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causes and to subsequent exfoliated consequences. Actors have complex
motivations and an interior depth which often imparts a rich flavour to
the generally ironic unfolding of events . . .86

The primary reason why these texts have been overlooked is ascribable 

to their genre. Written either as courtly poetry, folk epics or diplomatic

reports, their historical content is ‘hidden’ to us, but understood by their

contemporaries by their ‘texture’, the sub-generic markers, shifters etc.

within texts that informed their audience of their historical intent. As yet

history sui generis did not exist as a genre, but historical consciousness did

and was written in literary modes prevalent in the culture.

Of course, these were still regional histories. As stated earlier, there 

was as yet no nation of India, and so we may partly concur with the notion

that James Mill, with all his prejudices, wrote the first history of the sub-

continent. Nevertheless, important reorientations in outlook and writing

were occurring in some sections of the population that indicate that even

prior to the colonial impact, a definite sense of historical consciousness

was emerging.

East and South East Asia

Shamanism and history: the origin of the ‘shi’

Finally we turn to East and South East Asia, where we see a long tradition

of historical writing established first in China. In order to discuss the

trends of development in Asian historiography from the eighteenth century

onward, it seems necessary briefly to review this tradition, which bore

characteristics distinct from those of other historical cultures in the Middle

East, South Asia, and Europe. In its formative years, for example, shaman-

ism played an important role in the gestation of both the written language

and historical culture in ancient China. The earliest records of history were

found in oracle inscriptions on animal bones and tortoise shells during the

Shang period (c. 1600–1066 bce). These records were mostly made by a

shaman-cum-king for the purpose of divination and incantation. In a later

time, a position called shi was created and during the long course of the

Zhou dynasty (1121–249 bce), the shi multiplied and became ubiquitous

at Zhou court. Modern Chinese now tend to translate shi as ‘historian’,

but in Zhou times, the shi’s responsibility was not exclusively historical –

he was also a scribe and an astrologer; as the latter he carried on the

shamanic duty of interpreting the implication of heavenly movement for

human affairs.87
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That historical writing originated from shamanic activities and that the

shi was initially a government position left an enduring imprint in Chinese

historical thinking. Writing history in China was often an official under-

taking, though prior to the seventh century many historians did not turn 

to history under a government order and after the seventh century there

was still a vigorous practice in private history writing. In ancient texts,

such as the ‘Six Classics’, which it is believed that Confucius might have

helped edit and preserve, there was already reference to history as a mirror,

reflecting the past rights and wrongs that were deemed beneficial for the

present. The causes of the Shang’s fall, it said, were already mirrored in 

the fall of the Xia (2207–1766 bce), its predecessor, for both committed

similar errors. History thus was regarded as a repository of political 

wisdom, which became a lasting belief broadly held in China’s imperial

period. It prompted the dynastic ruler, after his ascent to the throne, to

order the compilation of the history of the preceding dynasty. From the

seventh century onwards, this became standard practice for historical 

writing in China, which in no time also exerted a notable influence in

Korea, Vietnam and Japan.

The formation of Confucian historiography

The much-quoted statement that history in China was written ‘by the

bureaucrats for the bureaucrats’ describes the official nature of dynastic

history writing. However, it does not do full justice to the diverse tradition

of historical writing in imperial China because private interest in historical

writing was both persistent and lively throughout China’s imperial era.

Nor does the statement take into account that the tradition of official his-

torical writing was not fully set in place until the seventh century. Sima

Qian (145–87 bce), for example, arguably the greatest historian in imper-

ial China, pursued by and large the same interest as did Herodotus when

he set out to compile the Records of the Historian (Shiji), which was to sat-

isfy his curiosity for extraordinary occurrences and preserve historical

memory. Though he was born into a hereditary shi family, Sima wrote his

magnum opus on his own without the emperor’s patronage. His goal was

‘to explore the boundary between the realm of Heaven and the realm of

humanity, to comprehend the process of changes in times past and present,

and to establish the tradition of one family’.88 Sima did not intend it simply

as a service to the emperor.

At the time when Sima Qian began his writing, narrative history had

already taken root in China, to which Sima was indebted in developing his
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own style – ‘to establish the tradition of one family’.89 Yet in his effort 

to ‘comprehend the changes in times past and present’, or to seek out the

governing law in history, Sima was inspired more by Confucius, who 

had established that history writing ought to help establish a normative

sociopolitical order. To Confucius, this order had already been exemplified

by the rulership of previous historical eras, such as that of the Zhou – thus

he lamented the decline of Zhou political culture in his own age. By revis-

ing the existent Spring and Autumn Annals (Chunqiu), compiled by the shi
of his home state Lu, Confucius hoped not only to chronicle the degenera-

tion of history but also to censure those culpable for such regression. What

he did was to alter slightly the records in the Annals by replacing certain

words (e.g., changing ‘killed’ to ‘murdered’) in order to achieve a stronger

moral condemnation on illicit behavior. By exercising this so-called ‘pen-

law of the Spring and Autumn’ (Chunqiu bifa), Confucius demonstrated

that the historian’s pen was used not only to record the past, but also to

pass moral and political judgement.

In the works of Confucius and Sima Qian there were frequent refer-

ences to the tian (Heaven), or the Chinese notion of God. This showed that

during their time, the shamanic belief in the Heaven–humanity cor-

relation remained influential. This influence did not go away quickly.

However, by moralizing the writing of history, Confucius did inject a

worldly tone into the historiographical tradition and enhanced the agency

of historical writing: he hoped to restore by the historian’s pen what he

considered a Heavenly order, whereby good and evil were made known 

to the public. To Confucius and his followers, the historian’s straight-

forwardness was not devoid of a moral standard; it rather meant that the

historian should set his record ‘straight’ to uphold the moral standard, 

not ‘bend’ to political pressure or coercion.90

Given the influence of Confucianism, which became a state ideology in

the Han dynasty (206 bce–220 ce), historiographical compilation thus

pursued a dual goal. It was both historical and normative, motivated as

much by the desire to build a repository of historical knowledge as by the

pursuit of an ideal sociopolitical order. Thus Sima Qian’s Records follow 

a hierarchical structure, a microcosm of his own ideal world perhaps, 

to house his vividly and colourfully styled biographies. For example, the

‘basic annals’ section contains the biographies of the imperial houses from

antiquity to the Han, the ‘hereditary houses’ section portrays the deeds of

noteworthy ministers, and the ‘arrayed biographies’ section depicts the

lives of people from different social strata whom Sima regarded as either

important or interesting.91 By ranking and grouping historical figures this
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way, Sima demonstrated what the ideal sociopolitical order was supposed

to be. However, from a typical Confucian perspective, Sima’s historical

practice was not perfect because he often deviated from his own model. As

a historian, he at times showed too much interest in describing the unique

and the extraordinary at the expense of moral didacticism. Nonetheless,

the annals-biography style Sima invented was later adopted, after some

modification, as the standard form for dynastic history writing in imperial

China and elsewhere in the Sinitic world.

The History Bureau and dynastic history

From a modern view, however, Sima Qian’s greatness may lie precisely 

in his deviation from the Confucian ideal because after him, history writ-

ing became increasingly straitjacketed due to government intervention.

Beginning in the Tang dynasty (618–907), it was turned into an official

undertaking by the establishment of the History Bureau. The Tang rulers

showed a great interest in making history a resourceful mirror from which

useful political lessons could be learned to improve their rule and prolong

the dynasty. The Bureau’s task, or the task of its historians, was, on the

one hand, to compile histories of previous dynasties, and, on the other, to

collect and preserve documents and sources for the current regime. These

sources were vetted and organized under such categories as ‘court diaries’,

‘daily calendar’ and ‘veritable records’, on whose basis a contemporary

history, called ‘national history’ (guoshi), would be compiled.92

The Tang system of official historical writing exerted a paradigmatic

influence in Korea and Vietnam, and later in Japan, so much so that 

dynastic histories in these places were written in Chinese as late as the end

of the nineteenth century. Conversely, valuable records of early histories 

of Japan, Korea and Vietnam were found in Chinese historical works. 

In Japan, the Rikkokushi (Six National Histories), written originally in

Chinese, were patterned on the Tang model of official history writing.93

The notion that history was a mirror for the present propagated by Tang

rulers and historians also resonated well in Japan. During the eighth and

twelfth centuries, there appeared a group of historical texts, Ikagami,
Imakagami and Mizukagami, and more famously, Azumakagami, all bear-

ing the word ‘mirror’ (kagami) in their titles. But their content and style

were becoming increasingly more Japanese than Chinese, indicating that

the Chinese influence had gradually waned. Indeed, unlike in Korea and

Vietnam, the Chinese tradition of dynastic history was never solidified in

feudal Japan, partly because prior to the seventeenth century, Japan had
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not established a unified dynastic power. But despite the frequent warfare,

efforts were continually made by Japanese historians to record history and

examine the causes of the rise and fall of powers. The proliferation of the

‘battle-day literature’ (Gunki monogatari) was a case in point.94

The Tang practice of historical writing, and its idea of history as a mir-

ror, was not particularly moralistic, if judged by the Confucian standard.

After the fall of the Han in the third century, Buddhism had entered China

proper and Tang culture was characteristically Buddhist, especially with

respect to its influence in Japan and Korea. Buddhist hagiographic writing,

as well as its exhortative intent, succeeded in merging with the existing 

tradition of biographic writing in Tang historiography. But Confucianism

revived during the Song dynasty (960–1279); sometimes known as Neo-

Confucianism in Western scholarship, it reasserted the moralist position 

in historical writing. This reassertion, however, was not immune to

Buddhist influence. In the Song discourse of history, historians deployed

such metaphysical concepts as the ‘principle’ (li) or ‘Heavenly principle’

(tianli) to moralize historical writing, a practice rarely seen in classical

Confucianism.95

The spread and influence of dynastic historiography

The Song practice of history thus differed from that of the Tang, and 

the Neo-Confucian practice differed from that of the early Confucians.

Empowered by their knowledge of the cosmological order, members of the

literate class turned to history to remonstrate with their emperor against

any deviation from the ‘Heavenly principle’. That is, these literati believed

that they held shiquan (the authority of history), with which they could

delimit the otherwise omnipotent imperial power. Sima Guang’s (1019–

1086) undertaking of Zizhi tongjian (The Comprehensive Mirror for Aid

in Government) was a famous example. At first glance, this general history,

covering over 1,300 years, exercised the time-honoured idea of making

history a political mirror for government. But Sima Guang perhaps sought

beyond that; his masterpiece could be viewed as offering a master narrative

that generalized the rise and fall of dynasties in the past. It distilled valuable

political wisdom for improving imperial rulership.96

In other words, from the Song period onward, dynastic historiography

became increasingly monarch-centred. It had departed from the model

established by Sima Qian in the Han period, which now looked almost

panoramic in its coverage. While dynastic historians narrowed the scope of

their work, they increased tremendously its size, many dynastic histories
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being composed of a great number of volumes. Because of its stupendous

size, once completed, one dynastic history was only printed in several

copies. They were usually kept in the royal palace and imperial library,

inaccessible to the general public. And this was not just a Chinese phe-

nomenon. As China’s closest neighbours, Korea and Vietnam both estab-

lished the system of official history writing under Chinese influence from

the twelfth century on, if not earlier.97 In 1145, Kim Pu-sik (1075–1151)

compiled the Samguk sagi (Historical Records of the Three Kingdoms),

which is the earliest surviving history in Korea.98 During the Chosnn

dynasty (1392–1910), which saw more Chinese influence in the form of

Neo-Confucian learning, greater efforts were made to promote history

writing.99 The KoryNsa (History of Korea), compiled in 1451, was Korea’s

first complete dynastic history. The Tongguk t’onggam (Comprehensive

Mirror in the Eastern Kingdom [Korea] ), on the other hand, was an emu-

lation of Sima Guang. In their effort to uphold the Confucian world order,

Korean historians followed the principle of flunkeyism (sadae) and placed

the biographies of Korean kings in the ‘hereditary houses’, instead of the

‘basic annals’, in order to mirror Chosnn Korea’s tributary bondage to

China.100 However, this might be an isolated case because dynastic histories

in Vietnam of the same period were intended to glorify the feats of Dai
Viet, or ‘Great Viet’, as in Dai Viet su luoc (An Outline History of Great

Viet) and Dai Viet su ky (Historical Records of Great Viet). The Dai Viet
su ky toan thu (Complete Version of the Historical Records of Great Viet),

compiled by a court historian Ngo Si-lien (dates unknown) in 1479 was

another example, even though all these historical texts invariably also 

registered the influence of Confucian moral values.101 Meanwhile, Buddhist,

or South Asian, influence in Vietnamese historiography should not be

ignored. The Viet dien u linh tap (Compilation of the Departed Spirits in

the Realm of Viet) from the thirteenth century was written by a custodian

of a Buddhist library.102 Finally in Japan, dynastic history writing entered a

period of revival from the seventeenth century, which saw the compila-

tions of the HonchD tsugan (Comprehensive Mirror for Our Dynasty) and

Dai Nihonshi (History of Great Japan); the latter was launched by a mem-

ber of the Tokugawa family, the shogun (general) that ruled a unified

Japan in the emperor’s name.

As dynastic historiography established itself as the norm of historical

writing in the Sinitic world, back in China where it originated, its compila-

tion had become a matter of course, no longer performing the same role as

before in preserving useful lessons from the past for guiding the present.

During the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), the augmentation of imperial
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power meant that it became more and more difficult for the historians of

the History Bureau to record faithfully the events happening around the

court, let alone those elsewhere. The quality of Ming official historiography

suffered as a result. Private history writing, by comparison, flourished in

the Ming period, in part because historians worked in private, inspired

continually by the Neo-Confucian political ideals, intent on exposing the

concealments in official historiography.103 The proliferation of private his-

tory writing in the Ming also benefited from the growth of a commercial

culture and a book market which began in the sixteenth century. Thanks

to the development of trade and commerce, an urban society emerged 

in south-east China, which created a new readership among the urban

dwellers who turned to history mainly for entertainment. Tailoring to such

an interest, new genres appeared in Ming private historiography in which

the line between history and fiction became increasingly porous.104

‘To seek the truth from facts’: the rise of 
evidential learning

After the Ming’s fall in the seventeenth century, the Manchus established

the Qing dynasty (1644–1911) in China, hoping to restore and continue

the Sinitic cultural order. But to Confucian scholars, including those in

Korea and Japan, the collapse of the Ming dynasty marked the end of a

historical era. Korean Confucians thus attempted to turn Korea into

Sojunghwa (Little China), or a new centre of Chinese culture.105 Japan

under Tokugawa’s reign (1603–1868) saw a notable development of com-

mercial culture, parallel to that of Ming and Qing China. In response 

to the needs and interests of the growing number of the townspeople,

Japanese scholars employed different hermeneutic strategies in interpreting

the Confucian classics, which led to the unravelling and fragmentation 

of the Neo-Confucian orthodoxy endorsed by the shogunate. Of the 

many schools emerging at the time, the National Learning School, led by

Motoori Norinaga (1730–1801), was particularly significant; buoyed by a

proto-nationalist sentiment, it doubted the universal value of Confucian

teaching and questioned its cultural relevance to Japan.

In China, a similarly critical attitude toward Neo-Confucianism was

manifest in the school of evidential learning (kaozhengxue), which rose in

the wake of the Ming–Qing dynastic transition from the mid-seventeenth

century. Neo-Confucianism, or its development in the Ming period, was

now deemed culpable for the Ming’s fall in the Qing scholarly community,

though on the official level, Neo-Confucianism continued to receive
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endorsement from the Qing court.106 Intent on promoting practical learn-

ing and knowledge of statecraft, Qing scholars became displeased and

disillusioned with the Neo-Confucian interpretation of Confucian teaching.

They distanced themselves from Ming Neo-Confucian metaphysics and

endeavoured to restore the classical Confucianism of the Han period and

earlier. To this end – analogous to the Renaissance humanists’ restoration of

Greco-Roman classical culture – Qing scholars turned to the methods of

philology, phraseology, phonology, etymology and epigraphy, hoping to

fathom and wrest the original (hence true) meaning of the Confucian classics.

This reorientation of intellectual culture, characterized by Benjamin

Elman as a move ‘from philosophy to philology’, exerted a significant

impact on the study of history.107 It pointed to a marked change in histor-

ical thinking in that the evidential scholars’ rejection of Neo-Confucianism

was predicated on the argument that since the Neo-Confucians lived over 

a thousand years after Confucius, there was no reason to worship their

works as orthodox and authoritative interpretations of Confucian 

teaching. This charge of anachronism had appeared earlier, in the Song

period.108 But never before had it become so widespread and influential as

in the eighteenth century. Evidential scholars, such as Hui Dong

(1697–1758) and his Suzhou School, focused on restoring Han Confucian

learning and advocated the Han superiority to the Song in Confucian

scholarship. Hui argued that since the Han was much closer to Confucius’

age, Han scholars’ study of Confucian teaching had benefited from an oral

tradition unavailable to the Neo-Confucians of later ages.

Although the Suzhou scholars were later criticized for their over-

enthusiasm for Han learning, it was noteworthy that their restorationist

project was motivated not only by an interest in the old(er), but also in the

true(r). Indeed, for evidential scholars, Shishi qiushi (to seek truth in actual

facts), a Han adage, was a motto. This was embodied most typically in 

the scholarship of Dai Zhen (1724–77), a luminary in the Qing scholarly

constellation. Inspired by Hui Dong in his early career, Dai took an inter-

est in Han scholarship. But he soon went beyond that and eventually

acquired fame as the most erudite person of the age. Dai’s scholarship was 

encyclopedic, ranging from phonology, etymology and phraseology to

geography, astronomy and mathematics. Although he was not primarily a

historian, he studied ancient institutions and regulations. His main goal 

in pursuing such a broad array of knowledge was to gain a better under-

standing of Confucian teaching. Different from the Neo-Confucians, 

especially those of the Ming who had prized intuition and epiphany, 

Dai focused on restoring the appropriate historical context in order to
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apprehend the meaning of the Confucian classics on their own terms. He

maintained that if one hoped to understand the meaning of the text, one

had first to understand the meaning of the words.109 Like the humanists

and antiquarians in Europe of the same period, Dai and his followers

believed that philology was the queen in classical learning. In particular,

they emphasized the study of ancient phonology because pronunciations

changed over time and, in ancient times, many characters had been inter-

changeable due to their then similar pronunciations.110 Thus viewed, Hui

Dong’s worship of Han scholarship also made sense; not so distant from

the age of Confucius, scholars of the Han had a clear advantage in detect-

ing those interchanged characters, for their pronunciation was not as dif-

ferent as it would become in a later time.

The Qing scholars’ interest in ancient history was not unprecedented.

Given the long tradition of historical writing in China, the Chinese had

possessed a good knowledge about their past, perhaps better than any

other people in the world at the same period. They acquired this know-

ledge by studying and mastering the masterpieces bequeathed to them from

the past. The towering status of Sima Qian, for example, spawned many

imitations across the Sinitic world. However, at times efforts were also

made to evaluate the master’s work critically, checking the validity and

reliability of its content. Liu Zhiji (661–721), a Tang historian, was a good

example. In his Shitong (Comprehensive Perspectives on Historiography),

arguably the first historiographical study produced in the Sinitic world, Liu

offered a critical, sometimes scathing, evaluation of previous histories 

and classics.111 Indeed, historiographical study was a respected scholarly

tradition in imperial China – scholars had made tremendous efforts to

gloss, examine and annotate earlier historical works.

The Qing evidential project continued this tradition. But it also went

much further. Wang Mingsheng’s (1722–97) Shiqishi shangque (Critical

Studies of the Seventeen Histories), Qian Daxin’s (1728–1804) Ershi’ershi
kaoyi (Examination of Variances in the Twenty-two Histories) and Zhao

Yi’s (1727–1814) Nian’ershi zhaji (Notes on the Twenty-two Histories)

were the best examples of Qing evidential scholarship, showcasing its 

critical spirit and sophisticated methods. As shown in their titles, the 

subject of their critical study was the revered dynastic histories that had

been previously regarded as ‘standard histories’ (zhengshi). Yet Wang,

Qian and Zhao subjected them to critical scrutiny, comparing their records

with myriad other sources, including inscriptions on bronze and stones.

Armed with their erudition, they also provided detailed and usually correct

explanations for the people, events, official titles, places and institutions
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mentioned in them. In addition, they, especially Zhao Yi, discussed general

patterns and trends of social, cultural and institutional developments.112

To conduct their studies in this way, these historians were motivated by

the traditional desire to establish history as a mirror. Yet they also argued

that history played an equally important role as the study of the classics, a

bold argument unseen before. This trend of historicism in Qing intellectual

culture led to a ‘historicization’ of classical learning.113 This process was

best summarized in the statement, ‘all Six Classics were histories’, entered

emphatically by Zhang Xuecheng (1738–1801) in his Wenshi tongyi
(General Principles of Literature and History), even though Zhang’s own

scholarly interest extended beyond evidential study. By emphasizing and

restoring the historicity of the classics, Qing evidential scholars succeeded

in unravelling the Neo-Confucian hermeneutic edifice, which had consid-

ered the classics as sacred and immutable, and raised the status of history

by emancipating it from its traditional role as auxiliary to classical study.

They pursued and maintained the belief that the right and wrong, or the

greatness of the classics, would reveal themselves once the historical truth

was established. This belief was not dissimilar to Leopold von Ranke’s

(1795–1886) in his well-known maxim, ‘wie es eigentlich gewesen’. Zhao

Yi, for example, criticized the Neo-Confucian historiographical method,

for it rewrote some previous historical works not to correct their mistakes

but so that they better espoused Confucian ideals.114

All the scholars mentioned above, Wang Mingsheng, Qian Daxin,

Zhao Yi, and to a lesser extent Zhang Xuecheng, were contemporaries of

Dai Zhen. In fact, they befriended one another; Qian, for example, was a

friend of Dai’s and was related to Wang by marriage. Together with many

others, they formed a scholarly community, or a Republic of Letters, which

consisted of several schools emerging from where these savants worked as

school teachers and independent scholars. Wang Mingsheng, for instance,

belonged to the Suzhou School. Dai Zhen later developed his own – the

Anhui school – attracting a large following, as did Qian Daxin, though on

a smaller scale due to his modesty. The emergence of this Republic of

Letters benefited from the boom of a book culture in the Ming and Qing

periods. According to one estimate, by 1750 this book culture had printed

more books in China than the sum of all books printed in the rest of the

world.115 Qing scholars often published their works in a number of volumes,

even though some of them, such as Zhang Xuecheng, lived in poverty.

This explosive growth of a book culture in Qing China was associated

with impressive economic development and consistent population growth.

As mentioned earlier, an urban society in south-east China had already
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emerged in the Ming period. By the eighteenth century, a national mar-

ket had formed, characterized by its long-distance trade both at home 

and abroad. As merchants gained more social respect, they interacted and

associated through marriage with the literati class. To some extent, the

augmented interest in practical learning and evidential study in the Qing 

suited the need of merchants in an increasingly urban and commercialized

cultural setting. By allying with merchants, the literati families also gained

a more stable economic footing, which was increasingly necessary because,

thanks to population increase, the traditional channel of upward social

mobility through civil service examinations had become increasingly nar-

rower. The rise of the merchant class undermined the traditional social

hierarchical order of literati, peasants, artisans and merchants, which Neo-

Confucianism had hoped to uphold. Just as evidential learning loosened

the foundation of the Neo-Confucian intellectual order, economic change

shook the Neo-Confucian social order. And the two, needless to say, were

correlated.116

Associated with the social change outlined above, the Republic of

Letters also grew; many scholars who had succeeded in the civil examina-

tions retired early from government in order to devote their time to teach-

ing and scholarship. Qian Daxin and Wang Mingsheng were well-known

examples. Their decision was made possible by the availability of teaching

positions in many academies. During Ming and Qing China, the number 

of academies reached an unprecedentedly high level. Many scholars thus

were able to support themselves and, more importantly, exchange their

ideas with one another by teaching in an academy. The development of a

commercial culture mentioned above also provided financial support to

some members of the literati class for their interest in scholarly pursuits.

Wealthy merchants, for example, usually offered a handsome amount of

royalty and commission to a noted scholar or poet for writing a eulogy or

poem for a deceased family member or ancestor. During the eighteenth

century, though the odds of passing the highest level of the civil examina-

tion appeared to have worsened, the number of candidates succeeding at

the lower levels increased, suggesting a rise in literacy – estimated between

twenty and thirty per cent among the male population – and an expanded

readership for books in history and other genres.117 If a ‘reading public’

indeed was emerging in Ming and Qing China, it was also aided by the

increase in the literacy rate among women, as revealed by recent studies of

Chinese women’s history.118

The interest in evidential learning, too, spilled over to the Qing court.

Emperor Qianlong (r. 1735–95), who was well known for his grandiose
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ambitions and extravagant projects, commissioned the compilation of the

Siku quanshu (Complete Works of the Four Treasuries). It was a stately

attempt to screen, abstract and catalogue all worthy books published in

the past, and it organized them under four categories: classics, history, 

philosophy and belles-lettres, a traditional bibliographical system first used

during the pre-Tang period. The Four Treasuries project reaped the fruits

of evidential study; the latter’s ideas and techniques in textual and histor-

ical criticism were applied to examine and ascertain the authenticity of 

the books, and investigate and ensure the integrity and veracity of their

contents. In fact, Dai Zhen, the doyen of evidential learning, was made an

editor for the project.119

From a different perspective, the emperor’s interest in and patronage of

the Four Treasuries project could have been an insidious scheme, aiming at

thought control of the literati class. It might have been intended to channel

the intellectual energy to something meticulous and time-consuming in

order to preempt subversive acts. During the Qing period, there indeed

occurred several bloody and notorious cases of the so-called ‘literary

crimes’ (wenziyi), in which a writer, historian or poet was executed by the

emperor, along with his family, relatives and even disciples, for alleged

treasonable ideas found in his writings. Emperor Qianlong might come

across as a dilettante in literati culture. Yet in so far as his political think-

ing was concerned, he was certainly more dependent on Neo-Confucian

learning for its emphasis on moral cultivation and sociopolitical order.

Thus viewed, evidential learning was tinged with a dissident overtone. At

the very least, it showed an unwillingness among some members of the

literati class to lend overt support to Manchu rule.

The Tokugawa shogun in Japan also detected the potentially subversive

power in evidential study, though as an intellectual movement it did not

reach Japan until the end of the eighteenth century. The Kansei Prohibition

(1790)120 was an example of the shogunate’s attempt to shore up Neo-

Confucian orthodoxy and fend off its critics and the challenges from 

various schools, including the emergent evidential learning advocated by

Inde Kinga (1732–84) and Yoshida Kdtan (1745–98) in Japan.121 Despite

the prohibition, evidential learning continued to attract a following and

reached maturity during the nineteenth century, whereas it declined appar-

ently in Qing China.

In Chosnn Korea, critics of Neo-Confucian learning, including those

with a bent for evidential learning, were gathered together in the School of

Practical Learning whose rise mirrored the intellectual change of the Ming

and Qing in China.122 An Chnng-bok (1712–91), an acclaimed evidential
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historian, demonstrated his excellent skills in source criticism and enviable

erudition in both Korean and Chinese histories in his Tongsa kangmuk
(An Outline of Eastern [Korean] History), a chronicle bearing a deceiving

Neo-Confucianist title. Spurred on perhaps by an embryonic nationalist

sentiment in light of the Ming’s fall, he and especially his followers began

to shed doubt on the Sinocentric world order that had traditionally under-

girded Chosnn Korea’s tributary relation with China.123 In the work of 

Le Quy Don (c. 1726–84), a well-respected Vietnamese historian, similar

efforts were made to broaden the use of sources, thanks to the influence 

of evidential learning. Le’s multi-volume Le Trieu Thong Su (Complete

History of the Le Dynasty) departed from official Vietnamese historiography.

Enriched by vivid biographic accounts, it was more a prosopography 

than a chronicle, reminiscent of Sima Qian’s Records.124 In sum, prior to

the intrusion of Western powers, the intellectual life of the Sinitic world

exhibited a great deal of vitality and dynamism, highlighted by the ebb 

and flow of evidential learning. In the following centuries, the interest and

focus nurtured by evidential learning were to condition and characterize

the efforts by historians in the region to accommodate and appropriate

Western influences, to which we will turn in the next chapter.
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