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Preface

What is the best kind of history? As a political scientist with a
strong interest in history, my personal answer to this very
challenging question is quite simple. For me,the best kind of history
is the history that help us to make sense of the present. But in fact,
writing such history is not at all simple. For it requires a firm grasp of
contemporary developments and debates as well as a dogged determination
to search for their origins Cand alternative possibilities ) through
painstaking documentary, archival ,and oral history research. Outstanding
histories reconstruct past events in ways that are factually accurate
and that capture the context and meanings of such events for
historical actors. while also linking those earlier patterns to later
developments.

At the same time, historical studies should be sensitive to “roads
not taken”—in other words,to the contingency of past events and the
possibility that history could have (and might still) take a different
path, The best kind of history.in my view.explain where our various
cultures, institutions and practices came from—and provide insight
into how we might improve upon them in the future by recognizing
other (often forgotten or hidden) elements from our collective past. |
believe that the best kind of history is also enjoyable to research and

write and entertaining to read because it provides a gripping and
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compelling narrative of how we came to be what we are and (by
implication and extension) how we might do better going {forward.

But of course other readers and writers of historical studies may
(and indeed should!) have different preferences and expectations
from mine. And it is precisely for the purpose of opening our minds
to a wide range of alterative objectives and approaches that this
collection of essays has been compiled.

This volume is the product of a lively workshop of historians
drawn from across Greater China (mainland China, Hong Kong.
Taiwan) and beyond (Singapore. Korea, United States. Canada).
Although the chapter authors were all former Visiting Scholars at the
Harvard-Yenching Institute.they were chosen to represent a variety
of backgrounds and perspectives. Moreover, unlike most conference
volumes.this volume includes not only formal papers by established
scholars, but also informal discussions among the participants as well
as short retrospectives on the theme of the workshop by graduate
students who attended the proceedings. The result, we hope, is a
more open-ended and free-wheeling account.,true to the spirit of the
workshop itself.

As Professor Chen Hongmin noted in his welcoming remarks at
the workshop,I was immediately receptive when he [irst raised with
me the idea of convening in Hangzhou a group of Harvard-Yenching
alumni drawn from different generations, countries. and academic
approaches in order to discuss fundamental questions in the study of
history. His suggestion to hold the workshop on a small boat on
Zhejiang's West Lake intrigued me not only because of the

captivating scenic beauty of that setting, or even because of the
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significance of a momentous conference held many years earlier on a
small boat on Zhejiang's South Lake. but above all because this
unusual format would allow for a more relaxed, frank, and in-depth
exchange of ideas than is possible at most academic gatherings.

As anticipated, the West lLake workshop was an extremely
pleasurable and intellectually stimulating occasion in which the back
and forth informal discussions among participants proved to be as
thoughtful and instructive as the very fine paper presentations. I am
deeply grateful to Professor Chen Hongmin and his colleagues and
students at Zhejiang University for organizing such a valuable and
memorable workshop and also for expertly and expeditiously
shepherding this volume through the editorial and publication
process.

The question which Professor Chen posed for our common
deliberation,namely “What is the best kind of history?”elicited quite
different responses from the paper writers, and resulted in spirited
debates among the participants. For some, the social relevance and
public influence of historical scholarship and education is paramount:
the best kind of history speaks to the pressing issues of the day in
intelligible and influential ways. History written and taught in this
vein must evoke both empathetic understanding and critical
engagement [rom its readers and audience. For others, the mark of
great history is found not in its social impact but in its scholarly
methodology. Here the stress is on the credibility and diversity of the
sources consulted and the critical eye brought to bear on their
interpretation. For still others,the ideological context and constraints

that shape historical inquiry are a powerful determinant ol both
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content and quality. From this perspective, the best kind of history
succeeds in speaking truth to power. Workshop participants differed
in emphasizing subjective or objective standards of evaluation, in
adopting humanistic or social scientific approaches,in favoring local,
national or global perspectives,in focusing on individual events and
cases versus general trends and processes,and in assessing the place
of values and authenticity in today’s “post-modern”scholarly world.
The aim of this edited volume is not to take sides in these
debates. Rather, the aim is consistent with the mission of the
Harvard-Yenching Institute itself: to advance higher education in the
humanities and social sciences in Asia by exposing scholars
(especially younger scholars) to an array of alternative theories and
methodologies. Our goal is not political but academic: to promote
first-class scholarship. Yet, as this volume indicates, there is no
consensus on exactly what constitutes first-class scholarship. Thus,
rather than privileging any particular perspective, we celebrate the
contrasting and even contradictory insights inspired by different
approaches. For encouraging this diversity, I would again like to
express heartfelt appreciation to Professor Chen Hongmin and
Zhejiang University, as well as to all the workshop presenters and

participants who contributed to this collective effort.
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