg esting possibl e av enu es for 
furth er inv estigation. 

Int erpr etations of th e r elationship b etw een th e liv ed exp eri enc es historians 
att empt to d escrib e and th e linguistic m ethods th ey employ in thos e d escriptions 
can b e  broadly divid ed into two main groups. On th e on e hand th er e  ar e thos e 
who argu e th e cas e for continuity, what might b e  call ed th e Dilth ey -Carr 
position. It was Wilh elm Dilth ey, around th e turn of the tw enti eth c entury, who 
argu ed that lif e unfolds lik e a story and that narrativ e coh er enc e, as d ev elop ed 
through historical explanations, is not impos ed on lif e exp eri enc e but d ev elops 
naturally from it 7 0  Mor e r ec ently, David Carr has b een to th e for e in d ev eloping 
this position, and although h e  draws mostly on Huss er! and ph enom enology, 
th e influ enc e of Dilth ey in his work is cl ear. Carr argu es that 

Narrative is not merely a pOSSibly successful way of describing events; its 
structure inheres in the events themselves. Far from being a formal distortion 
of the events it relates, a narrative account is an extension of one of their 
primary features.71  

Whil e th er e  ar e diff er enc es b etw een Dilth ey and Carr, both argu e that not 
only do humans und erstand individual exp eri enc e in t erms of a StOlY, with 
a cl ear s ens e of b eginning, middl e and end, but that w e  also int erpr et th e 
social and communal dim ensions of our liv es in this way. In oth er words, 
"lit erary and historical narrativ es ar e th ems elv es root ed in th e t emporal 
structur es of our ev eryday liv es and action, "  both individual and social .72 

If this w er e  th e cas e, and for this argum ent for continuity to b e  valid, w e  
would exp ect all historical accounts of human liv es and human communiti es,  
irr esp ectiv e of cultural cont ext, to b e  int egrat ed, coh er ent narrativ es with a 
cl ear s ens e of b eginning, middl e and end. But as w e  hav e s een, much of 
Chin es e  historical writing do es not conform to this patt ern. It is c ertainly tm e 
that around th e turn o f  th e tw enti eth c entury, with th e ris e of th e n ew history 
mov em ent, many historians sought gr eat er coh er enc e in th eir accounts of th e 
past, y et inh erit ed practic e continu ed to influ enc e th e way th e Chin es e  
exp eri enc e of th e world was transform ed into t extual form. Th e modification 

of th e tongshi format might sugg est support for th e argum ent for continuity, 
but th e way Chin es e  historians d ev elop ed this format do es not. 

Th e alt ernativ e position, th e argum ent for discontinuity, would s eem to 
hav e mor e pot ential to accomodat e th e div ers e and distinctiv e natur e of 
Chin es e  historical writing. This might also b e  call ed th e Mink-Whit e position, 
nam ed again aft er its most w ell-known advocat es. Louis Mink is oft en 
d escrib ed as th e first to articulat e cl ea rly th e argum ent for discontinuity, whil e 
Hayd en Whit e did most to popularis e it through th e succ ess of MetahistoryJ3 
Th e ess enc e o f  th e argum ent for discontinuity is that "stori es ar e not liv ed but 
told."74 Both Mink and Whit e argu e for th e r epr es entational valu e of narra­
tiv e; a form impos ed upon th e chaos o f  r eality in ord er to giv e coh er enc e but 
not r elat ed in any dir ect way to that r eality. In Metahistory, Whit e d ev elop ed 
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this argument for discontinuity by showing, through an emphasis on 
emplotment, how some classic nineteenth-century historical narratives were 
constructed not out of the fabric of the real world but in accordance with the 
properties of the realist novel. However, as Harry Harootunian has argued, 
in doing so White provided a "powerful defense of history's identification 
with a specific historical-cultural endowment produced under the sign of a 
particular Western modernity. "  Further, Harootunian argues that, 

By using a formalist tactic that supresses context to account for the production 
of classic narratives, White manages not only to canonize them but also to 
identify the histories' specific narrative form of emplotment. Yet this is a 
strange 'history' that eschews the contextual reflexivity that robs the narratives 
of their own historical condition of production . Although White persuasively 
argues that different story lines are possible, depending on the steering 
strategy selected by tropiC choice, this plurality of possible plots is far less 
important than the preservation of a continuist, successive, and progressive 
movement from a past to a present , , 75 

This cultural specificity implicit in White's analyses limits the value of his 
work for those seeking understanding of the distinctive forms historical 
writing takes in different cultural contexts 76 

Paul Ricoeur's work is far more fruitful in this regard. In his magisterial 
three-volume study Time and Narrative, Ricoeur moves beyond the polarisation 
of these two positions and presents the most sophisticated discussion to date 
of the relationship between lived experience and narrative structuring 77 
While generally supportive of the discontinuity thesis, Ricoeur does not argue 
for a radical disjuncture between narrative presentation and human action in 
the way that both Mink and White do. Instead, Ricoeur believes there are 
aspects to human action that lend themselves to narrative configuration. He 
argues that his claim about the fundamental narrative character of all history 
should not be confused with a defense of narrative history, but insists that 
there is a correlation between the activity of narrating a StOlY and the temporal 
character of human experience, a correlation "that is not merely accidental 
but presents a transcultural form of necessity.

,,
78 Thus while Ricoeur is attentive 

to the complex nature of the relationship between real events and narrative 
depictions of them, he does not tie these to the particular integrated or 
'coherent' narrative structuring associated with Western modernity. In 
acknowledging this flexibility, Ricoeur opens the way for trans-cultural 
analysis, something that is not the case with most Western discussions of 
historical narration.79 

From the perspective of the structural flexibility and methodological 
intertextuality of the Chinese historical writing discussed here, however, the 
one Western historical text that offers the most potential for comparison is 
Walter Benjamin's The Arcades Project 80 This work provides a concerted 
challenge to the narrative conformity and coherence of modern Western 
historical writing. The book consists essentially of extracts quoted from more 
than 850 sources, largely culled from the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris. In 
essence Benjamin presents a montage of quotations from, and reflections 
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75 Harootunian, History 's disquiet, pp. 1 3-
14.  
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" Historical narration : foundation, types, 
reason," History and Theory, Beiheft vol.27 
( 1987): 87-97, and Axel Schneider, Wahrheit 
und Geschichte: zwei chinesische Histo1'iker 
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fur China (Weisbaden: Harassowitz Verlag, 
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77 Paul Ricoeur, Time and narrative, trans. 
Kathleen Blarney and David Pellauer, 3 vols 
(Chicago, III.: University of Chicago Press, 
1 984-88) 

78 Ibid, voU, p .52 .  See also pp.91-2. 

79 Kenneth Gergen's recent work on narra­
tive is also fruitful in this regard. See n. 12 .  

80 While originally entitled Das Passagen-
Werk, I have used the English translation by 
Eiland and McLuaglin recently published as 
The arcades project. See n 27. 
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81 J would like to thank Lewis Mayo for this 
observation. The role of sampling in much 
recent music is another example of the way 
practices considered anathema in textual 
form are embraced in other areas. 

82 For discussion of this method of mutual 
illumination, see Li Wai-yee, "The idea of 
authority in the Shih chi (Records oj the 
Historian)," Harvard Journal oj Asiatic 
Studies 4.2 (Dec. 1994) 345-405. In the early 
twentieth centlllY, writers seeking to transform 
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Moloughney, "Recreating Chinese biography: 
Zhu Dongrun and the transition from liezhuan 
to zhuanji," Bochumer Jahrbuch zur Ost­
aSienJorschung 25 (2001) 45-81 .  

83 Benjamin, The arcades project, p.883. 

84 This is not to say that the potential signifi­
cance of the English translation of the 
Passagen-Werk is unappreciated. See, for 
instance, the recent essay by Vanessa R. 
Schwartz, "Walter Benjamin for historians," 
American Historical Review 106.5 (Dec. 2001) 
1721-43. For reviews oJ The arcades project, 
see T. J. Clark, "Reservations of the marvel­
lous," The London Review oj Books, 22 June 
2000, pp .3--9, and George Steiner, "Work in 
progress: shops, sewers, boredom, barricades: 
Walter Benjamin's mappings of Paris above 
and below ground," Times Literary Supple­
ment, 3 Dec. 1999, pp.4-5 . 
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chapters of this book exclUSively through 
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upon, the sources that comprise the text. This term 'montage' suggests the 
powerful influence that film had on Benjamin and it is interesting that the 
same criteria of originality and argument that have had such an influence in 
shaping modern notions of good historical writing are not generally applied 
to presentations of the past through film. It is seen as quite legitimate in film 
to present accounts of the past in a way that intersperses evidence with 
interpretation, the archive and the commentary.81 

Benjamin arranges his montage of quotations under thirty-six categories, 
with descriptive rubrics such as 'fashion', 'boredom' and 'construction'. In other 
words, this methodology is very similar to the 'method of mutual illumination', 
or hUjianfa lL� 1.t ,  pioneered by Sima Qian in Shiji and subsequently used 
widely in Chinese historical texts. This method encourages the placement of 
material not in any particular sequential or chronological order but in a topical 
way, to highlight, or illuminate, palticular issues 82 Similarly, Benjamin 
compiles his montage of quotations in such a way that the particular quotations 
are meant to illuminate each other. In other words, what we have with The 
Arcades Project is a text in which the methodology and structure are similar to 
that employed by Liu Yizheng in his Cultural History of China. I am not trying 
to suggest that Benjamin and Liu Yizheng shared a similar understanding of the 
world; far from it. But it is interesting that in seeking to undermine the 
teleological assumptions implicit in modern Western historical writing, Benjamin 
should produce a text so similar in nature to Liu Yizheng's. Like Liu Yizheng, 
Benjamin saw the collection of these textual fragments from the past as a form 
of practical memory.83 Not surprisingly, however, this work has been received 
with some consternation by Western critics, many of whom are unsure how 
to read it.84 That consternation suggests the kinds of challenges that need to 
be confronted in order to achieve a truly trans-cultural understanding of 
historical thought and writing. 

* • * 

All great musicians recognise their ancestry and pay respect to it, 
and they know the thing is greater than the sum of individuals.85 

To conclude I would like to return to the analogy about different types 
of j igsaws which I borrowed from Lothar Ledderose. The Chinese jigsaw, 
which allowed multiple combinations, was similar I suggested to the 
framework of the Chinese dynastic histories. But this framework for historical 
writing was abandoned in the early twentieth century, in part because its 
flexibility was believed to contribute to a lack of coherence, and the concern 
with coherence was uppermost in the minds of those who wished to make 
Chinese historiography modern and thus contribute towards making the 
Chinese state a nation. Increasingly nowadays, however, we find discussions 
of a single modernity breaking down. Instead, scholars are talking more and 
more of 'multiple modernities'-whole volumes of the journal Daedalus have 
been devoted to these discussions 86 This concept is preferable to the many 
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proclamations about the arrival of post-modernity and I would contest 
attempts to characterise the perspectives developed in this essay as postmodern 
for the simple reason that this concept, even in its very terminology, 
enshrines the teleological assumptions I am critical of. Throughout the 
twentieth centUlY Chinese historians struggled to fit the particularities of the 
Chinese past into the Western teleological periodizations of 'ancient, 
medieval, modern Cand post-modern)' and 'slave, fuedal, capitalist, socialist' .  
For instance, Alexander Woodside notes how, in  grappling with this issue, 
Liang Shuming ��� came to the conclusion that China was "outside 
historical time, as Western thinkers defined it. "87 The concept of multiple, or 
alternate, modernities helps escape these teleological assumptions and offers 
the potential for more fruitful trans-cultural analysis. 

But these developments also create methodological problems for historians, 
and perhaps the rise in popularity of the edited collection of essays, including 
a diversity of perspectives within a single volume, is a reflection of our attempts 
to overcome these problems. In one of his contributions to these discussions 
of multiple modernities, Alexander Woodside has suggested that "we may 
need to abandon any hope of a unified analytical narrative with an omniscient 
narrator in looking at the rise of the politically modern."88 Stimulated by Grant 
Hardy's work on Sima Qian, Woodside suggests that we might do well to revive 
the structure of the dynastic histories in order to accommodate this need for 
multiple viewpoints, and that the method of mutual illumination, or hujianfa, 

used in those histories will be particularly useful for handling discussions of 
multiple modernities. Perhaps, then, the overriding concern with coherence 
which has been fundamental to modernity is giving way to a greater acceptance 
of diversity, and, if this is the case, then we may not have seen the end of the 
form of historical writing pioneered by Sima Qian more than 2000 years ago. 
Whether or not this will come to be, and whether or not such histories will 
incorporate intertextual methodologies, remains to be seen. But even if this 
does not occur, our awareness of multiple modernities may encourage us to 
look in a more interested way at the diversity of narrative strategies employed 
in Chinese historiography, and that would be a very good thing. 

APPENDIX: GENERAL HISTORIES 
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88 Ibid, p .214 .  
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Naka's book was written in classical Chinese and published between 1888 and 1890. A new edition was 
published in China in 1899, by Dongwen Xueshe *)(�H, with an endorsement from Luo Zhenyu *i:t�.:li. 
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reprinted in Kuwabara jitsuza zenshu [The complete works of Kuwabara Jitsuzol, 5 vols (Tokyo: Iwanami 
Shoten, 1968): 4, pp. 1-290. This book was also published under the title Taya shiya (Dongyang shiyao) 
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*# �� [An outline history of the Orient] in 1 899, In 1899 Dongwen Xueshe *)(�::f± released 

a Chinese translation (by Fan Bingqing �m�), with an introduction by Wang Guowei ::E ��, A 

number of other translations appeared in the early years of the twentieth century, for instance, by 

Chen Qingnian �'*�i'f. (see no.4 below) 

3 ,  Liu Yizheng, Lidai shilue �{��1lI& [A brief chronological history] (Nanjing, 1902).  A re­

working and extension of Naka's Shina tsushi, While Naka ended his study with the Song 
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end of Ming ( 1368-1644) 

4 ,  Chen Qingnian, Zhongguo lishi jiaokeshu cp l@,I.M��f-t:& [A Chinese history textbook] 
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6, Liu Shipei �'lj gffiJff, Zhongguo lishijiaokeshu cjJ l@ ���f-t� [A Chinese history textbook], 

(1905-06), Reprinted in Liu Shipei, Liu Shipei quanji iU mJff�1t [The complete works of Liu 

Shipei], 4 vols (Beijing: Zhonggong Zhongyang Dangxiao, 1997), 4: pp,275-370 

7, LLi Ruiting g JIffi� and Zhao Chengbi's m�� Zhongxue xinti Zhongguo lishi 

cjJ�ifg r:p �M5t [A new-style history of China for secondary schools] (Shanghai, 1907). 
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taEJ I I  �::t:AA , Shina shi 3zJI�5I: [A history of China] ( 1897') 
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history of China] (Shanghai: Commercial Press, 1934) 

13, Miao Fenglin �}j\:f;f, Zhongguo tongshi gangyao r:p �Jm��� [An outline general 
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